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    Prologue 
 
      
 
      
 
    The gun was cold on the back of his neck. Ross stared ahead, the inside of the warehouse in shadow, boxes stacked either side of him. The only escape route was forward. Turning and barging the owner of the gun out of the way wasn’t an option. And, if that owner was who he thought it was, he’d be better off standing still. 
 
    Didn’t bode well to naff him off. 
 
    “You fucking pig scum,” the man said, his voice revealing his identity. 
 
    Scum. How many times had Ross been called that? How many times had he thought of his fellow officers in the same way? How many times had he been in these fucking situations, where he had a name that didn’t belong to him and a life that wasn’t his? How many times had he had a gun to his neck, his life put at risk, all in the name of the job? 
 
    “I’m no fucking pig,” Ross said. “You’ve had me checked out. You know who I am, so why piss me around like this?” 
 
    “Piss you around? Is that what you think this is? Me holding a gun to your neck is pissing around? Christ, mate, what do I have to do to make you realise I’m being serious? You know me, what I do, what I’m capable of. If I were you, I’d be shitting myself.” 
 
    Ross didn’t answer. Didn’t need to. Musket was usually always serious—deadly—and there was no getting away from the fact that Ross’ cover had probably been blown. How, though? He’d been so careful. He’d have to wing it, do what he could until he was able to get away. And if he couldn’t? Well, he was fucked, wasn’t he?  
 
    End of the line. End of his life. Musket would see to that. 
 
    “Look, where did you get the idea I’m a copper?” Ross asked.  
 
    “Some things don’t add up. You seem okay, but there’s something iffy about you. Besides, I got some info through.” 
 
    “What info?” Ross winced, the gun pushing harder into his skin. 
 
    “You told me you’d killed some bloke in prison. You said he’d got on your nerves and you’d had enough. Snapped. But I asked around, and no one was killed that week. Yeah, you were there all right, in that nick, and your story checked out that you’d been put away for a little spell, a lookout in a poxy robbery, but killing someone? Nah, did you fuck.” 
 
    “No one was reported as being killed that week, you’re right, but did you ask if someone went missing?” 
 
    Ross listened to the sound of his heart, the dull thuds growing louder by the second. He held his breath, nausea streaking through him, and told himself to play it cool. He could get out of this, like he’d got out of everything else before tonight in every other undercover operation he’d worked on. 
 
    “What,” Musket said, “I’m meant to believe you killed someone and they haven’t discovered that yet? With the checks that go in inside those places? Don’t make me fucking laugh.” 
 
    “Ring around. Ask. Georgie Goodman went missing—presumed escaped—but he’s in the disused pipe in the laundry room. Great big thing, was used for air-conditioning until the new shit was installed. Get someone to check. Seriously, he’s there.” 
 
    And he was. Or bones and fake, rotted flesh that could be passed off as Georgie Goodman anyway. They’d been planted just for this kind of scenario, the prison governor well aware of the reasons why. 
 
    “Get the fuck over there,” Musket said, giving Ross a sharp jab with the gun. 
 
    Ross walked forward, out into the warehouse proper. The place was huge, and despite it being filled with boxes, his footsteps still echoed. The pressure on his neck vanished, and he slowly sighed out his relief. Musket walked in front of him and raised his gun, aiming for Ross’ midsection, and fumbled in his pocket for his phone. He hit a speed dial button. Asked questions, said he’d call back in ten minutes. Shoved the phone back in his pocket. 
 
    “You’d better not be bullshitting me.” Musket waved the gun in a gesture that meant he wanted Ross to start walking. “Get in the bloody office.” 
 
    Safe for now, Ross did as he’d been asked. He sat on one of the low, battered grey filing cabinets, appearing as casual as he could. 
 
    “Why the fuck would I bullshit?” he asked. 
 
    Musket, all brawn, strode over to a coffeemaker on a fitted piece of worktop and shovelled in some grounds. He switched the machine on, sorting out two cups as the aroma of coffee filled the air. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Musket said, “but when you get told shit like that, it tends to make you arsey, know what I mean?” 
 
    “Yeah, and when you get accused of being something you’re not, that tends to make you arsey an’ all.” 
 
    “Fuck you.” Musket shrugged. “Two sugars, isn’t it, or do you want more for the shock I just gave you?” 
 
    “Two’s fine. Surprised you remembered how many I have. Always asking, checking.” 
 
    Musket tapped the side of his wide bald head. “I ask to see if you give the same answer every time. See if you slip up. Forget nothing, me.” 
 
    “Me neither.” 
 
    They stared at one another, a battle of wills, and if it weren’t for the rumble of the coffeemaker, Ross thought he’d have been the one to look away first. Musket did, though, nonchalantly, as if they hadn’t been staring it out at all. He poured their drinks, added sugar then Coffeemate, and stirred. Some liquid sloshed over the side of one cup and bled into a sheet of paper on the worktop. He cursed, whipped up the paper, then flapped it about. 
 
    “See, this makes me arsey as well.” Musket shook his head. “If I hadn’t heard that shit about you, we wouldn’t be in here dicking about, wasting time until my contact rings back. I wouldn’t be making coffee, and I wouldn’t have spilled any on this…bloody…order sheet.” 
 
    Ross shrugged, going for nonchalance himself. “Not my fault. If you believe bullshit…” 
 
    “Shut the fuck up.” Musket dragged his phone out then made another call. He didn’t say a word once he’d established the right person had picked up. One-sided conversation over, he put the phone away again then handed Ross his coffee. “Georgie boy was there.” 
 
    “Do I get an apology?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “Didn’t think so.” 
 
    “What you do get is to carry on working for me. You get to carry on being alive. Better than any apology, I reckon.” 
 
    Yeah. Yeah, it was. But it still meant Ross was stuck on this last mission before he was allowed to walk away. Undercover wasn’t his ideal job, but since he’d been found out for being gay, it was made clear he didn’t have any other choice. Some bastard had spread the word, and it seemed no one wanted to work with him anymore. 
 
    And the thing was, despite coming off as hard-nosed when undercover, it was far from the somewhat quieter man Ross was in real life. Undercover meant a new identity. Undercover meant pretending to be someone else. Undercover meant he could have all the traits he’d always wished he’d had. 
 
    Unfortunately, undercover also meant he feared for his life every second of the day, and that was taking its toll. 
 
    But this was his last job, then he’d do something else, something so far from this it was laughable. 
 
    Musket stared at him. “What are you thinking?” 
 
    “That we need to set that bastard up,” Ross lied. “The prick who gave false info about me, the one with the idea of taking over my position, because I bet that’s what this was all in aid of. Remember that murder the other week? Gun missing, no leads on the killer?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “I got word earlier on where the gun might be.” 
 
    Musket grinned, the dark gaps between his teeth on show. “And if it’s there, we can find it a new home. Plant it on the info-giver.” 
 
    Ross nodded, smiling at the other man, but something wasn’t right. Was that a moving shadow out there in the warehouse? He widened his eyes to let Musket know something was wrong. Musket turned to face the door, and a fist struck out, hitting him full on the nose. He staggered into Ross, his coffee cup sailing to crash against the wall behind the desk. Ross slid off the cabinet and readied himself for getting punched, still holding his own coffee. 
 
    No punch came. 
 
    Instead, a man in a balaclava stood in the doorway, rifle raised. “Where’s the gear?” 
 
    “Fuck off,” Musket said, righting himself, bolshy even though a gun was aimed in his direction. 
 
    “I said, where’s the gear?” 
 
    Ross stared at the rifle, at the business end, where pellets could come streaking out and throw him backwards. Kill him. End it all. It was scarier than the gun had been on Ross’ neck. Seeing the weapon always was. But he was Wes Drake now, hard nut, someone not to be messed with. 
 
    And Wes Drake didn’t show fear. 
 
    He tossed his coffee at the man’s balaclava. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    Ross stood at a weathered, waist-height wooden fence that surrounded a place he’d only ever seen the likes of in pictures or on the telly. A farmhouse in the middle of nowhere, away from everything he knew. What was he playing at? What had possessed him to leave London and travel to what was, essentially, the wilderness somewhere in Scotland? 
 
    You know why. 
 
    He dropped his black holdall on the dusty track that pretended to be a road and sighed. His suitcase, propped against a fence pole, held the rest of his worldly goods. A few clothes, some books, and a diary from when he’d been about ten. 
 
    As to the isolation, reality had kicked in the second the bus had left the nearest city, trundling him farther from humanity towards a life he felt he’d been forced into. And the cold. Enough to freeze his knackers off, it was. He loved London, the hustle and bustle, the streets filled with people, so many of them at once your head spun. Here, along the road a couple of miles or so, lone houses sat as though abandoned, and the eeriness of the countryside spoke of desolation. It kind of matched his mood—the mood he’d been in for the past year—so he should have felt at home.  
 
    He didn’t.  
 
    The farmhouse was set far back from the road. Huge fields flanked it, a flat expanse that bled into the gauzy, fog-infused horizon. Clusters of trees huddled together here and there, like him, outcasts from all that surrounded them. Present but probably ignored. Chestnut-coloured horses grazed. There had to be fifty of them at least.  
 
    Not for the first time, he questioned his motives. 
 
    London wasn’t for him anymore. Things had gone…wrong. He’d needed to get out—bloody fast. Sometimes, running was the only option when all others had been exhausted. There was only so much he could have done, only so much he could have put up with before he crumbled and ended up in the nuthouse. Besides, no one he’d worked with gave much of a shit about him there, and being alone among people he knew had to be worse than being alone among people he didn’t. 
 
    He shrugged. Nothing he could do about those he’d left behind now. Nothing he wanted to do. They were gone, even if only in person. That their ghosts and their words still lingered in his mind was another matter.  
 
    You take them with you just the same. 
 
    He picked up his holdall. Slung the handle over his shoulder. Stared at the farmhouse a bit more. It looked small from where he was, a white smudge standing behind the haze of mist. He’d been promised a single room in a bunkhouse, but there was no evidence of one. Just the house, forlorn in the middle of those fields, and a few vehicles parked out the front.  
 
    His nerves jangled, setting his belly churning. It was too late now to do anything but walk up that long drive and see what was what. He gripped the handle of his suitcase and dragged it behind him, the wheels bumping on the uneven ground. At the gate, he unlatched it, pushing it wide enough so he could slip through the gap. He took a deep breath, closed the gate, told himself what would be would be, and set off up the drive.  
 
    It seemed bloody miles long, and his legs ached by the time he reached halfway. Sweat beaded his forehead, and he cursed himself for still wearing the thin coat he’d left London in. The chill was relentless here, a massive difference to back home where rain dominated everything, even the planes of people’s faces if they were caught without an umbrella. He was used to it slaughtering the streets and everyone on them, not this weather. 
 
    An engine rumbled behind him. Ross stopped then turned, shading his eyes to see better. A light-green truck with an open bed at the back barrelled up the drive. Grit spewed from beneath the tyres, and the faint sounds of small stones being kicked up then falling reminded him of hail on windows. 
 
    A sudden wave of homesickness took hold of him along with apprehension that he was about to meet someone new. This was it, this was really happening. What had he been doing then? Kidding himself he wasn’t really here? That he hadn’t ditched everything he knew for everything he didn’t? 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    The truck slowed then drew up beside him. The engine still idled, a clack-clack-clack giving rise to thoughts that it might be about to give up the ghost. The scent of fuel smelt strong as if recently spilt. The driver, a silhouette of shoulders, head, and baseball cap lifted one hand. Ross did the same, feeling like a right prick, nervous and reluctant to speak. 
 
    “You Ross?” the man asked through the open passenger window, accent thick. 
 
    “Um, yeah.”  
 
    “Jump in. I’m Grenadier.” 
 
    Ah, Grenadier, the one I applied to for the job. 
 
    Stuffing apprehension down, Ross swung his suitcase into the bed of the truck. He climbed in beside the bloke, dropping his holdall to the foot well. He glanced across. Grenadier was one hell of a size. Not an ounce of fat on him, he filled the space, his arms straining against the sleeves of his burgundy checked shirt. His skin was as well-worn as the fence posts back there, creases around his eyes and either side of his mouth, but he was about forty, and those wrinkles didn’t match his age. Too many. Hard life? Or maybe the freezing temps did that, dried out the skin and matured a person too early. Curly black hair peeked from beneath his hat, and dark brows arched over eyes so grey they matched the sky. 
 
    Ross cleared his throat and stared through the windscreen. 
 
    The interior of the truck buzzed with something, some force or other that Ross couldn’t define. It was as weird as everything else around here, alien, forcing him to realise he didn’t have a clue as to what he’d let himself in for. Yeah, he’d taken on a job he’d be trained for as he went along, and people moved to different places all the time, but…  
 
    Shit, I’ve made a mistake. 
 
    “You like what you see?” Grenadier asked. 
 
    Ross assumed he was talking about the farmhouse. How could Ross be honest without causing offence? He was used to skyscrapers that kissed the murky heavens and buildings so close that at times you could reach out of a window across a slim alley and touch the hand of someone else doing the same thing from next door. This…this emptiness, the space, that weird buzzing atmosphere… He didn’t think he’d ever get used to that. 
 
    “It’s certainly in the arse end of nowhere,” he said. “I saw the pictures but didn’t really appreciate how empty it was until now.”  
 
    Grenadier stared at him.  
 
    Unnerving. 
 
    “But yeah, it’s nice,” Ross went on. A shitty word to describe someone’s pride and joy, but that was all he had. Nice. 
 
    “You’ll get used to it.” Grenadier drove towards the farmhouse.  
 
    Ross looked out of the side window. The horses weren’t bothered by the truck. They continued to graze, one or two raising their heads to stare. The house came closer, seemed to grow bigger, and a couple of men sat on rockers having a beer—a beer in a Scottish winter. 
 
    Fucking nutters. 
 
    After parking up, Grenadier got out. He walked round to Ross’ side then hauled out the suitcase and took possession of it, striding towards the men. Ross followed. His holdall bumped his arse with every step. One of the blokes laughed—a dark-haired fella who slapped his thigh—and the other, a blond, stared—hard—bringing on all kinds of uncomfortable feelings. 
 
    Ross was the newcomer. Again. It didn’t sit well this time either. He’d been the new kid on so many occasions before it shouldn’t have bothered him. Those times, though, he’d been safe in the knowledge that other people had his back—even though those people hadn’t really wanted to have it, they just had to because that was what they were paid to do. Cover your fellow officer in blue. 
 
    Grenadier said, “Joe, Limmy, this is Ross Jones.” 
 
    Ross nodded as the men stood, then shook their hands. “Nice to meet you.” 
 
    There it was again. Nice. 
 
    It wasn’t—wasn’t sodding nice at all—but he could hardly say that. The urge to walk back down that drive and wait for another bus going the way he’d come was strong.  
 
    “Ready to get your hands dirty?” Joe asked.  
 
    His short hair was so light it bordered on white. A scar ran from his eye to one corner of his mouth, jagged, as if someone had changed direction when slashing his face. 
 
    “I’m ready to work the day after tomorrow, like I agreed with Grenadier,” Ross said, wanting to make sure they didn’t expect him to start early. Not after that seemingly endless bus journey. He was tired, bloody bone weary, and just wanted to go to his allocated bed. 
 
    “Good.” Joe sat again, holding his beer bottle loosely at the neck. His fingers were thick, blunt-ended. “Because we’ve got ourselves a bunkhouse to finish.” 
 
    To finish? 
 
    Ross looked to Grenadier for answers. 
 
    “Yeah,” Grenadier said, scratching the back of his neck. “I started tearing down the old one just after you applied. Damn thing was falling apart anyway. I’d hoped to get the new one ready in time but…” He shrugged. “Shit happened.” 
 
    “Fucking right shit happened,” Limmy muttered. 
 
    Ross stared at him. A distinct waft of irritation came off Limmy, who peered at Joe from the corner of his eye, obviously waiting for him to say something. 
 
    Joe didn’t. 
 
    “So,” Grenadier said, “we’re almost done. You helping out will make it get done quicker.” 
 
    He’d stated the obvious, but there was a scratchy air circling everyone, so maybe Grenadier had just needed something to say to clear the tension. 
 
    “I’ve put you in one of the rooms here.” Grenadier jerked a thumb at the house. “The others are camping out the back in caravans. Didn’t think it fair to expect you to do that when you’d just arrived.” 
 
    “No, no,” Ross said. “It’s fine. I’d love a caravan.” 
 
    Grenadier widened his eyes. “Well, then, if you’re sure?” 
 
    “Very sure.” 
 
    “All right. You need feeding?” Grenadier cocked his head. 
 
    “A sandwich or something would be great, thanks.” 
 
    “Then go on in and speak to Tessa. She’s our cook and housekeeper. You’ll find all you need to know from her about meals and whatever.” 
 
    Ross put his holdall beside his suitcase then walked towards the ajar front door, the tense air getting tenser, tightening around him. Suffocating. He fought off turning tail and running, returning to the Big Smoke and ironing out the problem he’d escaped from. He resisted glancing over his shoulder at Joe and Limmy to see if they looked relieved that he was getting out of their space. But he didn’t need to glimpse their faces to know he didn’t belong.  
 
    Inside, Ross went down a long hallway, the walls dotted with pictures of men on the farm. A large empty living room was to the right, a staircase to his left, and ahead stood a closed door. He knocked then entered, expecting to find a kitchen full of men tucking in, hot meals dotted on the table. Instead, a woman standing at the sink, about thirty, red hair streaming from beneath a black bandana, spun to face him. 
 
    “Grenadier sent me,” Ross said. “For a sandwich. I’m Ross Jones.” 
 
    “Well, hello,” she said, striding towards him, the hem of her pink apron flapping over her slim-fit jeans. She hugged him close then drew back. 
 
    Ross smiled, properly welcomed at last. He studied her face, her bright-green eyes, and the freckles over her nose. She reminded him of his sister, and he warned himself not to get attached, using Tessa as a replacement sibling. 
 
    “I’d say you’d want a drink first,” Tessa said, stepping to a double-wide fridge. “Beer, lemonade, or Coke?” 
 
    “Whatever is easiest for you, thanks.” 
 
    “Sit down.” She gestured to the wooden table that could seat about twenty. She got out a can of Coke then handed it to him. “I can’t get over us having a real London boy here.” 
 
    Ross was about to reply, but Joe came in. 
 
    “Best you get over it pretty fucking quick.” Joe glared at Tessa. “He’s here to work, remember that.” 
 
    Tessa blushed but stiffened her spine. “As we all are, but being friendly doesn’t hurt.” 
 
    “You just see it doesn’t.” Joe moved to the fridge to take out three beers. “Make him something to eat. I’ve got to show him to a caravan in a few and I don’t want to hang around all evening waiting.” 
 
    Ross stared from one to the other. What, were they married or something? 
 
    “Don’t you tell me what to do, Joe.” Tessa turned to bump him out of her way with a hip. She rummaged in the fridge. “This man’s just travelled for bloody miles. The least we can all do is be nice—if you can even be that for five minutes.” 
 
    Nice. Again. 
 
    Somehow, Ross didn’t think Joe could manage it for one second. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    The bread wasn’t the same as Kingsmill or Warburtons. Homemade, it had a sweet taste to it, at odds with the ham and coleslaw filling. Ross could have fitted in another round but didn’t like to say. Tessa had scrubbed the large oven while he’d eaten, and now she sat on the opposite side of the table to him, eyes alight with her curiosity. 
 
    “So, what’s it like in London?” she asked. “Does everyone eat scones and cucumber sandwiches?” 
 
    “Not everyone,” he said, smiling.  
 
    “I imagine it’s a busy place.” 
 
    “It is. Too busy sometimes. Nothing like here.” 
 
    “Oh, here is…here.” She gazed behind him, a frown in place, as if she didn’t like ‘here’ and longed to get away. She jumped up and went to the sink to wash up his plate. 
 
    “This job,” he said. “Is it hard to learn how to look after horses?” 
 
    She dried his plate. “It might be to someone who isn’t used to the animals, but I’m the last person you should ask. Been around horses all my life, so it’s like breathing to me. If you need any tips, ask Limmy or Grenadier. Or one of the other fellas. But Joe…” She sighed. “Joe is…difficult.” 
 
    “He your husband?” Ross hadn’t been able to stop the words blurting out. 
 
    She laughed. “Och, no. I’m not married. Don’t intend to be either. I was once but… I mean, me and Joe?” She put the plate away in a wall cupboard. “Not only is he surly and an arsehole, he’s trouble.” 
 
    Ross’ stomach churned. He’d have sworn they were an item. Joe had been territorial over Tessa, to the point it had been painful to witness. 
 
    “I see.” Ross cleared his throat. “He’s definitely moody. I’ve had enough of that sort to last a bloody lifetime.”  
 
    Tessa leant a hip against a cabinet. “Yeah, he’s moody—and the rest. Just be careful around him.” She glanced at the kitchen door, went over to close it properly, then moved back to the worktop. “Want a coffee?” 
 
    “I’d better not. Joe said—” 
 
    “I don’t give a fuck what he said. I’m only telling you the rules here—if he asks. Aye?” 
 
    “Right. Thanks.” 
 
    Her abruptness shocked the shit out of him. Again, he wanted to get up and walk out. Find somewhere else to bury his past. 
 
    She poured coffee then brought the cups to the table. Sitting opposite again, she leant forward, whispering, “He’s a mean, spiteful wanker. I’m telling you this because he has a habit of scaring off the new staff. Most don’t stick around because of him.” 
 
    “Oh.” Ross took a sip of coffee. Ominous or what? “I don’t need that shit. I just want to work. I came here to… I came here to start again, to get away from that kind of thing.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, so long as you don’t look at anyone funny, you’ll be fine. And when Joe takes you to your caravan, speak as little as possible. The less he has on you, the better.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “He makes out people said stuff,” she mumbled. “When they didn’t. Know what I mean?” 
 
    Ross was starting to see exactly what she meant. She was implying Joe was a tosser, simple as that, and the least Ross had to do with him the better. 
 
    “That scar?” Ross waited to see if she’d tell him about it. 
 
    Didn’t seem she was going to, until, “Fighting with Limmy. Apparently.” She nodded in a knowing way. “With a knife.” 
 
    What the fuck have I stumbled into? “Yeah, I thought it might be a knife. They seemed friendly enough to one another out there, though.” 
 
    “Of course they would be. They put on a front, shove things behind them pretty fast, but you just be careful. Joe now carries a knife. He’s been told not to but he doesn’t listen. A law unto himself, that one.” 
 
    “Why doesn’t Grenadier get rid of him then?” 
 
    Tessa eyed the door, biting her bottom lip. “There are things best left unsaid. Just know that Joe isn’t going anywhere. He has to, um, stay here. Has to. He’s not allowed to leave. Ever.” 
 
    Ever? 
 
    Uneasy, Ross reckoned a change of subject was in order. The current one was weird. “So, what do I need to know about mealtimes?” 
 
    “Breakfast’s between six and seven. Lunch is twelve until one. Evening meal is five until six. If you’re running late, make sure you give me a ring if you need me to plate something up, otherwise you’ve got to be here at least ten minutes before the meal hours are up because I’m not cooking fresh for you, got that?” She smiled. “Well, maybe for you, but don’t tell anyone else that.” She winked, took two gulps of her coffee, then rose. “And I need to show you where the bedding’s kept for now. When the bunkhouse is rebuilt, there’ll be storage in there, but once a week you dump your dirty sheets in here.” She got up and opened a door at the far end of the dining area. “Utility room. Dirty sheets go in the largest hamper. Clean ones are on a shelf. Come and see.” 
 
    Ross followed her, startled by the size of the washing machine and dryer, same as those in a laundrette. “You do all this by yourself?” 
 
    “It’s what I’m paid to do. Cook, housekeeper, shoulder to cry on, whatever.” 
 
    “So you’re not married, you said?” 
 
    “Nope. I was, but fuck, that’s a story for one of the nights we get together and have a drink round the fire. I need a few beers in my belly to go into that again. He was an arsehole. Like Joe.” She stiffened, tilting her head, then brought her finger to her lips: Shh. “So here’s where the sheets are, and if you need an extra blanket, they’re in the cupboard to the right. Your dirty clothes go in the hamper beside the one for the sheets—and don’t worry, I know whose stuff is whose, so you’ll get them all back in one piece. And that’s about it.” 
 
    “Thank God it is,” Joe said. “You’ve been explaining for long enough.” 
 
    Ross turned. Joe filled the doorway. A scowl striped the man’s forehead, and deep crevices formed brackets either side of his mouth. Did the bloke ever smile? 
 
    “Thanks, Tessa,” Ross said. “For the sandwich and everything.” 
 
    “Everything?” Joe narrowed his eyes. 
 
    “Oh, you,” Tessa said, swatting Joe’s chest as though she thought him the nicest man around. 
 
    “You told him all he needs to know?” Joe jerked his head at Ross but didn’t look at him. 
 
    “Oh, I told him a few things all right. And he has a name; it’s Ross,” Tessa snapped. “And Ross is still in the room with us. Fuck me, Joe, you’re such a rude bastard. And cut me some slack, will you?” 
 
    Something hung in the air between these two, heavy, thick, and threatening. They glared at each other, the eye contact never wavering. 
 
    “Slack?” Joe said. He laughed, low, angry. “You should know I don’t give anyone slack. According to what people say, the rope’s as tight as I can get it once the noose is around their neck.” 
 
    Tessa shook her head as if he sickened her. “Isn’t that the truth. But any more nooses, and I won’t keep my mouth shut.” 
 
    What the hell?  
 
    Ross frowned at the undercurrents. Things were being said beneath the words that had been spoken, but rather than want to know what they were, he found himself wanting to mind his own business. Back home he’d been bound by law to find out what those kinds of undercurrents were, living a life where he watched his back and hid his fear more often than not. It had become too much, and this talk of nooses and ropes being tight reminded him of why he’d fucked off—something he’d rather forget. He’d had a noose around his neck in more ways than one.  
 
    They continued the stare-off. Tessa didn’t flinch, nor did she blink, and it was clear she refused to glance away first. Shit, she was bold. Joe turned away from her, losing the battle. She had something on the man, but what it was could stay between them. 
 
    “Come on then, Ross.” Joe went back into the kitchen. 
 
    Ross thanked Tessa again then followed Joe into the hallway, conscious of the swaggering figure in front of him. Out the front, Grenadier sat with someone else, sipping from a bottle. Limmy had gone, and in his place was a redhead who bore a striking resemblance to Tessa. 
 
    Grenadier rose. “Ah, Ross. This is Sam, Tessa’s brother.” 
 
    Ross leant across and shook Sam’s hand, glad the woman had family around her, someone to watch out for her. “Nice to meet you, and sorry to seem rude, but I have to get some sleep. I’ll catch up with you sometime.” 
 
    “Likewise.” Sam nodded. 
 
    “If you manage to get up and about tomorrow,” Grenadier said to Ross, “come and find me. If you end up sleeping it away, though, so be it.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Ross smiled. 
 
    Joe waited for him, suitcase in hand. 
 
    Ross picked up his holdall and trailed Joe round the back of the building. What lay beyond shocked him. A huge patch of ground about two hundred metres ahead was burnt, as though there had been a fire. Behind that patch stood stables, a few rows of them by the look of it. To the right was a partially erected building, about half done. Small caravans dotted the grass to the left, and farther left the horses in the fields he’d seen when he’d arrived trotted about.  
 
    Why did I come here again?  
 
    His new schedule and persona would take some getting used to, but wasn’t that what he’d done so well in London? Playing roles, being someone he wasn’t, getting on with different patterns and ways of life? Living the existence of someone else until he’d almost forgotten who he really was and he became that someone else? 
 
    Stop thinking about it. 
 
    Joe stopped at a caravan. “Here.” He handed over a key and the suitcase. “See you around tomorrow—if you’re about.” 
 
    Ross resisted falling back to his old habits and asking questions in such a way that Joe would spill secrets before he’d realised. He didn’t need the hassle of knowing what had gone on here before he’d arrived. 
 
    “We’ll see,” Ross said, sliding the key into the lock.  
 
    “Right, well, whatever.” 
 
    Joe walked off, heading for the house—for more beer, Ross reckoned—and once he’d disappeared, Ross entered his temporary new home. He dropped his holdall and suitcase to the floor, then locked the door. Without bothering to take in the rest of his surroundings, he made for the bed. 
 
    Nothing mattered but sleep. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    Ross woke, sweat pouring off him. Nightmares had plagued him since he’d started going undercover, and it seemed they’d continue to do so now. He shuddered, remembering how the coffee had soaked the balaclava and the man had pulled the trigger from the shock. How the pellets had peppered the wall behind them, both Musket and Ross having the sense to duck to the floor just before they’d been released. 
 
    How he’d managed to become so many different people, all with strong personalities, was anyone’s guess. Maybe acting had given him the confidence to be who he really was, and Ross, when out of role, wasn’t really him at all. 
 
    It had led to confusion, to him rolling things around in his head until he’d thought he was going mad. That last job had been nuts, taking him places he’d never usually go, making him do things he’d never lawfully be allowed to do if he were a civilian. But last job were the words he’d clung to as he’d seen it through until the bitter end. 
 
    And here he was, back to being a quieter motherfucker, in another situation he never thought he’d be in. He laughed. He’d just swapped one role for another, hadn’t he, only this time it was by choice. He was still hiding who Ross was, what he’d done in the past. Still playing a part, this time of some normal bloke who just happened to want to start a new life learning about horses, when really, he was running from the life he already had. From the people he’d known. Musket and— 
 
    Ross sat on the edge of the bed, scrubbing his chin, refusing to think about what had happened. He stared around the caravan. Small kitchen area to one side, a seat that could double as a slim single bed on the other, and at the far end, by the door, a shower room. Compact it might be, but it was perfect. A bolthole. A place to lick his wounds. 
 
    He squeezed into the bathroom, got showered, then slung on some clothes. 
 
    With no idea what the time was, he left the caravan, going towards the house. Several men were hard at work on the bunkhouse, so it wasn’t one of the mealtimes yet. Judging by the weak sun, he reckoned it was mid-afternoon again. Christ, had he really almost slept the clock round? 
 
    “Hey!” Grenadier shouted, walking from the bunkhouse and over the charred ground. “Was just about to send someone to check if you were all right. Thought you might be dead.”  
 
    What? 
 
    He clapped Ross on the back. “Fuck, you slept some hours away, man. If you’re quick, you’ll catch Tessa before she goes off for her break.” 
 
    “Christ. Must have been tired. And thanks, I will.” 
 
    “Join us for a beer out the front later?” Grenadier removed his cap then scratched his forehead. 
 
    Why do they like drinking beer out in the cold? “I might do, depends on who ‘we’ is. Joe doesn’t seem to like me much.” 
 
    “Joe doesn’t like anyone. You’ll get used to him.” 
 
    “I’m sure I will.” I’m sure I don’t want to. 
 
    “You go on in now, get some scran.” 
 
    What the fuck is that? 
 
    Ross walked away, lifting a hand in goodbye. His stomach was in knots. Inside, he was still the Ross of yesterday, but he was fucked if he’d let this lot know that. Outside, he was the Ross he wanted them to see, the man he’d wanted to be for a long time. 
 
    Strong, confident, and proud to be gay.  
 
    If anyone tried to railroad him in this job, he’d soon give them what for. 
 
      
 
    * * * * 
 
      
 
    Tessa wasn’t alone in the kitchen. Joe was with her, his hand upturned on the table, blood pooling in the palm. It reminded Ross of the time Musket had fought off a blade-wielding nutter when one of their drug meets had gone wrong. He and Musket had got away, coming out on top. The blade owner had ended up a victim of his own steel, courtesy of Musket, and their reputations had been stronger for it. Ross’ stomach hadn’t been stronger, though. He’d had to sew the wound up. 
 
    “Shit, what happened to you?” Ross asked, striding across the kitchen. 
 
    “Fucking chisel slipped,” Joe snarled. “What’s it to you?” 
 
    “I can fix it, that’s what.” Ross planted his hands on the table and leant on them, inspecting how Tessa was trying valiantly to soak up the blood with balls of cotton wool. 
 
    “Fix it? What, are you a bloody doctor now?” Joe scowled, his eyebrows darting down. 
 
    “Nope, but I’ve seen and done things you wouldn’t believe, and sewing someone’s palm back together is one of them.” He looked to Tessa. “Got a curved needle?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said, wedging a load of cotton wool into Joe’s palm. She walked to a sideboard with several drawers and produced a wicker box. “In here.” She plonked it on the table then rooted inside. 
 
    “I’ll need it sterilised,” Ross said. 
 
    “Just hang on a pissing minute here,” Joe said. “I haven’t agreed to this shit.” 
 
    “Yet,” Ross said, going to the sink to wash his hands. “But you will.” It was almost a relief to slip into this part, to be similar to Wes Drake again, the strongest of his previous aliases. “Give it a week or two, and the stitches can come out.” 
 
    “A week or two?” Joe moved to get up. 
 
    “Yep.” Ross grimaced at the state of the cut. “Worried about having to take time off work?” 
 
    “Too right I am. We’ll fall behind.” 
 
    “Must be something else you can do instead.” Ross shrugged.  
 
    Tessa returned with the needle on the saucer in what smelt like surgical spirit. She nudged the sewing box towards Ross with the back of her hand. 
 
    “This is going to hurt him, yes?” she asked. “I mean, really hurt?” 
 
    “Yep,” Ross said.  
 
    “Good.” She smiled, smug. 
 
    Joe snapped, “Just get on with it, will you?” 
 
    With the palm clean and the blood flow nearly at a standstill, Ross threaded the needle. “This is going to sting.” 
 
    Joe gritted his teeth. 
 
    Ross got to work. Job done, and with no thanks from Joe, Ross glanced across at Tessa, who disinfected the table then handed Ross a baguette stuffed with meat and plenty of salad. He made himself comfortable at the table and ate, staring out at the charred earth. 
 
    “That’s some fire there must have been out the back,” he said. 
 
    “We don’t talk about that,” Tessa said. 
 
    “Painful memories?” 
 
    She swivelled her eyes towards Joe. 
 
    “All right, I know when to stop asking questions,” Ross said. 
 
    Silence settled between them all then. Tension came off Joe—tension that had nothing to do with his hand. Yeah, something had definitely happened here, but it was in the past and clearly didn’t need dredging up. And Ross wasn’t a copper anymore, shouldn’t even be poking his nose into things that didn’t concern him. 
 
    Joe sniffed.  
 
    Tessa sighed. 
 
    “Big step for me, this,” Ross said. “Coming here.” 
 
    “What did you do before?” Tessa asked. 
 
    “I was an undercover copper.” 
 
    Joe coughed.  
 
    Tessa widened her eyes. 
 
    “But that’s all behind me now. I got sick of always having to keep my ear to the ground, know what I mean? I just want to live a quiet life, minding my own business. I don’t give a shit what anyone else is doing.” 
 
    Joe’s breathing grew slower.  
 
    Tessa smiled. 
 
    “So, you’ve always been here?” Ross asked Tessa. 
 
    “Been working at the farm ten years now. This area, though, been here all my life. Think I told you that before.” 
 
    “And you?” He turned to look at Joe. 
 
    “Ah, so I’m worthy of being spoken to now, is that it?” 
 
    “Didn’t think you were the chatty type,” Ross said. 
 
    “I am, but I couldn’t get a word in edgeways.” Joe twitched his nose. 
 
    “Yeah, you could have. We were quiet for a while back there. You could have opened your big mouth then and didn’t.” 
 
    Keep your trap shut. 
 
    “Who the fuck are you?” Joe said, whacking his good fist on the table. “Christ, I thought I had your measure yesterday, but shit…” 
 
    “First impressions aren’t always true,” Ross said. “Rule number one in life should be: Never underestimate someone; never think you’ve got their number. Stuff like that comes back to bite you.” 
 
    Ross had said that on purpose, to shake Joe a bit. If something dodgy had gone down around here, something that was being covered up, and Joe had been involved, he needed to know he couldn’t hold whatever it was over the others. That was what had struck Ross about this situation, and the only way to stop a bully was to make them see they had no power. 
 
    “See, the way I look at it,” Ross went on, “is no one’s perfect. Everyone has a secret to hide. There’s always something you’d prefer other people didn’t know. But so long as you do your work and act like a gentleman, not giving anyone unnecessary grief, I reckon you’ll get along fine.” 
 
    “Who, me? You talking to me?” Joe said. 
 
    “No, in general. Life in general.” Of course I was fucking talking to you. 
 
    “Right. Only, I was going to say—” 
 
    “Say what?” Ross stared at Joe. 
 
    Joe’s cheeks reddened. He puffed them out then clamped his lips together. Shook his head as if off kilter. “Nothing.” 
 
    “I didn’t think so.” 
 
    Ross finished his meal, and Tessa got up to switch on the standing food heater, one of those efforts where lights kept the grub warm. 
 
    “We all serve ourselves?” Ross asked. 
 
    “You do,” she said. “It’s easier that way.” 
 
    Ross stood. “All right if I help myself to a Coke?” 
 
    “Sure, hon.” 
 
    Ross got one then returned to his seat, and while Tessa was busy, he leant towards Joe. “Listen,” he said quietly, “I’m not here to cause trouble, but I’m not here to be bullied either.” He took Joe’s hand in his, applying light pressure to the injured palm. “And I’m not here to be treated like shit by someone like you, right?” 
 
    Joe nodded. “I can see that.” 
 
    “So, as long as we both know where we stand, we’ll be okay, but I catch you talking to her or anyone else like you own them?” Ross pushed his fingers down harder. “I won’t be too happy.” 
 
    “Whatever,” Joe said, wincing. 
 
    Bravado was the name of the game here, and although it appeared Joe was bursting with it, there was a chip slowly slipping off his shoulder. He looked unsure, like he didn’t know what to say or how to react. It was clear he’d always been the thug around here, but Ross could do thug, Ross could do intimidator. Joe was aware of that now. 
 
    “I’m not a nasty man by nature,” Joe muttered. 
 
    Ross held back a bark of laughter. Who was this bloke trying to kid? 
 
    “But something happened,” Joe went on, his voice cracking, “and it… I changed.” 
 
    “People have crap hitting the fan all the time,” Ross said, “but it doesn’t mean you have to take it out on everyone else.” He didn’t look at him, instead keeping his sights on the burned ground outside. “And it seems to me you’ve been doing a lot of that. Taking things out on others. I had you pegged for a complete arsehole, you know that?” 
 
    “I do now.” 
 
    “It isn’t too late to change, believe me.” 
 
    “Oh, I believe you. Christ, you’re direct, and this time yesterday I’d have damn well knocked you out for talking to me like that.” 
 
    “You could still knock me out. Wouldn’t make a difference. You’d still be a nasty bastard.” 
 
    Joe appeared to teeter between being the surly shit he usually was or taking a step back and trying on a new self for size. He laughed then, which chased the scar on his face away, creating just a laughter line. 
 
    Tessa swivelled round, a lid from the food heater in one hand. “Well, bugger me. Where’s Joe? What have you done with him? Because this isn’t Joe. Joe doesn’t laugh.” 
 
    “Piss off,” Joe said. 
 
    Well, that didn’t last long… 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    Ross stood next to Joe while men attached cladding to the outside of the bunkhouse. 
 
    “You ever done any woodwork?” Joe asked. “Stupid question. I doubt there’s much call for it as a copper.” 
 
    “No.” Ross wasn’t sure whether to open up to this bloke or keep his past where it belonged. Would it hurt to reveal what he’d been capable of? What he’d still be capable of if he was pushed? “I was more into infiltrating gangs, gaining their trust so I could get information out of them. Drug runners, pushers, killers and whatnot. You do them wrong, they’ll do you. Dump your body and not turn a hair. I had to hang around with people like that.” 
 
    “And you went into it freely?” 
 
    Freely my arse. “No, it wasn’t something I’d have chosen to do, but when they—my work colleagues—found out I was bent, the majority of them weren’t too happy to work with me. They must have thought I’d bum them as soon as look at them. A brush of an arm meant something else entirely to them once they knew.” 
 
    “You’re bent?” Joe’s mouth sagged. 
 
    “Yep. So?” 
 
    “Be careful.” Joe sniffed. 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    “Certain people around here don’t like your type. There’s someone you need to—” 
 
    Limmy appeared around the side of the bunkhouse, a pencil balancing above his ear, one end hidden by his dark hair. His tool belt bounced on his thigh as he walked, and he had his head down, deep in thought. 
 
    “Him,” Joe said. “Watch out for him. Needs a lesson or two in not treating the likes of you bad. He doesn’t understand, you know? Comes off as rude most times.” 
 
    “Like you, you mean? ‘Your type’. ‘The likes of you’. Will you listen to yourself?” 
 
    “Yeah, well… He makes stuff up.” 
 
    “Someone warned me you did the same thing.” Ross wasn’t about to get Tessa in the shit, but he wanted Joe to know how things were. “That you make crap up to get people in trouble.” 
 
    “They did, did they?” 
 
    Ross glanced at him, seeing what he’d expected—a dark expression, a clenched jaw, and barely suppressed rage. 
 
    “Yeah.” Ross shrugged. “So if you’re not like that underneath, you’re giving people the wrong impression. And if it’s Limmy who’s the arsehole, he’s doing a better job of being sneaky about it than you are.” 
 
    “Bastard.” Joe stared down at his bandaged hand. “I was going to tell you the truth about the chisel slip, but now? I’ll just keep my mouth shut.” 
 
    “Why, because you think I won’t believe you?” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    “How did it happen?” Ross asked. 
 
    “Let’s just say Limmy is handy at making people bleed.” 
 
    Joe strolled away, towards the horses. Ross followed him, running to catch up, then came abreast of him. 
 
    “I thought you and Tess were married,” Ross said to steer the convo elsewhere. 
 
    Joe laughed. “No damn way in Hell. I’ve got ties with her, that’s all. She was married to my brother.” 
 
    Shit. 
 
    “So I like to protect her—like he should have.” 
 
    “She said she’d let me know about it sometime.” 
 
    “Good, because now I don’t have to.” Joe halted again, tensing. “Look, this isn’t going to work, me being nice. It doesn’t fit my skin, aye? It feels wrong. Every time I think about shit, the bad feelings come back.” 
 
    “So talk about them. Get them out of your system.” You’re a fine one to talk. 
 
    Joe ignored him, striding over to a fence then perching himself on it. He stared out at the horses, his expression neutral, like he’d erased every bad thought that usually squirmed his features into strange shapes. Ross walked over slowly, wondering why he’d been chatting with him when he’d told himself he ought to mind his own, be a loner. 
 
    Ross climbed on the fence. Joe pulled out a packet of cigarettes. He lit one then offered the pack to Ross. 
 
    Ross hadn’t had a cigarette in ages. He’d taken up the habit while undercover, had smoked weed, too, and although he’d ditched the practice as easily as he’d ditched his personas, every so often he fancied one. 
 
    “Yeah, fuck it. Why not?” He sparked up, the first inhale of smoke a massive hit. He closed his eyes while blowing out, the nicotine reaching all the parts of him that were taut, relaxing his muscles. 
 
    “Can’t smoke by the farmhouse,” Joe said. “And when you’ve finished, stub it out and take the butt back with you. Not good if the horses accidentally eat them.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    They sat in silence for a while. Ross stared at the road, at how far away it seemed. Behind that were more fields that stretched on in an endless flat plain, the inkling of trees in the far distance, smudges of shadow on bruised sky. For miles around them there was nothing, and the isolation, which he’d thought would give him a measure of peace, brought nothing but unease. 
 
    “What happens out here when someone’s ill?” Ross asked. 
 
    “We work it as best we can with home remedies and such, but we have the truck or Tessa’s van if we need to get someone to a hospital. And times like with my hand—Tessa usually sews us up. She did my face.” He lit another cigarette, shielding it as if wind would come by any second and blow his lighter flame out. “As for fires, we just have to contain them as best we can. Sometimes, that doesn’t work.” 
 
    Ross didn’t push for more. If the charred ground was something no one here discussed, he wasn’t going to prod. But damn, that patch of earth kept gnawing at his mind, pressing him to find out the gist of it. 
 
    “The last one was fucking bad.” Joe exhaled. “We’d started pulling the old bunkhouse down. Almost gone, it was, apart from the foundations, the floor, and a few struts sticking up, a couple of outer walls still standing. The latest new bloke, the one before you…” He shivered. “Kit. Friend of Limmy’s—got vouched for and everything, so Grenadier took him on. A row broke out between me and Kit—he got on my bloody nerves about something or other. Came at me with an aerosol can and a lighter. Had me pinned in the corner of the bunkhouse where two walls met. Set a rag on fire, threw it at me. Caught my shirt alight. Limmy came along, Kit telling him I’d started it.”  
 
    Ross waited for more. 
 
    “Whatever,” Joe said. “Didn’t matter I’ve known Limmy all my life. He came at me with a knife. And all the while, the fire’s spreading across the wooden floor.” He stroked a finger down his scar. “All I could think of was that he was going to open my face up again, and that if the fire went farther, over the dried grass, it might reach the stables. I explained that Kit was a troublemaker. Limmy took Kit back to their caravan for ‘a word’, left me to deal with the mess. I used the water pump, wet the ground between the bunkhouse and the stables, then let the horses out into this field. Grenadier and the other men came out, helped me, but Limmy and Kit? They stayed away. We could hear them rowing.” 
 
    Ross had a feeling what was going to come now. 
 
    “So, next morning, we’re at breakfast, everyone except Kit. I’d told Grenadier what had happened, and he’d spoken to Limmy. The bastard gave a different account, made it look like I’d started the fire. And then later…Jesus, later, when Kit hadn’t showed for work, Limmy went to find him in the caravan. And he was there. Strung up by a noose.” 
 
    “Fucking hell,” Ross said, his skin going clammy. 
 
    Joe snorted. “I got the blame for that, too, killing Kit, even though I’d been in sight the whole time. Couldn’t have gone to the caravan without someone noticing, could I.” 
 
    “So how come you’re still here? Why didn’t Grenadier call the police?” Why am I asking fucking questions? 
 
    “Things don’t work that way around here.” 
 
    Ross got an eerie feeling, like he’d stumbled into some backwoods effort where everyone covered up secrets from the outside world. The copper in him screamed that he should tell someone, but another part of him wanted to brush it all away, bury it. Joe had sounded genuine in the telling, but was that what he was good at? Lying? Ross recalled what Tessa had said. That Joe said people did things when they didn’t. But what if Limmy was the one doing that? 
 
    I’m better off keeping the hell away from the pair of them. 
 
    “Want another smoke?” Joe asked. 
 
    Ross nodded—he fucking well needed one now, what with getting the shakes—and took a moment to light up and gather his thoughts. Instinct had told him to be wary of Joe from the second he’d first seen him, but now? I don’t need this bollocks. 
 
    “So they think you killed Kit.” Ross blew smoke out. 
 
    “Yeah, and rather than fight to get them to listen, I let them believe it. At least I’m left alone if they think I might do the same to them.” 
 
    “D’you think Kit killed himself?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    Christ. “So how come you and Limmy looked like friends when I arrived?” 
 
    “I keep on the right side of Limmy as much as I can, and you’d be better off doing the same. Just don’t let him know you’re gay. And us two talking? If asked, you need to say I’m teaching you about the horses. Best he doesn’t know I’ve talked.” Joe got off the fence, slipping his wasted butts into his pocket, then headed back to the farmhouse.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    The man in the balaclava clutched his face with one hand, a screech coming out of him, a wounded animal. Quickly, Ross jumped up and chopped at the man’s wrist. The rifle clattered to the floor, and he swooped down to pick it up. He levelled it at the intruder, who seemed to dally between ripping his face mask off and revealing his identity or suffering with the heat-soaked wool on his skin. 
 
    “Back up.” Ross prodded him in the chest with the rifle. “Out there.” 
 
    Their attacker obeyed, and Ross followed, Musket close behind him. 
 
    In the warehouse, Musket punched the bloke in the gut then gripped his wrists. “Tie the bastard.” 
 
    Ross put the rifle down on top of a pile of boxes, thankful he didn’t have to use it. Even undercover there were rules. He could only use a gun in self-defence.  
 
    Snapping a cable tie around the man’s wrists, Ross felt right at home, having done such a thing hundreds of times before. Musket patted their quarry down—no more weapons, thank fuck. 
 
    “You’re coming with us,” Musket said. “Now move. Outside.” 
 
    He grabbed the rifle and jabbed the man with it, prompting him to leave the warehouse. Ross followed, the sweat from his adrenaline rush drying in the cold night air, only for his skin to be wetted again by the onset of spitting rain. Musket manhandled their quarry into the back of a Transit, slamming the door closed then padlocking it. 
 
    “Where are we going?” Ross asked. 
 
    “The fucking docks, Wes, where else?” 
 
    Ross clenched his jaw. The docks could only mean one thing. Yeah, the bloke in the back of the van was criminal, but did he deserve drowning in the Thames? For all they knew he was just some small-time twat who’d heard Musket kept drugs at the warehouse, artfully disguised in the boxes as innocent merchandise. Kettles. Toasters. Out-of-fashion Tamagotchis. 
 
    “Set the alarm then lock up.” Musket threw Ross a bunch of keys. 
 
    He secured the place, wondering when he’d be able to text or telephone his boss before this got out of hand. He was supposed to get in contact as often as he could, but sometimes, like now, it wasn’t possible. Musket watched him until Ross walked away from the warehouse. 
 
    He joined Musket in the van. It smelt of old Burger King bags and the faint whiff of WD40 and weed. A metal grate separated the front seats from the back, and the man’s whimpers and groans filtered through loud and clear. 
 
    “Shut your bloody cakehole,” Musket said, revving the engine then throwing the van into gear. “You messed with the wrong men, you stupid fucker.” 
 
    They spent the journey in silence, Ross staring out of the window at the city that never seemed to sleep. People were out and about, even at this mad hour. 
 
    There was a whimper again. 
 
    How could Ross swing this around so their captive could be set free? The trouble was, if he did that, Musket might suspect him of being a copper again, and after the recent episode, Ross didn’t fancy another gun at his neck anytime soon. 
 
    Musket pulled up at a remote spot along the river, one that had long since had the CCTV busted. Convenient, that. There was a smaller warehouse there, one they could stand beside and do business while having a clear view of the river traffic to the right and, if they peered around the building, another to their left. There was a low stone wall in front of the warehouse that acted as a sandbank should the Thames rise, and many a deal had gone down here. As had many a body. 
 
    Down into the river. 
 
    Ross took a deep breath and stood by as Musket got the bloke out of the van, poking him in the back with the end of the rifle. He shoved him forward, towards the sandbank wall, having him face the water. 
 
    “Now…” Musket put the gun to the man’s back, level with his heart. “Who the fuck are you, and who sent you?” 
 
    He didn’t get a reply. 
 
    “You can smell the river from under that mask, can’t you?” Musket asked. “And hear it? Taste it? I mean, who wouldn’t? So you know what’s going to happen next if you don’t answer me how I want to be answered.” 
 
    Ross strolled over to them. Musket shoved the rifle into Ross’ hands. 
 
    Shit. He should have stayed where he was. 
 
    “You ask him,” Musket said. “And if he doesn’t tell you, you can do him.” 
 
    Fuck. Jesus Christ… 
 
    “Who are you?” Ross asked Balaclava, hoping he’d get a reply so the next scene didn’t have to happen. He wasn’t going to be able to get out of it plausibly, but he’d have to try. 
 
    “Fipps sent me,” he said.  
 
    “Fipps?” Musket frowned. “Who the fuck is Fipps?” 
 
    Ross knew of him—a nonentity, someone who thought himself a gangster kingpin but wasn’t. “Him?” He laughed. “Fipps thinks he can take on Musket?” 
 
    “Yeah.” A puddle of urine spread at the man’s feet. 
 
    “And now he’s gone and pissed himself,” Musket said. “Just do him, will you? Waste of sodding space.” 
 
    Ross shook his head, leaning forward to whisper to Musket, “He might be useful. Send him back to Fipps with a message.” 
 
    “Look, I’m not into fucking about these days. This bloke being bumped off is message enough. I’ll send one of his piss-riddled shoes to this Fipps bloke—he’ll get the idea what’s happened here.” 
 
    Ross nodded, eager to maintain his role but trying to think clearly enough that he could get out of this situation. “What if I take him back to Fipps?” 
 
    “And let him get away with it? This turd here”—Musket kicked Balaclava’s calf—“had the audacity to come to my gaff and threaten me, and now you want to take him back to his boss? Not sodding likely, mate.” 
 
    Ross resigned himself to killing the man but reminded himself the rifle might not have any more shells in it. “This isn’t going to work—don’t think it’s loaded.” He gestured to the weapon. “Unless I batter him with it.”  
 
    “Then use this one.” Musket drew a small gun from his waistband. He handed it over, taking the rifle back. “Jesus Christ, anyone would think you were scared of shooters. That you’d never used one before.” Musket squinted. “Have you?” 
 
    “Of course I bloody have, I just—” 
 
    The man swung round and barged into Ross, knocking the gun from his hand and sending him onto his arse. Dazed for a second, Ross caught sight of him elbowing Musket in the face then streaking off towards the road they’d come in on. 
 
    “You fucking cheeky bastard!” Musket said, giving chase. 
 
    Relieved, Ross reached over to pick up the gun. Stuffed it in his waistband. He waited a beat or two then got up to follow. He limped, an exaggerated movement that had it looking as though he’d been hurt more than he had when he’d fallen. The man was swallowed into the darkness on the other side of the road, Musket eaten up seconds later, and then there was a shot. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    Ross continued at his ‘injured’ pace, searching out a penlight from his inner jacket pocket then switching it on. 
 
    Once he reached them, what he saw froze him to the marrow. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ross stood in the utility room sorting his washing and putting his dirty sheets and clothes into the hampers. Most of the men had gone home for the weekend. He’d discovered the ones helping build the bunkhouse lived in Gladwood, a town a mile or two away. Many were married, and apparently those who weren’t went back to town to spend their Saturdays and Sundays in pubs getting rat-arsed. 
 
    More than a week had passed since he’d arrived, since Joe had last spoken to him. Joe had avoided him, even to the point of taking his meals back to his caravan. All Ross could do was assume the bloke had felt he’d said too much during their last conversation, that Ross hadn’t believed his version of events. Or maybe he thought Limmy had spoken to Ross in the meantime and soured his view of Joe? 
 
    What do I care anyway? 
 
    Someone came into the kitchen, their footsteps sure and steady as whoever it was made their way to where Ross was. He was side-on to the kitchen, having learnt years ago never to present his back to an open—or closed—doorway. Only Grenadier, Limmy, Joe, Ross, and a couple of other men remained at the farm. Tessa had apparently left dinner cooking and had gone with Sam to visit their mother. Ross guessed it might be Grenadier inside with him now, who had promised to have a chat with him about how he’d settled in. 
 
    But Joe entered, slamming the utility door behind him.  
 
    Ross stared at him, hiding his shock. There wasn’t any fear, even though Joe looked fit to burst. With no weapon in sight, there was nothing to fear—apart from fists and kicks, and Ross could well handle those if Joe had a mind to start on him. Joe’s bandage had been taken off his hand, and Ross caught a quick glimpse of his palm. It had healed nicely, if still a little red, and the stitches were also gone.  
 
    “Are you here undercover?” Joe demanded. 
 
    What the fuck?  
 
    Ross laughed. “Er, no, mate. I think I told you I wanted to start again, to get away from that life. And why the hell would I be undercover all the way up here?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” Joe eyed him warily. “You might have been sent to spy on us and the copper in Gladwood. You know, about what I told you.” 
 
    “You’re mental,” Ross said, shaking his head. “Think what you like, but I’m telling you, I—” 
 
    Joe lumbered forward, gripping the hair at the back of his Ross’ head, holding the top of his arm with his other. He stared into his face, eyes wide, a manic glint to them. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Of course I’m fucking sure. Now get your hands off me, or so help me bloody God, I’ll punch your fucking head in.” 
 
    “Christ… I didn’t mean…” Joe let Ross go, pushing him away. 
 
    “Yeah, you did mean it,” Ross said, out of breath. “Otherwise, you wouldn’t have grabbed me.” 
 
    “I just—” 
 
    Ross tossed his socks into the clothes hamper then moved away to put some space between them. 
 
    “I’m sorry for saying the undercover thing,” Joe said. “I’ve been thinking about it all week, getting myself in a state and imagining—” 
 
    “Listen, I’m finished with that line of work. I told you that.” Ross turned to select some clean sheets. “I’m here to help look after horses. Whatever you lot did before I came? I don’t give a monkey’s chuff. Unless you want to tell me as a friend, I’m not interested. I have a feeling I know what happened after Kit was found, but I don’t want to know where his body is or how you all got rid of him, you got that?” 
 
    Joe nodded and stalked out. 
 
    Paranoid bastard. 
 
      
 
    * * * * 
 
      
 
    Ross left his caravan early the next morning. 
 
    Raucous talk came from the kitchen along with the clatter of cutlery on plates and the thud of mugs going down on wood. The men greeted Ross, and he nodded, making his way to the food heater to get his breakfast. Tessa was at the head of the table, poking at her crispy bacon, engaged in deep conversation with Grenadier. 
 
    It was business as usual, thank fuck.  
 
    Ross sat and poured a coffee.  
 
    Limmy stared at him from across the table. He looked a bit manic, like he had something on his mind, and cleared his throat, phlegm rumbling. “You’re tired. You can’t handle the work here. You should leave.” 
 
    Ross frowned. “I was out of it by ten. I got enough sleep.” 
 
    “Yeah, but it isn’t the lack of sleep that’s the problem. You had company and didn’t ask if it was okay.” Limmy narrowed his eyes. Beads, they were—mean black beads. 
 
    Company? What’s he on about? 
 
    The bastard resembled a snitch Ross had dealt with years back, a sly little fucker who enjoyed people squirming under his direct gaze. Limmy obviously wanted a set-to, but Ross wasn’t going to bite. 
 
    Ah, fuck it, he was. 
 
    “I didn’t have company, but I didn’t realise I needed to come to you for permission for anything, Limmy.” He speared a piece of bacon. “Last I heard, Grenadier was my boss.” He stuffed the rasher into his mouth, chewing. 
 
    “Don’t need my permission for nothing, no, but the things you get up to… They’re not liked around here.” Limmy hawked. Went to spit then must have thought better of it. 
 
    What things?  
 
    Ah, the gay thing. Brilliant.  
 
     “Won’t be liked by who, you?” Ross sliced through a clump of scrambled eggs. 
 
    “Aye. Just you remember that.” 
 
    The urge to wind the man up was strong. “What do I need to remember?” 
 
    “What I just said.” 
 
    “Sorry, I’ve forgotten already.”  
 
    Some of the men laughed.  
 
    Ross continued eating, refusing to engage with Limmy any longer. 
 
    The fist came out of nowhere, connecting with Ross’ nose and sending him sprawling backwards. As his chair sailed towards the floor, Ross managed to spring out of it and stand, his face aching, adrenaline surging up from his belly. Joe shouted something and moved to rise, but Ross pushed him back down: Stay out of this. He tossed his fork onto his plate and eyeballed Limmy amid the scraping of chairs, startled questions from the men, and Tessa’s shriek of “What the fuck, Limmy, ya wee bawbag?” 
 
    “You really shouldn’t have done that,” Limmy said. 
 
    “Done what?” Ross wanted the man to say it outright, in front of everyone: You shouldn’t be gay. He made sure he wasn’t clenching his fists or presenting himself as someone who wanted to retaliate. But fuck, he wanted to.  
 
    “Riled me, ya Jessie.”  
 
    “What, by saying I’d forgotten what you’d just said? You got a short fuse or something?” Shut up. Don’t push him. “Can’t a man eat breakfast without being assaulted around here? Or maybe I wouldn’t have been assaulted if I’d just said sorry for being bent and promised never to do it again—because that’s your problem, isn’t it? Fuck you. I won’t apologise for who I am, and if what I do ‘won’t be liked’, then that’s just tough shit.” 
 
    Grenadier stood. “Outside, both of you.” 
 
    Limmy glowered but left the room. Ross waited for Grenadier to go next, then he followed. Outside, Ross eyed both men who stood nose to nose. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Grenadier asked Limmy. 
 
    “Don’t fash yourself,” Limmy said. “Get off my back.” 
 
    “What the fuck was that all about?” Grenadier turned to Ross. 
 
    “I’ll be honest,” Ross said, “because I came here to start afresh and won’t talk in riddles like this dickhead here, I haven’t got a clue. Seems he’s got a problem with me.” 
 
    Grenadier shot a look at Limmy. “You’re out of order.” 
 
    Limmy spat on the ground. “Might have known you’d take the faggot’s side.” 
 
    This time Ross saw the punch coming. Grenadier’s right hook smacked into Limmy’s face with startling speed. Limmy went down onto his arse. The momentum shoved him backwards, and he toppled over. He sat on the ground, his nose bleeding, and stared daggers at Grenadier. 
 
    “I’m telling you, Limmy, one more crack like that and you’re out, you hear me?” Grenadier shouted. “It isn’t for you to say what happens around this place—and that’s something you seem to forget. You’ve no right to do what you did, say what you did. As for me clouting you? Long time coming. Now get the hell up and fuck off out the back, ya bampot. I’ll deal with you in a minute—unless you want to walk off this farm and not come back.” 
 
    Grenadier slumped onto a rocker, angry as eff, pulling out a packet of cigarettes. He lit one, dragging the smoke in deep, and examined his knuckles. Ross didn’t know where to go—back in the kitchen or stay where he was. Limmy pushed himself up then lurched round the side of the house, out of sight. 
 
    “That motherfucker’ll be the death of me,” Grenadier said, wheezing. “Sit down.” 
 
    Ross did, accepting a cigarette from the pack his boss offered. His nose had gone numb, and he twitched it, blinking a few times to take stock of what had happened. “He always like that?” 
 
    “For the most part. Limmy saying what he did… That’ll piss Joe off, and they don’t get along at the best of times. Joe doesn’t hold with that sort of talk. There’s bad blood soaking the ground between those two, enough to create a river.” Grenadier sighed. “But you’re an ex-copper, so you know how to watch your back.” 
 
    “Shame I didn’t watch my front,” Ross said, pointing to his nose, smoke puffing out with each word. “Bastard’s got one hell of a punch.” 
 
    Grenadier gave him a sideways glance. “Got one hell of a way with a knife, too, if you catch my drift.” 
 
    Ross nodded. “Joe’s face.”  
 
    “Joe’s face.”  
 
    Ross puffed on the rest of his cigarette in tense silence.  
 
    “Might be better,” Grenadier said, “if you go into Gladwood at the weekends. Shack up in the Travelodge there. I haven’t got a problem with you being gay, and I doubt any of the other men will have either, but Limmy… He’s a loose cannon.” 
 
    “So how come he’s still here—if you don’t mind me asking. I’ve heard stuff about him. Seems most people just about tolerate him.” 
 
    “Family.” Grenadier rose, squashing his cigarette beneath his boot. He picked it up then threw it into a metal bucket of sand behind one the rockers. “But you can’t choose them like you choose your friends. Just be careful.” 
 
    He strode off the same way Limmy had. Ross waited a few seconds then got up, ready to return to the kitchen and a possible barrage of questions. He pitched his cigarette in the bucket.  
 
    Shouting broke out behind the house. Though the words were loud, all that came through were indistinct sounds, rage cloaking them. He shrugged and went back inside, preparing himself to eat a cold breakfast. 
 
    In the kitchen, almost everyone stood at the windows overlooking the charred ground. Ross joined them, hoping he didn’t see what he thought he would. But Grenadier and Limmy were going at it, fighting like kids, punches and kicks hitting home.  
 
    Tessa bustled to the breakfast food and plated up a fresh meal. “Sit,” she told Ross. “And the rest of you, finish your grub. I didn’t spend all that time cooking only for it to go to waste.” 
 
    Everyone obeyed—everyone except Joe. He stalked from the room, out of the house, his boots thumping on the hard-packed ground. 
 
    “Aww, fuck,” one of the men said. “If he’s going out there to join in…” 
 
    Ross wrestled with his copper’s instinct. It pushed for him to go out there, stop anything else erupting before it turned into a battle that involved more than just fists. With Joe taking to carrying a knife, there might literally be blood spilt between all three of them. 
 
    Joe appeared out the back. He didn’t swagger towards the brawling men as Ross had suspected. Rather, he walked with the kind of loping gait that spoke of desolation, depression, of being bone weary. He disappeared inside his caravan, coming back out again a minute or two later with a large bag. He swung it behind him, using his back to take the load, and moved past a brawling Grenadier and Limmy as if they weren’t there. Limmy took a hit to his temple and went down hard, shaking his head, his face bruised and splashed with blood. Grenadier shouted something to Joe. 
 
    Joe stopped. Turned. Nodded. 
 
    Then ambled down the side of the house. 
 
    The truck engine rumbled. The sound of Joe reversing on the dusty track seemed to slice into the room. 
 
    “Joe’s had enough again,” someone said. 
 
    Yeah, Joe had had enough all right. 
 
    And Ross wanted to go out there and beat the shit out of Limmy—or whatever was left of him now Grenadier had finished. 
 
      
 
    * * * * 
 
      
 
    Ross somehow got through the day without troubling Grenadier for information on where Joe would’ve gone. Instead, he tormented himself with it, getting snippy with the men then having to apologise. The sense of unfairness encroached too near at times, smothering him. 
 
    Limmy avoided coming too close, sneering from afar with a busted lip, his face a massive bruise, working on valiantly, as though he expected a fucking medal for not sloping off to his caravan. His lip appeared to have begun the healing process by the end of the afternoon, and Ross, had Limmy goaded him, would have had no hesitation whatsoever in reopening the swollen, bright-red wound. 
 
    At the end of his shift, Ross walked across the field towards the fence he’d sat on with Joe, dodging horse crap and rubbing the back of his neck. He hadn’t stuck up for himself in London, but to see the same kind of inequality dished out to another person had set his anger simmering. Joe had left when it should have been Limmy. Ross had left London when it should have been his ex-colleagues being pulled up for treating him the way they had. This sort of shit wasn’t fair. 
 
    Ross reached the fence and leant his arse against the wooden slats. He fished out a fag from an almost empty packet in his pocket, one he’d borrowed from another worker earlier.  
 
    He switched his thoughts to the next day. The bunkhouse cladding was almost complete save for a few strips. Soon they had the task of putting up the internal studded walls after the electrician had stopped by, so he assumed he’d be on horse duty tomorrow instead.  He was yet to have any instruction on how to handle them, how to clean out their stalls and whatnot. 
 
    Ciggie finished, bored, he headed towards the farmhouse. Dinner would be ready, and if he could manage to get through it without another altercation with Limmy, he’d consider it a success. Mind you, if Limmy wanted a fight, Ross might just give him one. 
 
    The meal was subdued with little conversation. Limmy sucked soup through a straw, making the most of acting the wounded soldier, the twat. It didn’t wash with Ross. He could spot a wanker a mile off—he was only sorry his perception of a wanker had been about Joe at first. Ross kept his head down while he warred with his internal anger. The meal seemed to drag, and once the first chair scraped back, he let out a sigh of relief. 
 
    The men filed out, leaving Ross with Tessa.  
 
    She stared through the window. “You know, I’m so sick of the tension.” 
 
    Ross stood, unsure what to say. If he intruded with a question, she might clam up on him. He moved to the sink and rinsed plates, stacking them in the dishwasher. 
 
    “It’ll stop while Joe’s gone.” She hugged herself. “And I’m surprised you’re still here. I’d have thought Limmy would have run you off by now.” 
 
    Ross clenched his jaw. Busied himself cleaning the worktops. Part of him wanted to ask what Joe had done to give her the impression it was him, and not Limmy, who caused trouble. Part of him didn’t want to know. There was a huge can of worms ready to be spilt if only he attacked it with a tin opener. 
 
    “Do you want to know where Joe’s gone?” she asked. 
 
    Shit, he had to admit, finding out what the fuck was going on around here was tempting. “I might.” 
 
    “There’s a place in Gladwood he’ll be.” 
 
    Ross folded the wet dishcloth then put it on the drainer. “How come he never goes back there on weekends? Why live in a caravan full time when you don’t have to?” 
 
    “He prefers to stay here and piss everyone off, make them uneasy just by him being around. That’s how I see it anyway. There’s something else. I shouldn’t say, but…” 
 
    Ross’ shit-storm radar went off. “Go on…” 
 
    Fuck. I’ve crossed the line again. I’m making this my business. 
 
    He opened his mouth to tell her he’d changed his mind then closed it. Leaning against the worktop, he waited for what she had to say. How much worse could it be? A man called Kit was dead, that was bad enough. He’d seen and heard it all in his former line of work. Met people he never would have believed existed if he hadn’t seen them with his own eyes. Seen what they’d done, what they were capable of. 
 
    Tessa blurted, “There’s talk Joe killed his father.”  
 
    Oh, now I wasn’t expecting that. 
 
    “You what?” he said. 
 
    She bit her bottom lip. “You know that Joe, Limmy, and Grenadier are brothers, aye?” 
 
    Jesus Christ. “I thought Limmy and Grenadier were, but—” The bad blood made sense. And shit, that blood must be well and truly infected. 
 
    “Their old man used to run this place,” she said. “He moved to Gladwood a few years back. Retirement after his wife died. They’ve always had a house there, somewhere to go for a break.” She walked over to the food sideboard and switched off the overhead lights. “There was a fight—some argument or other about which brother should be in charge here. Gren’s the oldest, so he said he’d do it. Limmy didn’t like that. And their father, well, he wanted Joe to lead. Joe’s an arse, but he knows horses better than any of them. Limmy got…angry.” 
 
    Ross digested the information. This was no can of worms, it was a swamp of them. “So they argued?” 
 
    “Yep. At the Gladwood house. Gren left, came back here, he wanted no part of any feud, but Limmy and Joe stayed, fought it out. The story goes that when their father stood firm and said Gren should run this place, Limmy got in his truck and came back here. And Joe was so hurt he blew their father’s head off with a shotgun.” 
 
    “What, and no one said anything? No one was arrested?” That was incomprehensible. No way could he get his head around it. 
 
    “It was passed off as suicide.” 
 
    “Jesus.” He shook his head. “It’s not as easy as it seems, setting up such a scenario. The blood spatter alone gives a major clue. The angle of the gun when shooting. Where the gun falls after death. What the hell kind of police force do you have here?” 
 
    “Not like you’re used to.” She put on oven gloves, pulled a food tray from the casing, then carried it over to the sink. “Out here we have one copper, that’s all. And things…get overlooked.” 
 
    “Overlooked?” He should have realised they would. Joe’s tale about the bunkhouse incident had told him that. How was it that some places on the planet had no law and order? How could small towns get away with hiding secrets?  
 
    “Aye,” she said. “You kind of get by as best you can in these parts. If things happen… Doesn’t matter how much you complain, if the copper doesn’t want to act, he doesn’t.” 
 
    “So he’s corrupt?” 
 
    “Something like that.” She poured some remaining food into a bowl then filled the tray with water to soak it. “As I said before, I’ve lived here all my life, and while I don’t agree with how it is, there’s no use fighting it. I’ve tried. My past… Marital abuse. Times I got thumped, had my bones broken, and it was swept under the carpet. Only reason I was allowed a divorce was because it meant I’d keep quiet about what my husband had done.” 
 
    Allowed? “Who is he?” 
 
    She closed her eyes. “Limmy.” 
 
    Oh, for fuck’s… This just keeps getting worse. “Why stick around here? How come you never moved on afterwards?” 
 
    “Sam’s here. Can’t leave my brother—or my mother. The thought of going somewhere new and starting over? I can’t do it.” 
 
    “I didn’t think I could, but I have.” 
 
    She shrugged, going over to collect another three trays. “I’m too scared to leave. I don’t have the confidence to just up and go. It’s easier this way. Better the devil you know.” 
 
    Ross was on the verge of agreeing with that one. He’d walked from one fucked-up situation and into another, but he didn’t know these devils, not really, and that meant they were dangerous. What she’d told him swirled around in his head as he helped her clean up. They worked in silence for half an hour, then she poured them coffee, and they sat at the table, facing the back of the property. 
 
    Limmy paced back and forth in front of the bunkhouse. Agitated wasn’t the word. He raked his fingers through his hair and strode towards the horses. He shouted something, and the animals came running. 
 
    “Christ. Those horses are well-trained,” Ross said. 
 
    “They usually only do that for him or Joe.” She took a sip of her coffee. “Probably why Limmy was so pissed off at not being chosen to run the farm. Sees himself as a horse whisperer. And the animals, as well as people, kind of do whatever he wants because he’s so…” 
 
    Ross shook his head. “I can understand him being upset at not being boss, but fucking hell, he can hold a grudge.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t you if your brother killed your father?” 
 
    “So he abused you, yet you stick up for him?” 
 
    “Just stating how it is. He might be an arsehole, but he’s the one who should be the boss.” 
 
    “I can’t get over the way the police handled things, though. Back home it would have been very different.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ll bet. But back home, I doubt your version of a copper would—” She snapped her mouth shut. 
 
    “Would what?” 
 
    “It’s nothing. I’ve already said too much.” 
 
    “Then you may as well finish. It’s not like I’m going to tell anyone. I keep to myself. And I might be an ex-copper, but I’m done with the law.” Was that true now, though, after what she’d said? He ought to ring in and report it. Thing was, this lot would know it was him.  
 
    She let out a long, unsteady breath. “Okay, here goes. They have another brother.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “He’s the copper around here.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    Musket’s brains were splattered over the road. He was on his side, cheek pressed to the tarmac, the back of his head a pulpy gash. Sickened, Ross did a quick scan of the area, his gaze coming to rest on a shadow beyond the beam of his penlight. He lifted it. Boots came into view. Lifted higher—legs, waist, balaclava-covered head, eyes that glinted. 
 
    A handgun pointed right at him. 
 
    Fuck. He had Musket’s gun. 
 
    Ross held his hands up to buy himself time—something he might only have seconds of. 
 
    “Get this sodding cable tie off me,” the man said. 
 
    Ross stared at it. “I’ve got nothing to cut it with.” Fucked if he was telling him the trick on how to get it off without having to slice the plastic. 
 
    “For Christ’s sake. Pick him up then,” the bloke said. 
 
    “What?” That had been the last thing Ross had expected. He thought he’d be shot, left out here for some unfortunate jogger or cyclist to discover in the morning, a nice grim start to their day. 
 
    “You bleedin’ deaf?” Balaclava waved the gun. “Pick him up. Now.” 
 
    Ross swallowed. He’d done some rum things in his time, but holding a still-warm body with half its head missing wasn’t one of them.  
 
    “Will you take my light?” Ross asked. “I need to see what I’m doing.” 
 
    Balaclava grabbed it, illuminating Musket. Thick blood shone, trickles of it weaving between the grit on the road, snakes of red life that were vital five minutes ago but useless now.  
 
    Ross went down on one knee. Slid his hands beneath Musket’s bulk. Hauled himself standing while raising the body, then slung it over his shoulder. Musket was an ‘it’ now, something Ross couldn’t associate good emotions with. He shouldn’t have liked the bloke, but he did—had—getting attached in a matey way despite knowing what Musket had done to earn a living. 
 
    “Go back over the road. To where you were going to dump me in the river,” Balaclava said. 
 
    The penlight went off, and Ross staggered as best he could in the darkness, all the while whispering that if Musket hadn’t been tipped off about Ross being a copper, if he hadn’t come to find Ross at the warehouse, he wouldn’t be dead now. How quickly life was snuffed out, here one minute, gone the next. It never failed to astonish him. 
 
    He headed for the Thames, the term ‘dead weight’ having true meaning. Musket was a heavy bastard, and with his arms dangling and swinging behind Ross, the journey was more difficult. He thought about what his next move should be. Although it wasn’t a pleasant thing to do, he could wait for the right moment, sling Musket at Balaclava, then make a run for it. Get in the bloody van, away from this place, ditch the vehicle. Ring in his location then explain to his boss what the fucking hell had gone on. With Musket dead, buyers would turn elsewhere—unless Ross took over the operation. He’d be another step closer to knowing Musket’s drug provider if he became the boss—the one Ross had been sent undercover to find. 
 
    He had to stay alive, otherwise, all this had been for nothing. 
 
    He approached the river wall, the sound of Balaclava’s footsteps loud behind him. The stench of the water was acrid, the surface choppy owing to a spirited wind that had picked up. The whole area was like some deserted pocket in an otherwise overpopulated place, where no one dared venture unless they were dodgy and had the need to dispose of a few things. 
 
    Like bodies. 
 
    He tried to remember what he’d said to Balaclava when their situations had been reversed. If Ross were him, would he be prepared to let him walk away with his life? As a policeman, yes. But a so-called gangster? He doubted it. 
 
    “Throw the bastard over,” Balaclava said. “Then turn to face me.” 
 
    This was out of Ross’ comfort zone. Yeah, he was supposed to go along with his role as if he were one of them, but dumping the body in the water was going a bit too far for him. What else could he do, though? If he refused, he’d likely get a bullet in the head. If he obeyed? 
 
    He’d still get a bullet in the head. 
 
    He stared at the water. It was so brown, so filthy. 
 
    “Get a move on,” Balaclava said. 
 
    Ross was prodded in the shoulder with something hard.  
 
    He closed his eyes for a moment. Would deal with the aftermath of his actions later. 
 
    “Back off then,” Ross said. “I need to shift him into a better position.” 
 
    The pressure on his shoulder went away. Footsteps shuffled. Ross turned, as quick as he could with the added bulk, and launched Musket at Balaclava. The weight of the body had the man reeling, shoving him backwards. He hit the concrete, Musket landing on top. The gun skittered from the bloke’s hand across the ground, coming to rest a couple of metres away. Ross legged it there and snatched it up. Pointed it at the man, who struggled to shove Musket off, his bound wrists hampering him. Walking towards them, Ross took in the scenario and any that could branch off from it. He held his gun arm steady while fishing his mobile from his pocket.  
 
    Hit speed dial. 
 
    Put the phone to his ear. 
 
    It rang. 
 
    But not just through the phone. 
 
    It was also ringing in Balaclava’s pocket. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ross stared at Tessa, wanting to answer her but not knowing what to say just yet. He’d known, when he’d told her things would be different back home, that in his case they might not have been. Her revelation that Joe was related to the local copper—and a dodgy one at that—had triggered memories. That phone ringing in Balaclava’s pocket had brought it home to Ross just how crooked his section of the police world was.  
 
    No different to here.  
 
    So why had he been shocked at what Tessa had said? He knew better than most how crimes were committed by the very people who were supposed to solve cases and catch criminals. How hypocrisy was rife. He’d had to get out. They’d shunned him for being gay—it wasn’t right to bully someone for their sexuality, an act he couldn’t accept from his peers, and fuck, he didn’t think he’d ever get over it. 
 
    “Look,” he said. “I can see how that would work in a place like this. You know, one brother wanting to cover up for another. How it could be covered up. I can even see how it can be done in cities.” In my home city, the capital of England, no less. “But it doesn’t make it right. An abuse of power like that—Joe’s brother shouldn’t be a copper. Someone needs to call him out on this stuff.” 
 
    She laughed cynically. “And who’s going to do that? Me, when the copper’s brother was allowed to batter the hell out of me even though I filed police reports? Reports that conveniently went missing? When the nurse who dealt with me got told to keep quiet? The reason I was granted a divorce was so I’d keep their father’s murder hushed up. If they find out I’ve told you…” 
 
    Ross went to her, placing a hand on her shoulder. “No one needs to know you told me. I won’t say a word, I swear. But if there’s some way these men can be brought to justice without you being accused of talking…” 
 
    “There isn’t. The copper would find out.” She shook her head. “And then there’s Limmy. I know his temper, what he’s capable of. I don’t want to travel that road again.” 
 
    “So travel a different one. You reckon you can’t leave here, that you haven’t got the balls, but you do. Want to know what I think? They’re making you stay here. Another divorce condition. Threats were made, weren’t they? If you leave, they’ll come and find you, shit like that?” 
 
    She barely nodded, but it was enough. Ross’ anger went from simmering to bubbling. 
 
    “And, much as you might not want to admit it, I’d bet you my month’s wages Joe didn’t pull that trigger any more than his father did.” 
 
    She swallowed. “I wouldn’t like to say.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t like to—or too scared to?” 
 
    “Both.” 
 
    He squeezed her shoulder a little. “It’s Limmy we have to be mindful of, you know that, don’t you?” 
 
    “Maybe,” she whispered. 
 
    “So if he bothers you, you tell me.” 
 
    “Okay.” Hope sprang up in her eyes.  
 
    He moved back. “Do you want a hand finishing up here?” 
 
    “No, it’s fine. You go now. Get some rest.” 
 
    “I don’t intend to rest.” 
 
    She frowned, the hope in her eyes diminishing. “What do you intend doing?” 
 
    “Do you have a car I can borrow?” 
 
    “A van, but—” 
 
    “So can I?” 
 
    “What are you going to do?” She rubbed the tops of her arms, taking a step towards him. 
 
    To get some answers. “Visit Joe. See if he’s all right. I’m telling you, I might not have known him long, but it isn’t him who’s the bad bloke around here.” 
 
    She dug into her apron pocket and produced a set of keys. “It’s the red van with the black stripe down the side. I expect you’ll find him at the stream.” She took a notebook and pencil out of a drawer then scribbled down an address, drew a small map. “Easy to get there. Just go left at the end of the drive and follow the road.” 
 
    “Thanks.” He went to leave the kitchen but stopped and looked back at her. “If you still need convincing it isn’t Joe but Limmy who’s a bastard, think on this. Why was Joe so protective of you that first day I came here? You ever thought about that? If he’s so bad, why was he making sure I knew not to go near you?” 
 
    “Because none of them want me to get close to anyone in case I tell.” 
 
    “Yet you did it anyway. Whether you believe it or not, you want help.” 
 
    Ross left the room. Outside, he paused to see where Tessa’s van was. He stuffed the notepaper in his pocket then twirled the keys round his finger. 
 
    “Going somewhere?” Grenadier said. 
 
    Ross looked left. His boss sat in a rocker, his cap pulled lower over his face. A shadow from the brim hid his features, but Ross recalled the bruise that had been there earlier, a black smudge beneath one eye. 
 
    “Yeah. Tessa said there’s a shop in Gladwood that stays open late. I’m thinking, seeing as I borrow so many cigarettes, I may as well go down there to buy my own and replace the ones I’ve filched.” 
 
    “You mind picking me some up while you’re there? I’m almost out, and it’ll save me a trip in the morning.” Grenadier sat forward, slid his cap back, then shifted to get his wallet from his pocket. 
 
    “Don’t worry about the money. We’ll square it when I get back.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Grenadier reached down to pick up a bottle of beer beside his chair. Took a swig. “Nice to see you leaving for a breather. It isn’t good to stick around here all the time.” 
 
    Ross narrowed his eyes. Was that a warning for Ross to stay away from Limmy? 
 
    “Yeah, I kind of need some thinking time—time away from your brother, no disrespect,” Ross said. “I don’t like being the cause of tension. I’m sorry about what happened.” 
 
    “Not your fault.” Grenadier waved the apology away. “Limmy takes offence at the slightest thing—which is why I said it’s good for you to get away, understand?” 
 
    Yeah, he understood. 
 
    Grenadier chuckled then. “Christ, would you believe it, though? Keeping away from one brother to go and visit another.” 
 
    “I told you, I need fags.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know what you said. But you’re an ex-copper. Doesn’t matter that you left the force. You’ll always want to dig up old bones. You shouldn’t do that here.”  
 
    “I need to see if he’s okay.” 
 
    “I gathered that. And thanks. It saves me getting caught doing it in the morning.” 
 
    Caught? 
 
    Ross didn’t answer the way he was tempted to—caught by the local copper?—so just said, “No problem.” He went down the steps and walked towards the van. 
 
    “Hey, Ross?” 
 
    He turned. “Yeah?” 
 
    “You’ll be needing an address, aye? What are you going to do, just turn up in town and ask around?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “All right then. Good luck with that…” 
 
    Ross continued on, torn between staying quiet and wanting to ask Grenadier what he’d meant by wishing him luck. But he didn’t need to be told. From the sound of it, people in Gladwood might not be forthcoming with information about the farm brothers. 
 
    After all, who the fuck wanted the police on their back? 
 
    He drove away, sensing he was being watched—and not just by Grenadier. 
 
    What the hell am I doing now? And what the fuck am I getting myself into? 
 
    There wasn’t any other traffic—weird to comprehend, that—so Ross travelled without stress. For miles either side, the landscape was nothing but fields until, in the distance, the minute shapes of buildings appeared like an out-of-focus photograph. As he drew closer, nerves got the better of him, and he considered going back. A voice inside him said he’d be getting himself into water so deep he’d drown, but a stronger one urged him onwards. All he was doing was checking on a fellow human being.  
 
    What was wrong in that? 
 
    “Everything,” he muttered. “Meant to be sodding moving on from this kind of shit, not putting myself in it.” 
 
    What was the worst that could happen? Joe might not be at the stream or the house. And if he was there, he could just tell Ross to fuck the hell off, and that would be the end of it. Ross would have done his bit, eased his conscience. 
 
    He drove on. 
 
    The sign proclaiming he was about to enter Gladwood proper—The Best Town This Side of the Border!—came and went. About two minutes later, he took a left at another sign for Bolden Avenue then carried on driving, past the detached houses that had open-plan front gardens and paths direct to their doors. A row of oak trees fringed the sides of the road, and he reached the last one on his right, his only option to either turn around and go back the way he’d come or go right. He drove down a tarmac track that led to a parking area. Ahead was a length of grass that appeared to go behind the houses. He left the van, pocketing the keys and asking himself once again what he was playing at. Ignoring the voice, he walked to the grass, which sloped sharply. At the bottom, a stream undulated lazily, clear water babbling over rocks and pebbles, the depth shallow. 
 
    Joe sat on the grass some way along. 
 
    Ross strode towards him. Joe must have sensed his approach. He glanced sideways, his scowl firmly in place for a moment, then it vanished. Ross lifted a hand in greeting and stopped beside him, gesturing to ask if he could sit. 
 
    Joe shrugged. Pulled a packet of fags from his shirt pocket. Handed one to Ross. Accepting, Ross sat, lit up, inhaled, and stared at the stream. 
 
    “Gren send you?” Joe asked. 
 
    “Nope. Came out to see you because I wanted to.” 
 
    “What the fuck for?” 
 
    “I know what it’s like to be an outcast, that’s all.” 
 
    Ross took the opportunity to study Joe’s face. He was surprised—the man didn’t have wrinkles of strain showing around his eyes. 
 
    “Just in case you wanted to know,” Ross said, “Gren has a bruise under his eye, but Limmy didn’t come out of it so well.”  
 
    “He never does, which makes me wonder why he bothers starting shit with people. Fucking arsehole.” 
 
    “Got to agree with you there.”  
 
    “Makes a change, someone agreeing with me.” Joe paused. Blew out some smoke. “Fancy a beer?” 
 
    “Yeah, why not.” 
 
    Ross followed Joe up the slope and into the back garden of a two-storey house with white vertical cladding. There was a dormer window in the roof, the curtains drawn across it. A weary, bowing deck spanned the width, a wooden table and chair set positioned to one side. Stone plant pots held nothing but arid, cracked earth with a few dried-up roots poking through the surface. Joe tossed his cigarette butt into the pot. He pushed the door open and went inside. Ross discarded his fag the same way then joined him. It seemed the house hadn’t been updated for years, and he supposed it wouldn’t have if the brothers didn’t live here. 
 
    What’s the point in keeping the place then? 
 
    Joe opened an old fridge that bordered on being trendy now, what with retro coming back into fashion. He took out two bottles of beer, removed the caps with a wall-mounted opener, then handed one to Ross. Joe jerked his head and wandered through a doorway. Ross was close behind. The room wasn’t lit, the curtains closed, and he couldn’t see much beyond shapes and shadows. 
 
    “I’ll put a light on,” Joe said. 
 
    Ross wished he hadn’t. A green wingback chair by the window had a hole in it where a head would rest. The stuffing hung out, a spring visible, as was a dark stain on the material where detergent hadn’t quite managed to remove it—if detergent had even been used. 
 
    “Wouldn’t sit there,” Joe said. “My dad’s head was blown off in that chair.” 
 
    Ross grimaced. Joe had sounded so blasé, like what he’d said was nothing of importance. 
 
    “Shit,” Ross said. “I’m sorry to hear that.” 
 
    “I keep thinking… I’ve left it like this because…well, one day the case might be reopened if…” He shook his head. “Doesn’t matter. It isn’t likely to happen.” 
 
    Ross stared beyond the chair at the wall. There was blood spatter, and lots of it, dried to a deep burgundy that could have been mistaken for black. 
 
    Joe drank some beer. “Nothing will get done. People think my dad topped himself. And when your brother’s the only copper and won’t hear any explanation other than it’s a suicide—or that I killed him—you find yourself shit out of luck.” 
 
    “And did you kill him?” Ross asked. 
 
    “Nope.” Joe slumped his shoulders, looking dejected and beaten. “But you won’t get my brothers to think otherwise. I’m the black sheep. According to them, I got pissed off because I wasn’t allowed to run the farm after it had been promised to me. So they say, I can’t take rejection, so I apparently blew the old man’s head off.” 
 
    Joe flopped onto a chintz-covered sofa, the pink flowers a strange backdrop to his modern-dressed, burly frame. He gazed over at the chair. 
 
    “I was sitting right here when it happened.” He dug an elbow into the sofa arm. “Saw everything in slow motion. Couldn’t get up quick enough to stop it. It comes back at night, in dreams—and shit, it’s worse in dreams.” 
 
    Ross knew what he meant. His own dreams were much more vivid than real life, every detail enhanced, every sound sharper, louder.  
 
    He sat at the other end of the sofa. 
 
    “And d’you know what’s worse?” Joe shook his head. “That bastard, Limmy. Some would say you shouldn’t hate your brother, but fuck, I hate him.” He shrugged. “And he hates me. And those secrets families have—you must know the kind—we’re all keeping the same one. Me, Gren, Limmy, good old Copper Mike. Four people lying, hiding the truth, all to save the one who—” He finished his beer then lit another cigarette. “Want one?” 
 
    Ross reached across in answer. They smoked in silence. From what Tessa had said, only Joe and Limmy were here that night once Gren had gone. If Joe hadn’t killed him… 
 
    Got to be Limmy. 
 
    “You know who killed him?” Ross asked, protecting Tessa as best he could by feigning ignorance. 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “And you told your brother—the copper, I mean?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “Nothing was done?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “Christ.” 
 
    “Mike said the Devil was at work, setting Limmy off, making him act out of character.” He huffed out a laugh. “Out of character? Mike had shit for brains then and has shit for brains now. Limmy’s always had that bad, mean streak. And he always gets away with it.” 
 
    “Must be difficult for you.” 
 
    “Yeah, and after Gren whooped his arse earlier, I was the one who had to leave. I didn’t even have to wait for Gren to tell me to go and ‘cool off’ for a few days when I hadn’t even got heated. It was expected that I would do it, because fuck me, we can’t upset Limmy.” Joe pushed himself off the sofa and looked down at Ross. “If you want to leave your job, I don’t blame you. I wouldn’t want to get involved with us lot if I were you.” 
 
    “I’m not going anywhere except to the little shop that sells cigarettes,” Ross said. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Later, beneath the shade of the trees, Ross and Joe sat on a checked blanket, their meal between their legs. Joe had offered to make dinner and had prepared chilli on jacket potatoes. It tasted good, and rather than talk between bites, Ross was comfortable enough to just eat and stare at the stream or the fields beyond. It was fucking cold out, though. 
 
    “Why do you lot drink beer out the front—and why are we eating out here when it’s bloody freezing?” Ross asked. 
 
    “We just do. Maybe by always being outside on the farm, we tend to feel claustrophobic indoors.” 
 
    Fair enough. 
 
    Ross wiped his hands on a wet wipe, his mouth, too, then eased back to rest on his elbows. His arse was getting nippy from the damp grass. Being here was different to the farmhouse—having that sense of community, what with the houses, reminded him of home. And although they were behind them where people could be staring from their windows, it didn’t feel like the attention was edged with tension. Now the farmhouse…shit, it seemed everywhere he turned he was being looked at, people maybe waiting for him to slip up on the job or for Limmy to start something—Joe, too, before he’d left. 
 
    “How come Limmy’s the golden boy?” Ross asked. “I mean, are Gren and Mike afraid of him?” 
 
    “Nah, not afraid. Limmy’s a spoilt brat, and if he doesn’t get his own way he sulks or causes trouble. To save everyone tiptoeing around him, it’s easier to pander to him. I just wish one day he’d be forced to admit to his own mistakes, to sort them himself instead of us lot covering for him.” Joe wiped his hands. “But it isn’t ever going to happen, not with Gren and Mike on his side.” 
 
    “Maybe they’re not on his side. But to hide murder—that’s going a bit too far, even if he is your brother.” 
 
    “I never said Limmy did it.” 
 
    “You didn’t have to.” 
 
    Joe passed over a cigarette and a beer. “How long can a secret be kept before it eats you up inside?” 
 
    “No idea.” 
 
    Quiet descended, save for a few birds twittering and the stream blubbering. 
 
    “That bloke I told you about?” Joe said. “The one in the old bunkhouse?” 
 
    “Yeah. Kit.” 
 
    “He’s buried on the farm.” 
 
    Ross’ stomach plummeted. All feelings of calm fled. He remembered what Grenadier had said about digging up old bones. “Fuck. You shouldn’t be telling me this stuff, man.”  
 
    Sometimes, skeletons should remain just that, not resurrected into an animated memory that could walk and dance and run after you. He glanced across at Joe, who stared at the river, maybe not even seeing the way it flowed. Were images playing out on the surface, ones only Joe could see? 
 
    “Shouldn’t be keeping it all inside either,” Joe said. “Been doing that a long time. I should have kept my mouth shut. I promised the others I wouldn’t tell a soul, but look at me now.” 
 
    Ross thought of the counselling he’d had before he’d come up here, the police force’s way of sending him off with a clear conscience on their part. Fix him up so he didn’t go mad and tell the world how they’d treated him. It was easier to talk to a stranger, someone with no emotional ties who could see things objectively. 
 
    “I’ve got no one to tell,” Ross said. “My ex-colleagues wouldn’t entertain me ringing them about this.” And they wouldn’t, so what was the point? “And by the sound of it, no one would take any notice of me around here either. I’ve heard about small places like this, where people get run out of town for not fitting in.” Where people run you out of a city an’ all. “They’d push me out easy.” He paused, imagining a crowd surrounding him, taunting him and calling him a liar, an outsider who wanted to cause trouble. “Mike—what’s he like?” 
 
    “Similar to Limmy in looks and attitude. Runs the town as if he owns it. Got no crimes to speak of around here, but when someone does do something wrong, he lords it about, picking and choosing who he hauls in and who he lets get away with stuff. Here’s the thing. I’d like to move away—just do what you did and pack up, get out of here. But Mike wouldn’t like that. He wants me around so he can keep an eye on me.” He sighed. “It isn’t fair to draw you into this. I shouldn’t have said anything. You know what’s right and wrong, and Mike might get it into his head you’ll tell someone what’s been going on in Gladwood. So before you could do that, he’d—” 
 
    “I’m not bothered by what he’d say or do. I’ll keep my head down and mouth shut.” 
 
    Joe stared morosely, flicking a hovering gnat away. “I’ve shared secrets. Told you things I shouldn’t have. You’ve got no idea what Mike’s like—and Limmy? Jesus, you don’t want to get on the wrong side of him. He might not mark you when he fights with his fists—but he can mark with other things.” He rubbed the scar on his cheek then popped the caps off two more beers. Held one out to Ross.  
 
    “I have to drive,” Ross said. 
 
    “Says who? You can go back in the morning.” 
 
    “Gren’ll be wanting his cigarettes. Although I’m guessing he could wait. He said me getting them tonight would save him coming out here in the morning.”  
 
    “There you go then. So you’ll stay?” 
 
    “In that house?” Ross didn’t think he’d be comfortable with that. 
 
    Joe shrugged. “The Travelodge it is then.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    “What the fuck?” Ross’ mouth hung open in shock at Balaclava’s mobile ringing. He was his boss? “Get your phone out. Answer it. Slowly does it.” 
 
    His heart rate scattered, sending palpitations through his chest, bringing on little streaks of pain that radiated into the tops of his arms. His head buzzed with possibilities, none of them good, and he fought to clear his mind of everything except what was going on now. He couldn’t risk being distracted by questions and answers that hurt—answers that were confusing. 
 
    Balaclava moved his bound hands to his jacket. Dipped one inside the pocket. Produced a phone. The ringtone jarred Ross’ nerves, shrill, biting through the air with rabid teeth. He pressed the END CALL icon on his. 
 
    Balaclava’s kept ringing. 
 
    Thank fuck for that… 
 
    Balaclava answered his. “Boss? Yeah, I’m in a spot of trouble… I did… Musket’s dead, like you wanted.” A long pause. “Someone was with him… No, he’s still alive… I can’t bring him in… He’s got the upper hand.” 
 
    Fipps—if he was the one on the phone—was probably having a shit fit.  
 
    “At the Thames,” Balaclava said. “Yeah, that’s it.” 
 
    Ross gave him a filthy look, daring him to give their precise location. Without hearing the other side of the conversation, he had no clue whether Fipps had guessed. Men could be being sent here right now. 
 
    Ross snatched the phone, cut the call, then slipped the mobile into his pocket. There could be text messages on there, ones that might incriminate Fipps and his gang. Ross couldn’t bring Musket down now—so he’d bring these motherfuckers down instead. 
 
    “Get up.” Ross jerked the gun. “Walk to the van.” 
 
    Balaclava obeyed, his steps slow and heavy. Ross trained the gun on Balaclava’s calves—better to shoot there and just injure than kill, killing any information with him. 
 
    At the van, Ross swung the back door open then shoved Balaclava inside. “Sit. Put your legs together.” 
 
    Ross grabbed a cable tie from a box and secured the man’s ankles. He didn’t need the bloke in a position where he could run or kick out and get the better of him. 
 
    “So have we got Fipps or someone else on the way here?” Ross asked. 
 
    “Like I’d fucking tell you.” Balaclava spat, a glob of phlegm landing on the van floor. 
 
    “You’d better—if you want to live.”  
 
    “All right then, yeah, and even if you get away, he’ll come and find you.” 
 
    “He doesn’t know who I am. Does he?”  
 
    Ross had to hope Fipps and his gang hadn’t been keeping close tabs on him, just Musket. Not that it mattered if they turned up at Ross’ address. The one he used for undercover work had security, cameras, and a panic button should anyone break in and try to do him over. 
 
    “He’ll get word on who you are. He always does.” Balaclava sneered. 
 
    Ross tucked the gun into the back of his jeans. 
 
    Balaclava sniffed. “He isn’t as stupid or as low-key as you might think. Got fingers in lots of pies, that one. Just because he’s not one of the more well-known crims, doesn’t mean he isn’t savvy.” 
 
    “Listen to me,” Ross said. “I don’t give a crap who this Fipps is, he shouldn’t have sent you to fuck Musket over. You’ll have a shitload of people on your back now. It won’t work out the way you think—you know, drug users going to Fipps for their gear instead of Musket. I’m his second-in-command, so that means I’ll be running the show now. Which also means you’ll have to deal with me in future.” Ross laughed. “Although you won’t be dealing with anyone much once I’ve made a phone call.” 
 
    “Oh, right. Got to get someone else to kill me, have you? Not got the balls to do it yourself?” 
 
    “I’ve got the balls, all right,” Ross snarled, “but small fry like you? I’d rather turn you over to the pigs.” 
 
    Balaclava sucked in a breath. That had punched the fucker where he’d least expected it. Still, being in the nick was preferable to being dead. For all Ross knew, a stint in prison might make the man see a life of crime didn’t pay well. Who knew, he could turn over a new leaf, find God or whatever. Stranger things had happened. 
 
    He slammed the van doors then got in the driver’s seat. He drove away, keeping to the speed limit, making sure he surveyed his surroundings for anyone from Fipps’ outfit heading in the direction Ross had come from. A black SUV, windows tinted, sped past, dosing Ross with a flood of adrenaline. So had Fipps guessed where they were? Not wanting to find out, Ross increased his speed a bit, taking a left then an immediate right turn, losing the van in the maze of streets. Glancing in the rearview mirror and deeming it safe to pull over, he called his boss. 
 
    The wait for backup was taking longer than expected, the force stretched thin at the best of times. 
 
    Ross got out of the van, leant his back to the side of it, and wished he had some cigarettes on him. The street where he’d parked was nothing but ordinary, a residential road where the occupants of houses were inside, minding their own business.  
 
    A vehicle turned into the street, headlamps on full beam. Ross squinted, trying to make out whether they’d sent a police car or an unmarked. It was white, he knew that much, but from what he could see there weren’t any lights on top. The vehicle drew up alongside the van—more tinted windows—and Ross stepped forward to greet the copper inside and hand over his quarry. 
 
    The man who got out wasn’t a copper, though. 
 
    Holy fucking shit. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ross woke. Disoriented and with the dream still lingering, he took a moment to recall where he was. The Travelodge. Murky light crept onto the wall behind the curtains. It was grey on the darker wall, a square halo that said dawn was fast approaching. His dream strutted back into his mind. He’d been in London, a massively populated city when he’d parked up with Balaclava, and look what had happened.  
 
    Ross plugged the memory hole, preventing anything from the past seeping in. He wasn’t ready to face it. The counselling hadn’t worked, more by his design than a lack of expertise on the therapist’s part. He’d lied his way through it, played the system, knowing exactly what to say in order for him to be signed off as okay. 
 
    The journey back to the farmhouse was a lonely one. He turned into the driveway. Gren sat out the front despite the early hour. Jesus, either the man needed little sleep or he was waiting for his cigarettes. 
 
    Ross parked then handed over the fags. 
 
    “Didn’t think you’d be back with these,” Gren said, opening the packet, avoiding eye contact.  
 
    “Well, here I am,” Ross said. “You want a coffee?” 
 
    Gren nodded, his expression tight, as if he were pensive and had a lot to say. Ross left him to go to the kitchen. He poured them both a drink, wondering what kind of speech he had to face: whether he could keep his mouth shut, keep their secrets safe.  
 
    Tessa came out of the laundry room and smiled, her chin propped on top of the pile of clean towels she carried. She placed them on a sideboard next to the door. “Did you have a nice time?” 
 
    “It was good to get away. Sorry I kept your van so long. I should have checked if you needed it before I decided to stay out all night.” 
 
    “Where would I go anyway?” She came over and touched his arm. “If you were with Joe, Limmy might think you two are—” 
 
    “We aren’t doing anything. Joe’s not gay—and he isn’t who you think.” 
 
    “Got you hoodwinked on that, has he? Got you believing he’s good?” She cocked her head, narrowing her eyes so she looked spiteful. 
 
    “Nope, I see straight enough—I see exactly who is who around here. It’s just a shame other people don’t.” He wondered if she’d get what he’d implied then realised he didn’t give a fuck if she didn’t. 
 
    “I’ve known him all my life,” she said, “and I can say without a doubt that Joe is someone you need to be wary of. Always getting himself into trouble, always doing things he shouldn’t be doing.” 
 
    “What, like Limmy?” It was a low blow, but he hadn’t been able to help himself. “I hear things when I’m working—and this isn’t anything Joe has said. I know a bit about what you went through with Limmy. People have a habit of letting things slip when they think you’re not listening. I keep telling you, it isn’t Joe you need to be wary of, and you know it. Not everyone thinks Joe’s an arsehole. Not everyone has the wool pulled over their eyes, they just choose to make out they do because it’s easier. No one wants to rock a boat that might sink if they do.” He smiled to take the sting out of his words. “And maybe, if you weren’t so scared,” he said quietly, “you could admit to the same.” 
 
    She opened her mouth to protest, but Ross walked out of the room. If they all wanted to dance to Limmy’s and Mike’s tunes, that was their lookout. 
 
    Back outside, he set Gren’s cup down on the small table then sat beside him in the spare rocker. He sipped his drink for a few seconds, lit a cigarette, and waited. 
 
    “You fuck things up and I’ll bury you,” Gren said. 
 
    Ross widened his eyes but chose not to respond. 
 
    “I shouldn’t have offered you this job, you being one of the blue boys. Things aren’t as cut and dried as they should be here.” Gren cleared his throat. “There are things… Listen, life doesn’t always work out the way we want it to. We have to choose paths, make decisions we never thought we’d make. Sometimes you have to keep your feelings to yourself for the greater good. Shit’s gone down like you wouldn’t believe. It happens in families. It’s better that we carry on the way we are. Limmy’s…a live wire. One wrong spark, and he’ll go off, understand?” 
 
    Yeah, Ross understood, and he’d heard the hidden warning, too.  
 
    If he hadn’t been told certain things, he wouldn’t have been able to make head nor tail of what Gren was talking about. And the worst thing was, Ross couldn’t say a word in response that would let Gren know he had information that was meant to be buried right along with Kit on this farm. 
 
    “Look, man,” Ross said. “I don’t know what you’re on about.” 
 
    “It’s better that way. Joe back in a couple of days?” Gren asked. 
 
    “I don’t know. He didn’t say.” Ross bit his bottom lip, poker face firmly set. 
 
    “He usually waits three or four days. For the air to clear and tempers to fizzle out. Him and Limmy…don’t get on, never have.” 
 
    “There’s nothing to worry about where I’m concerned.” Ross grimaced. “Besides, I don’t fancy being buried.” Shit, he’d let that slip. 
 
    Gren glowered. “You could get cremated.” 
 
    “So long as I’m dead first.” 
 
    “Oh, you will be.” 
 
    And there it was, all laid out. Ross knew where he stood—and he also knew he’d have to get the fuck out of Gladwood. 
 
    He rose, nodded, then drank the rest of his coffee on his way to the kitchen. He offered to help Tessa, but she declined, the air sprinkled with strains of her hurt from their previous conversation. 
 
    Thankfully, the room soon filled with the other men, some bleary-eyed, others bright as buttons and ready for the working day.  
 
    “Where’s Limmy?” someone asked. 
 
    “Probably got drunk last night and is sleeping it off,” another man muttered. 
 
    “Want me to go and check on him?” Ross asked then wondered why the chuff he had.  
 
    Don’t kid yourself. You want a word with him.  
 
    “Might be an idea,” Tessa said. “He’ll be even grouchier if he misses breakfast, and I won’t be keeping any back for him. If he can’t get himself out of bed, that’s his problem.” 
 
    Ross stuffed a rasher of bacon into his mouth and left the house, readying himself for a confrontation. What he’d say to Limmy he didn’t know. Something would come out, though, he knew that much. 
 
    At Limmy’s caravan, he lifted his hand to knock on the door, but it was ajar. 
 
    “Limmy?” 
 
    Ross waited a few seconds then called out again. Getting no answer, he pushed the door open and peered inside. The curtains were drawn, so Ross had to rely on the rectangle of daylight streaking through the door to illuminate the interior. The bed at the far end to the right was made. Ross frowned. He went inside, remaining in the doorway. The kitchen area was clean. No dishes on the draining board or in the sink, the worktop clear. He stepped in farther and looked left, expecting to see Limmy flat out on the sofa. 
 
    Limmy wasn’t on the sofa. 
 
    The man hung from a noose tied around the light fixture. Part of the flimsy ceiling dangled down owing to the weight of the body. Limmy’s face was a bloated mass of purple and burgundy, his lips blue. His eyes bugged, the whites streaked with red. And his tongue… God, the tip almost touched his chin, swollen to twice its original size. On his neck, a red ring of bruising had spread from behind the rope. 
 
    Ross almost let his knees buckle, but then his police training kicked in. Rushing forward, he grabbed a low stool that had toppled onto its side and righted it, a useless move, but he’d go through the motions anyway. He stood on it and wrapped his arm around Limmy’s body, lifting it a bit in case there was a slim chance he could be saved. With his free hand, he pressed two fingers to his neck.  
 
    Like he’d expected, no pulse thudded. 
 
    Ross raced out of the caravan, back to the house, intending to burst into the kitchen and report what he’d found. He didn’t make it inside. Gren still sat on a rocker, coffee in one hand, fag in the other. 
 
    “He out cold?” Gren asked. 
 
    That’s one way of putting it. 
 
    “He’s fucking topped himself,” Ross said, out of breath, reverting to his old habit of reporting just the facts instead of remembering Gren was a family member and deserved a different approach. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    “You what?” Gren dropped his coffee cup to the ground and pitched his cigarette past Ross. He stood, scraping the rocker back. “Fuck no!” 
 
    Gren ran, and Ross followed, his chest hurting as he stumbled over the burnt patch of ground towards Limmy’s caravan. Gren lurched inside, shouting Limmy’s name, then a pained groan flowed out. Ross paused at the door and swallowed tightly, going through the steps in his head of what he should do next. 
 
    He went in to find Gren on the stool, frantically trying to get Limmy down. 
 
    “Gren,” Ross said, walking to him and placing a hand on his shoulder. “You should leave him be. The police need to see him in situ. Limmy’s gone, man. I already checked. Come on. Please. There’s nothing you can do.” 
 
    “I have to get him down. I have to save him. He’s…he’s my brother, and I can’t…” 
 
    “Gren. Leave him.” 
 
    All the fight went out of Gren. He staggered off the stool, weaving away from the body that swayed like some macabre stuffed dummy. Gren fell onto the sofa, his arm over his eyes, his mouth downturned. 
 
    “Why the fuck would he do that?” Gren asked. “Over a fight? Did I upset him that much he had to kill himself?” 
 
    “Don’t take any blame,” Ross said. “Limmy must have had a reason.” He looked around for a note. Everything was so tidy, all surfaces free of clutter. 
 
    “Lots of reasons, but if they were ones from his past, he’d have killed himself long before now. No, it was the fight. Oh…shit. I can’t believe he’s dead.” 
 
    Gren sat forward, head in his hands, and cried. Ross let him, refusing to go over and give comfort. He sensed it wouldn’t be welcome—Gren’s pride wouldn’t allow it. Instead, he approached the body and checked the jeans pockets. Nothing inside. Next he opened drawers, conscious that the police needed to be contacted. And wasn’t that going to be a tough job, telephoning the only copper around here to say his brother had committed suicide? 
 
    “No,” Gren said. “I won’t believe it.” 
 
    Ross paused, his hand resting on a pile of papers in a drawer. “Believe what?” 
 
    “He didn’t kill himself. Someone murdered him. The same bastard who killed Kit.” 
 
    He thinks it’s Joe. 
 
    Ross closed the drawer, his insides churning. “I was with Joe. Can’t be him.” 
 
    “Well then, who the fuck could it be?” Gren dropped his arms so they dangled between his open legs. His hands shook. “It doesn’t make sense that he’d hang himself. No sense at all.” 
 
    “You mentioned the past.” Ross dragged his hands down his face. “Anything there that meant he’d have a lot on his mind?” Pretending he knew jack shit about what had gone on was a strain. His muscles tensed, the cords in his neck pulling tight. 
 
    Gren sighed as though he’d admitted to himself that Limmy was the only one to blame here. “Yeah. He had things on his mind all right.” 
 
    “What happens around here? Do we call nine-nine-nine?” 
 
    “No. We ring Mike’s office. I’ll do it.” Gren stood, his body language stating he was wiped out with grief. 
 
    “I’ll go and break the news to Joe,” Ross said, running a hand over his jeans pocket.  
 
    Tessa’s keys were still there. 
 
    “No.” Gren said. “I’ll deal with him. You stay away from him until we get to the bottom of this.” 
 
    Ross left the caravan, going straight to his. He collected his passport, stuffing it into the back pocket of his jeans, just in case it was needed. Jamming clothes into his holdall and suitcase, he then put them by the door. He felt like a criminal, someone on the run, and it didn’t sit well. He had it in his blood to uphold the law, but if someone had killed Limmy, no amount of truth was going to work around here. Was everyone in Gladwood corrupt? 
 
    He stared out of the window. Gren was heading for the main house. Everyone else must still be sleeping or in the kitchen as the grounds were clear of people. Ignoring Gren’s request to stay away from Joe, Ross carried his bags to Tessa’s van, dumping them on the passenger seat. He could only hope no one had spotted him through a window. Ross would decide whether he was leaving Gladwood today depending on what Joe said, what his reaction was. With his heart hammering wildly, he zoomed off down the drive, glancing in the rearview to check whether anyone had come outside. 
 
    The farmhouse stood as desolate as ever. 
 
    Ross turned left towards town. He couldn’t get there quickly enough. Another vehicle appeared ahead on the other side of the road, white with a stripe down the side, lights on top. Ross lowered his speed, conscious that it was Mike on his way to the farm. 
 
    The police car came closer, and as it passed, a man who looked exactly like Limmy stared at him. Ross drove on, checking the rearview again, hoping to God Mike didn’t follow him. He didn’t. Letting out a rush of air, Ross continued into Gladwood, swerving to park where he’d stopped before. He raced to the back of the house. The door was unlocked, so he went inside, calling Joe’s name. With no response, he searched the property, finding it empty. 
 
    Where the fuck are you, Joe? 
 
    He left the house. Drove to the shop. Inside, he walked to the counter. 
 
    “Joe from the farm been in this morning?” he asked. 
 
    The young woman behind the counter looked him up and down. “You’re the London man, aye?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Joe a friend of yours?” She studied him with suspicion. 
 
    Ross shrugged, going towards another lie. “No. He’s needed at the farm. I came out here to get him.” 
 
    She nodded slowly. “I see. Hang on a second while I ring Gren.” 
 
    “No,” he said, reaching out to grasp her wrist. 
 
    She stared at it a moment, then at Ross. “You might want to think about taking your hand off me. My John would shoot you in a heartbeat of he came in and saw this.” 
 
    People have guns around here? Christ Almighty. 
 
    “Please,” Ross said, releasing her. “I don’t mean any harm. I’m here for Gren; there’s no need to call him. I need to find Joe and take him back. Something’s happened—Gren really doesn’t need extra hassle.” 
 
    She studied him, seemingly coming to the conclusion he was telling the truth. Her face relaxed into a friendlier expression. 
 
    “I’m sorry for”—he gestured to her arm—“touching you like that, but it’s important we find Joe.” 
 
    She allowed herself a small smile. “You need to be careful. People round here don’t like people like you.”  
 
    Here we go again. 
 
    She tilted her head and eyed the ceiling. “Joe was here about seven. Bought his fags and a newspaper.” 
 
    “Was he all right?” Did he look guilty as fuck, like he’d just killed his brother? 
 
    “He was his usual rude self.” She sniffed her disdain. “I asked him when he was going back to the farm, just to be friendly, although why I bother, I don’t know. He said he wasn’t ever going back. So good luck in getting him to go with you. Stay here long enough, and you’ll see Joe has a stubborn streak—more stubborn than anyone else I know. If he says he isn’t going back, he isn’t going back. So what’s happened up there? Some horse trouble? He’s good with horses, I’ll say that for him.” 
 
    “Do you know where he might be? I went to the house here, but he isn’t there. Not at the stream out the back either.” 
 
    She smiled, properly this time. “You not heard about his addiction?” 
 
    Addiction? 
 
    “He’s got a fondness for the slots.” She folded her arms across her stomach. “There’s a family amusement arcade down the way. Opens early. I’d say he’ll be there.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Ross left. 
 
    He got in the van and reversed from his parking space then made for ‘down the way’. A sign reading ARNIE’S ARCADE jutted out over the door of a building wedged between a clothes shop and a hairdressing salon. Out on the street, he checked for people watching him—this place was weird as fuck. Creepy.  
 
    He walked into the arcade, the interior dark apart from the flashing lights of slots and a few low-watt lamps on the walls. 
 
    Joe sat on a high stool at the far end in front of a machine. Ross went up to him, placing a hand on his shoulder. Joe turned. 
 
    “I need to leave now,” Ross whispered. 
 
    “What? Why?” Joe swivelled on the stool so he faced Ross. 
 
    “It’s Limmy. I found him in his caravan about half an hour ago. He’d hanged himself. Gren—” 
 
    “Assumes it was me?” Joe closed his eyes briefly, sucking in a long breath. 
 
    “I told him I was with you last night. You got that?” 
 
    Joe didn’t appear to care. The hate ran deep then. 
 
    “But what if it was me? You don’t know either way.” Joe chewed the inside of his cheek for a moment, then, “You go back. If you don’t, you’ll be looking over your shoulder for the rest of your life. They won’t let you go without finding you. Mike has ways and means. He’ll say it was me who killed Limmy. Gren’ll give me a beating. Then it’ll be forgotten. They’ll cover it up, blaming me on the quiet. Things will settle down.” 
 
    Ross shook his head. “This is fucking nuts. The way things work here… I can’t get over it.” 
 
    Joe shrugged. “It’s all I’ve ever known. It’s the way things are.”  
 
      
 
    * * * * 
 
      
 
    Ross dumped his bags beside the front door of the farmhouse, his senses primed for anything untoward. He was back here, for God’s sake, when he should have just got on a bus in Gladwood and never looked back. He was about to lie to the police in order to protect a man he barely knew, yet it didn’t seem wrong. Joe wasn’t a killer.  
 
    Mike had parked out the front, the car sitting there like an omen of bad things to come. Ross shoved thoughts of corruption away, even though he knew manipulation of the facts might well appear in the immediate future. He’d get through this. Somehow. 
 
     He followed Joe inside and dropped Tessa’s keys on the sideboard where she’d left the towels earlier. 
 
    The workers had vacated the kitchen, and Tessa was gone, too. He assumed she was out the back, visiting every caravan to deposit clean towels and take away the dirty ones. Gren and Mike sat at the table, heads bent, the pair of them deep in whispered conversation. Mike’s eyes—dry as a fucking bone. Gren looked up, giving Joe a piercing stare, then turned to Ross. 
 
    “Nice to see you disobeyed your boss’ orders,” Gren said, sarcasm heavy. 
 
    “Listen,” Ross said. “I’m a former copper and I know suspects need rounding up quickly in situations like this—if you still suspect Joe. I went to get him to help you out, all right? That’s all.” He gave Gren a stare of his own. 
 
    “I appreciate that,” Gren said. Then to Joe, “So you spent the night alone at the house?” 
 
    Joe frowned. “I—” 
 
    “Spent the night at the house?” Gren said again. 
 
    “Yeah,” Joe said. 
 
    Ross pressed his lips together to stop himself from talking. Why had Joe said that? Why allow Gren to railroad him? And why had Gren insisted that Joe admit he’d been alone? Did he want to foist the blame on Joe again? And, now that Joe was in his brothers’ company, was he prepared to be bullied once more? 
 
    Mike stood, an inch or so taller than Gren and Joe. He jammed his thick thumbs into his trouser loops, the fingers of one hand splayed over a baton. The message came through loud and clear, and Ross nodded at him, feigning respect. 
 
    “So you’re the new man from London,” he said, giving Ross the once-over. “Kind of wondered who you were when we passed on the road. I see someone using Tessa’s van and I know it had to either be stolen or borrowed. And seeing as there’s a stranger in town, I’d have been right either way. Glad you came back. Didn’t fancy having to find your arse and take you in for a statement. We can do it right here.” He held out a hand towards a chair. 
 
    Ross stepped forward and sat while Joe remained standing. 
 
    “And you,” Mike said to Joe. “Sit.” 
 
    Joe hesitated, then obeyed. 
 
    “This is how it’s going to be,” Mike said. “I’ll write up your statements from what Gren’s told me. Far as I can see, Limmy hanged himself. Whether I believe that or not is my business.” He glared at Joe. “But with no facts or evidence to point to murder, I’ve got no alternative but to file this as suicide or that there’s a killer out there we can’t find. The doctor will confirm the manner of death, I’ll sort that. But I’m warning you, Joe, any more of this shit…” 
 
    Joe clenched his jaw. The muscles spasmed. “It doesn’t matter what I say, but I didn’t do it. Just like I didn’t kill Dad or Kit. Maybe with Limmy gone, you’ll both see who the black sheep was—although I don’t think either of you will take off those rose-coloured glasses.” He shrugged. “I’m out of here.” 
 
    “What, off the farm?” Gren asked. “But you’re the best one with the horses. You’re the one really running this place.” 
 
    “Not any longer I’m not.” Joe took a deep breath. “This has to end. And those skeletons we have? They’re staying right where they are. I don’t want them out in the open any more than you do. So I’m leaving—leaving it all behind. You can keep them. I want no part of this. I’ll sign whatever you need so you two are the only ones the farm belongs to. It’s been the fucking bane of my life. So shove it up your arses, aye? Shove it where the sun don’t shine.” 
 
    Joe stood, his face bleached of colour apart from two spots of red on his cheeks. 
 
    “Now hang on a second here, you tosser,” Mike said, poking Joe in the chest. “We hid those skeletons for you, and this is how you repay us?” 
 
    Joe flicked Mike’s finger away. “Don’t touch me. Don’t you ever touch me again. You just don’t get it, do you? It wasn’t me—none of it was me. You were so wrapped up in Limmy you didn’t see what was right in front of your faces. He’s the one who should have taken the blame. He’s the one who caused all this crap. If you look back and really think about it, you’ll see. But it’s easier to pretend he was good, aye?” 
 
    “Someone else is present,” Mike said, sliding his eyes in Ross’ direction. “Watch your mouth. Family business is just that—family business.” 
 
    “Ross doesn’t know sod all—and he won’t.” Joe stepped back. “But you two need to think on what you’ve done. My reputation here is fucked—all your doing. And for what, to protect our brother? Why did he deserve more protection than me? Family loyalty, eh?” He chuckled. “So much for it.” 
 
    Joe stormed out of the kitchen. Ross expected Mike and Gren to follow him, talk him into staying, threaten him, but the pair of them bowed their heads and looked at the floor. Ross rose, uncomfortable in a room where guilt and shame warred in the air—he wanted out, too. 
 
    “Where are you going?” Gren asked, lifting his head. 
 
    Ross swallowed. “I’d better be leaving, too.” 
 
    Mike snapped his head up, opened his mouth to speak, but Ross got there first. 
 
    “I know nothing, all right? I heard nothing, saw nothing. I’m not interested in family feuds. It’s best I go. I can’t hang around. Besides, I’d have been shit with the horses.” 
 
    Gren stood. “I owe you money. Come with me while I get it.” 
 
    Mike huffed out a breath. “You trust this fucker to just go? We can’t have him out there walking around, knowing things.” 
 
    Gren gave him a warning glance. “Like he said, he knows nothing.” 
 
    “But…” Mike touched his baton. 
 
    “But nothing,” Ross said. He held up both hands. “Seriously, I just want a quiet life.” 
 
    Gren strode out. Ross went with him into the living room. At a writing bureau, Gren unlocked it and took out a cash tin. He counted out some notes—far more than Ross was owed.  
 
    “Here’s some extra cash to set you up.” 
 
    Hush money. 
 
    Ross put it in his pocket. He walked out into the sunshine. Picking up his holdall and suitcase, he made his way to Joe’s truck and put them in the passenger foot well. 
 
    “Get me the fuck away from here,” Ross said.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    “Get in the fucking car,” the man said. 
 
    Ross quickly went through his options. With a gun aimed at him, he didn’t have many choices. One, he could make a run for it and risk being shot as he fled. Two, he could attempt to smack the gun away and tackle the bloke to the ground, hoping someone else wasn’t inside the car. Or three, he could do as he’d been told.  
 
    Option two was the one he chose. 
 
    He lifted one hand to his face as if to rub his nose, distracting this geezer from what he really intending doing. Then he struck out with his other, his forearm connecting with the man’s. He succeeded in shifting the gun arm from pointing directly at him, but the man still held the weapon firmly. 
 
    Ross repeated the move, lunging forward at the same time, knocking his opponent back onto his bonnet. The gun went off, the retort so loud the sound of it rang in Ross’ ears. He worried for the residents. A stray bullet could do some damage. No one else got out of the car, so it seemed this fella had come to collect Balaclava alone—that or his unseen accomplice was too scared to show himself. 
 
    “Fuck you,” the man said, struggling to stand upright. 
 
    Ross flung himself on top of him, wrestling the gun from his grasp with great difficulty. They slid across the bonnet towards the edge, and Ross had limited time to stop them falling off and onto the road. He took a solid punch to his temple, his vision blurring for a second—and that was all the bastard needed to gain the upper hand. He flipped Ross off him, pushing him so he banged into the side of the van. The man stood, wide as a fucking barn, tall, too, and advanced on Ross. 
 
    Quickly, Ross darted to the side then scooted round and shoved him in the back. He pitched forward, face ramming into the van. Ross grabbed the fucker’s flailing arms, jerking them downwards to the base of his spine. He kneed him between the legs, pleased when he collapsed to the road in agony. Aiming the gun at him, Ross kicked out time and again so his quarry rolled over towards the van’s rear. 
 
    Ross opened the doors, gun still trained, and checked where Balaclava was. He sat hunched at the back, head on his knees. Blood pooled on the floor. 
 
    Had the bullet gone through the van and hit him? 
 
    There was no time to think about that now. Ross bound the bloke’s wrists with a cable tie, then secured one each around his ankles, joining them with a third.  
 
    A pair of women’s pink slippers appeared.  
 
    Ross glanced up. 
 
    “Move back,” he told the owner of the feet, a female of about forty with dark-brown hair. “These men are dangerous. Go and ring the police.” 
 
    She took a phone out of her trouser pocket and dialled. 
 
    “Didn’t you hear what I said?” Ross waved the gun. “Dangerous?” 
 
    She backed away then ran to the pavement, shrieking down the phone. He nodded, mouthed ‘thank you’, then stood.  
 
    “Stay there,” he said, sitting the man up. “And don’t fucking move.” He almost smiled at that. Like this dickhead was going to be able to run away.  
 
    The woman had been joined by several people, neighbours, he presumed. They all stared, eyes wide with wonder and fear. He wanted to tell them he was a police officer but couldn’t risk the man or Balaclava—if he was still alive—knowing such information. Crims had a habit of getting info out of prison and back onto the streets, into the ears of those who needed to hear it. If Ross was to continue being Wes, taking over from Musket in order to find the people Musket had bought drugs from, his true identity had to remain a secret. 
 
    A siren wailed in the distance, ghostly and too far away to determine whether the cavalry were heading here or somewhere else. Ross stared down at the man, who gazed up at him with hate in his eyes. 
 
    “Fipps will fucking have you for this,” the bloke said. 
 
    “And I’ll be waiting for him.” Ross shook his head. “Fipps needs to understand he’s playing with the big boys. A fucking minnow in the stream among much bigger fish, get my drift?” 
 
    “Yeah, I get it.” He paused, then, “Hadn’t you better be fucking off? Coppers are coming. They’ll take you in as well as me and him.” 
 
    Ross thought about that. He needed to ring his boss. “Don’t you worry about me.” 
 
    A car turned into the street, blue lights flashing, siren silent. 
 
    “That’s my cue to get going,” Ross said. “I shouldn’t be seeing you for a while.” 
 
    He walked off, leaving the scene behind him. At the corner, he turned right then broke into a jog, then a run. At a safe distance away, he hid down an alley and rang his boss. Explained everything that had happened and who the men were. He half hoped his boss would pull him off the job, but the lawman inside him said that a job half done wasn’t what he’d signed up for. 
 
    “Go back to Musket’s warehouse,” his boss said. 
 
    Ross stifled a sigh. He was tired, needed a break. This case had been going on for so long he’d forgotten what the inside of his own home was like. He thought of the undercover police house, of the bed that invited him to get in it and sleep forever. No such luck there. 
 
    “Yes, sir, I’ll keep you informed,” he said then ended the call. 
 
    He walked for miles. His feet ached by the time he got there. 
 
    It was going to be one long-arsed shift. 
 
      
 
    * * * * 
 
      
 
    Musket’s warehouse had a peculiar feel to it in the middle of the night—was even sinister during the day if Ross were honest. Everything was so quiet, what with the out-of-the-way location. The air hummed with silence, the kind you actually heard it was that intense. In the office, he sat behind the desk, feeling odd in Musket’s chair. Like Musket would come in any second and demand to know what the hell Ross was doing pretending to be the boss. A smile touched his lips then, for all the times he’d got on with Musket. For their odd friendship—one that should never have been allowed to grow. 
 
    Ross tried to suck in Musket’s essence—to become him, strong and able to be the middleman in a huge drug outfit. There were the ones below him, the men who bought drugs to sell them to other pushers or direct to users. He knew who many of them were and had passed their names to his boss. No move would be made on them until the identities of the men above Ross were revealed. 
 
    He thumbed through Musket’s contact book, running his finger down a line of numbers and stopping beside one that didn’t have a name next to it. This was the line he needed, the one that would connect him to the big guy. 
 
    It was four in the morning, hardly a suitable hour to contact the man, but Ross had been sitting here all night, dozing on and off, thinking about his next move between catnaps and answering the door to drug collectors. Musket usually slept throughout the day, leaving Ross to do the nightshift. Their system had worked well, and they’d built trust between them until Musket had accused Ross of being a copper.  
 
    The phone on the desk rang, startling him out of his thoughts. The sound jarred, seeming to ring faster as though the call was urgent. He’d heard a phone ring like that before, when his aunt had passed away. Must have been a sixth sense alerting him to bad news.  
 
    He took a breath before answering. 
 
    “Yeah?” he said, chest tight, pulse thudding in his ears. 
 
    “I heard Musket is dead.” A cultured voice. 
 
    “Who is this?” No number showed on the caller display panel. Instead, the word WITHHELD sneered at him in bold black type against a yellow lit background. 
 
    “My name is not important, but my reason for calling is. Who must I speak to now my business colleague has departed this Godforsaken planet?” 
 
    Who the hell spoke like that? 
 
    “Me,” Ross said. “I’m the only one left worth speaking to. My name’s Wes Drake.” 
 
    “Ah, Mr Drake. I’ve heard of you. Of course, I’ve already had my people run a check on you and I’ve found out some very interesting things. So now I’d like to set up a meeting. I need to see you face to face. Half an hour?” 
 
    “Er, yes.” Ross stared down at the state of himself. He needed a shower and a change of clothes. “Although I don’t look too good at the moment. I had a bit of trouble earlier with some people sent by Mr Fipps.” 
 
    “Hmm. I heard about that. These fellows, this Fipps, they’re responsible for Musket’s death, I presume?” 
 
    “They are.” 
 
    “Where will I find these people?” 
 
    “Fipps’ two men are in the nick—actually, one of them might be in hospital. I think he was shot. Fipps lives in Clapham.” 
 
    “Now, if you would prefer a few moments to freshen up, I can delay our meeting for an hour. I really do need to see you before daylight, though.” 
 
    Ross knew how this worked. It wasn’t unusual for big deals to go down in the dark, which was why he’d been surprised that Musket had given him the nightshift. Maybe that had been a test to see if Ross could handle it. Or maybe Musket was getting old and didn’t want the hassle anymore. 
 
    “Okay,” Ross said. 
 
    “I expect to see you in an hour then.”  
 
    “Where should I meet you?” 
 
    “Oh, I know where you are—I called this number after all. I’ll come to you.” 
 
    The line went dead.  
 
    Ross could set up the recording device he kept in the back of his car, get the evidence he needed first. Go to wherever he had to and pick up the drugs. 
 
    Shit, he needed money. 
 
    He’d have to stall the big guy on that. Get the cash from his boss and pay later. If he’d thought about things properly, he should have taken the safe key on a chain from around Musket’s neck before he’d left him there beside the Thames. Ross had been able to gain entry to the warehouse because Musket had asked him to lock up. Ross had pocketed those keys. 
 
    He got up, ready to leave and nip to the undercover house in his car to shower and change. This was the moment he’d been working towards. Prior to going home, though, he got the recording gear out of his car and set it up. Hid it all under the desk. 
 
    He couldn’t wait to see who walked through the warehouse doors in an hour.  
 
    Couldn’t wait to see who he’d be taking down with an almighty bump. 
 
      
 
    * * * * 
 
      
 
    The light beside the RECORD button was bright red. 
 
    Three heavies stared at Ross. The man who had rung him earlier for this meet had covered his face with a pig mask, so Ross had no idea who he was. 
 
    “So, Mr Drake, what the devil has it come to, me having to deal with a police officer?” 
 
    Ross’ guts twisted, bile rising so fast he almost didn’t manage to swallow it back down. He secretly pressed a speed dial button on his phone, connecting with the station, thankful he’d called them earlier to let them know what was going on. They could listen to the conversation. 
 
    He could only hope backup would get to him in time. 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re on about,” Ross said. 
 
    Pig Face laughed. “Of course you do. How do you think Musket got wind of your profession?” 
 
    “Didn’t he get hold of you before he died? Didn’t he tell you I was kosher? He had me checked out.” 
 
    “As did I, and whoever Musket contacted must have given him the wrong information. Why else would you meet up with a detective in a pub once a week if you’re not undercover?” 
 
    “I swear to fucking God I’m not. As for meeting that copper, that fucking pig, I was working on something for Musket.” Ross’ idea blossomed, giving him a way out. “I had to feed the police false information, steer them away from Musket and what he was doing. Told them I was a snitch, didn’t I, and that I wanted paying for the information I was giving.” 
 
    “Really. How interesting.” Pig Face laced his fingers and rested them over his groin. “Do go on.” 
 
    “Musket reckoned that if I pointed fingers at the buyers, it’d take the heat off him.” 
 
    “How odd.” Pig Face’s voice sounded echoic coming from behind the mask. “I would have thought that directing attention to the buyers would, in turn, direct attention to Musket. After all, as far as I’m aware, the buyers come here.” 
 
    “Not lately,” Ross lied, hoping the other three men hadn’t been keeping watch. “We took calls then went out on meets. Safer on the streets, down alleys and whatnot.” 
 
    “I see. So are you saying that my men here are wrong? That they misunderstood the situation?” 
 
    “Damn right I am,” Ross said, glaring at them, making out he was horrified, bolstered by the knowledge the police would surely be on their way by now. “I can see how it looked, but I’m telling you, it wasn’t anything shifty.” 
 
    “And the fact that Musket is no longer with us is a tad convenient, wouldn’t you say? I can’t question him to verify this story. Tell me, Mr Drake, why should I trust you?” 
 
    The next part would be easy to say—it was true, all of it. “Because Musket was my mate. We got along. He had my back, treated me fairly. Mates don’t shit on mates—just because he isn’t here, doesn’t mean I’d lie about him.” Ross shook his head as if completely gutted. “You weren’t there when he died. It’s Fipps and his men you should be questioning, not me.” He stood, planting his hands on the desk and leaning forward. “I’m telling you, they want to take over this part of the business. They expected me to dump my old mate in the river.” Ross’ voice cracked. “I couldn’t fucking do it so I threw Musket at them—dead, he was, bloody dead—and left him down by the Thames so I could take Fipps’ man away. I wanted Musket found alone so he wasn’t buried with the taint that he was a bad man. Yeah, we do bad stuff, we supply drugs, but he wasn’t bad.” 
 
    “What an impressive performance, Mr Drake. I do believe you cared for him.” 
 
    “I did. Like he was my brother. Listen, I can take over his place. We can carry this on. Give me one of your men to help me run the daytime shift and we’ll be sorted, yeah? What do you reckon?” 
 
    “What I reckon, Mr Drake, is that you’re lying.” 
 
    Ross didn’t know what to do or say next. There he was, looming over the desk as if he were a bloody hotshot, risking annoying the man behind the mask to such a degree he ordered his men to take Ross out. “How can I prove to you that I’m not lying, that I’m not a copper?” 
 
    “Oh, that’s easy,” Pig Face said. “I have a little job for you.” 
 
    “What is it? I’ll do anything you say.” 
 
    Pig Face chuckled. “That’s good to hear.” He paused. “Because you’re going to kill Fipps’ men for me.” 
 
    The blood drained from Ross’ face. The police had arrived in that street. He’d seen the lights on the top of the car. 
 
    But had they been real policemen, though? 
 
      
 
    * * * * 
 
      
 
    Pig Face led him outside to their vehicle—the black SUV that had driven past Ross earlier. He realised straight away something was up, that they’d been monitoring him. They had to be watching him, otherwise, how did Pig Face know Ross was in that street with the van? How did that man know where to turn up when he’d parked there with Balaclava in the back? The lot of them must have some connection to the police force.  
 
    Whatever, it didn’t matter, because Ross was fucked.  
 
    They opened the back of the SUV and dragged Balaclava and his rescuer out, the one Ross had tied up and left on the road when the ‘police car’ had arrived. Except it couldn’t have been a police car—not a real one anyway. And if it was, there was no way Pig Face could have got those men out on bail so quickly, even if he’d sent solicitors to help them. There were too many processes to go through. And Balaclava had been shot—if the actual police had arrived, they’d have taken him to hospital. And Ross couldn’t believe Balaclava wasn’t dead—it had seemed so when he’d seen him in the back of the van. So he stood there, mind spinning, realising he was in too deep, in something that went so much further than he’d imagined. 
 
    “Kill them,” Pig Face said.  
 
    Ross stared at the blokes. Piss wet the fronts of their jeans, blood staining Balaclava’s top, and Ross felt sick to his stomach. Yeah, they were nasty men, but they weren’t hardcore. He reckoned they’d got into the business for whatever reason and hadn’t realised how dangerous it was. Faced with death—shit, anyone would piss themselves, wouldn’t they? 
 
    He remembered the rules, that under no circumstances must he kill in cold blood. But what the fuck choice did he have? Pig Face’s men had rifles pointing at him—it was a choice between Fipps’ blokes or Ross. If he went down for a stretch for killing them, at least he’d be alive. So he took the gun he was handed and shot them. 
 
    He shook all over, couldn’t believe what he’d done. Thought of the ramifications. Caught a glimpse of a shadow to the right, behind Pig Face. The sodding backup had been there all along, hadn’t stepped in to stop it. They’d known Ross had no choice, and he reckoned they’d stood there and watched him break the law so they could get rid of him for good. Out of the force, out of their hair, the gay bastard they wanted nothing to do with. Ross was leaving anyway, but they didn’t know that. How could people be so cruel, that was what he didn’t understand. What had he ever done to them to make them hate him so much? 
 
      
 
    * * * * 
 
    “Armed police! Drop your weapons!” 
 
    Ross stood still, quickly assessing the situation, back in police mode. The darkness leant a ghostly quality, the moon doing fuck all to light up the area. Figures sprouted from the shadows, guns drawn, approaches steady and sure. Gravel crackled under feet that belonged to people who knew exactly what they were doing. Ross’ breath came out in fast bursts, his chest tight, his fists bunched, him readying himself to join in and switch to the other side—the side that had made him an outcast yet still held his loyalty, and wasn’t that just fucked up? 
 
    Pig Face laughed—such a weird, unholy sound—and spun to face where the shouted command had come from. He raised his weapon, aimed, his appearance so strange and out of place it would be laughable if the circumstances weren’t so dire. He mumbled something, the words too quiet and muffled by the mask to be understood, then pulled the trigger back. 
 
    Two cracks rent the air, gunshots fired, and Pig Face went down, clutching his knee but uttering no verbal protest. Shock had perhaps rendered him mute—he’d clearly expected his bullet to hit the officer coming towards him. He writhed on his back, the mask lifting a bit to reveal a chin that had a divot in the centre. 
 
    Ross recognised that divot. 
 
    More shots. Ross ducked, went flat to the ground, aiming his weapon at one of Pig Face’s men. He glanced across at the police, who had them covered. Changing tack, he crawled on his belly towards Balaclava’s mate, grit digging into his knees and thighs through his jeans. He ignored the irritation and went faster. The man darted to one side, ready to make a run for it, his eyes moving left and right, him assessing his chances of fleeing successfully. Ross caught the bloke’s ankle, wrapping his fingers around it tightly, blood from where he’d shot him tacky on his palm. He tugged hard and brought him down. Shots and yells rang out behind him, and for a split second he hoped the police were winning. He hauled himself on top of the man he held to keep him from getting away. 
 
    “You there—stop!” someone shouted. 
 
    Another retort from a weapon, then the thud of a body smacking onto the ground. Feet scuffled, orders were thrown out of mouths that belonged to officers well-trained in this kind of thing. Ross closed his eyes, knowing everything was in hand, taking a moment to regroup and think. He had police witnesses who would go against him in court, he was sure of that. No one would have his back. No fellow officer would stand by him and say he’d had no choice in this mess, that he was only doing his job. 
 
    “So you’re the fucking cowboy in the force,” someone said in his ear. “Ross Jones.” 
 
    Ross looked to his right. A pair of boots, police style, sprinkles of fine grit clinging to the laces. The bottoms of black cargo pants worn by those in the armed section, the hems elastic, also decorated with grit. He lifted his gaze, seeing what he’d expected. A flak jacket, a gun held at an angle over a broad chest. A colleague—one he hadn’t met before but who clearly knew Ross. 
 
    “Get up,” the copper said. 
 
    Ross stood, his legs shaking from the adrenaline sizzling through his body. The bloke on the ground stayed still, cheek to the dirt, his back rising and falling where he breathed so fast. Ross kept his sights down, not wanting to look at the officer who so clearly held the wrong opinion about him. How far had word of Ross spread? Had every department talked about the gay copper who was being made an outsider just because he liked dick? 
 
    “Go and stand over there, faggot,” he was told. 
 
    Ross resisted punching him, hitting him so hard all his hurt and sense of betrayal burst from his fist, breaking that Roman nose and splattering blood over that spiteful face. Instead, he obeyed, muttering that it didn’t matter what they thought of him, he was proud of who he was.  
 
    It was over, almost, and he could forget every single one of them. He walked back towards Musket’s warehouse, not caring about what was going on behind him. Why had Ross entered what seemed such a crooked profession? Why had he thought he could join the ranks and do some good for society? How come he’d arrested people in the past for negative sexual-orientation behaviour—as had other officers—yet those same officers had treated him the way they had? Double standards. Hypocrisy. The lot of them needed a lesson in how to behave decently. 
 
    He stood with his back pressed to the outer warehouse wall. Glared ahead, suddenly wanting no further part in this bullshit. They could deal with it, those coppers, cleaning up the mess and concocting whatever story they wanted about him. Whatever happened now, it had to be better than the life he’d been living. He was done. 
 
    Pig Face was hauled to his feet, that chin of his still in plain view.  
 
    The mask was whipped off. 
 
    Ross had been right when he’d suspected his police boss was the drug boss, who stood there now, features contorted in a grimace as he tried to put weight on the leg that had been shot. Ross opened his mouth to shout something—what, he didn’t know. His outrage? His anger at being duped and used? Instead of letting his boss know how much he was hurting, he remained silent. No one would know what they’d done to him. How they’d reduced him to anger and bewilderment at times when he’d gone home and sat by himself, thinking, thinking, thinking about what he endured on a daily basis. 
 
    They stared at one another, so many words stagnating in the air between them—hateful, horrible words Ross never wanted to say to anyone ever again, glad they were silent and not spoken. To let them out would mean the force had won somehow, succeeded in breaking him down to such a level that he spewed his emotions and gave them the satisfaction they’d been craving all this time. A flurry of thoughts went through his head, a few rising to the forefront—ones that were so inane he wondered if his mind just couldn’t cope with anything heavier. 
 
    Pig Face’s accent. How had he felt talking so upper class when usually his voice was weighted with a raspy London twang? Did he live two lives? Had he ever forgotten to switch voices? 
 
    Ross shook the thoughts from his head, staring until their connection was broken by Pig Face being nudged in the back so he had no option but to walk into the shadows, an armed officer either side of him. His cohorts were treated to the same, as were Balaclava and his mate, and no one came over to Ross to see if he was all right. 
 
    No one. 
 
    He was a silent spectator, left to his own devices, presented with the final, brutally wicked cold shoulder. 
 
    He should have known. Should have expected that. Yet oddly, he’d thought at least someone would be interested in his welfare. That there would be one copper who wasn’t riddled with the same poison as the others. Maybe all the officers present were arseholes. Maybe Ross was the only copper who wasn’t. 
 
    He let out a shaky breath. Refused to let his feelings get the better of him and send him into meltdown. Not here. Not in front of these people. He’d get through this—just like he’d got through everything else. His undercover job was over. Now all he had to do was get through the trial. Or trials. It remained to be seen whether he’d be standing in the dock as one of the accused. 
 
    After all, he’d shot two men. But to protect their precious force, they’d say only the intent to wound had been there. He knew all the tricks of the trade. 
 
    He let out a bark of laughter, manic sounding, frightening him that he was on the verge of losing control. His blood raged hotly through his veins, heating his cheeks. The adrenaline rush was abating, weakening his limbs, scouring his mind clean of everything that had happened. He was glad. There was only so much he could take. His brain shutting down on the horrors he’d gone through was a blessing. As the scene carried on in front of him, he homed in on what that policeman had said to him. 
 
    ‘So you’re the fucking cowboy…’ 
 
    They saw him as the shady one. Cowboys were everywhere, the kind of people who shafted others, and he refused to be one of them. 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ross stared down at the papers in his hand. His new name was official. A passport had also arrived in the post at the room he’d rented for the past few weeks where he’d hidden away, speaking to no one unless he had to, like the woman in the little shop.  He reckoned it was best to lay low—who knew whether Mike had a long reach? Ross had used the cash Grenadier had given him, not his credit or debit card. Mike using his underhand tactics to locate him wasn’t something Ross fancied. 
 
    It paid to have been an undercover copper. Getting a new identity from the men he’d once hung around with had been too easy. No questions asked. Money paid. Job done. They didn’t know he’d been a policeman so had helped him out. The thing was, if they did find out, they knew his latest identity, could be on the lookout for him later on like Mike, but that was something Ross would have to deal with as and when. 
 
    All that was left to do was for him to pack the fuck up and start another life.  
 
    Yeah, it was time to move on, no more Ross, ever, a man who had to watch his back in case Mike decided he’d come and find him after all. Or send Gren. He wondered how Joe was faring, whether he’d managed to hole up somewhere his brothers couldn’t find him. When Joe had dropped Ross off at the bus station the day they’d left the farm, Joe hadn’t given any indication of where he was going. 
 
    Probably best Ross didn’t know. 
 
    He had a letter in his pocket, for Beth, his sister, full of apologies for the times he’d gone AWOL on undercover jobs, leaving her to deal with her life without him. He gave little away, telling her he’d see her at some point, just not yet. She’d understand. 
 
    He hoped. 
 
    He thought about being Wade, being the numerous other personas he’d adopted over the years. Yeah, he could do this again. He had to. It wasn’t like he had a choice. With his ex-colleagues being the sort he couldn’t turn to, all he had was himself. 
 
    He nodded, confirming that he had the courage to once again become someone else. 
 
    The last person he’d ever be. 
 
    Hopefully. 
 
      
 
    * * * * 
 
      
 
    He arrived at the second farm he’d ever been to and sighed. Instead of horses, this one had cows, and he’d been hired to be a general dogsbody. That was all right, he supposed, better than having no income at all. He’d applied by ringing the number on an advert on the board in the local shop, told the man who’d answered that he’d been in Scotland since he was eighteen, working cash in hand. 
 
    The daft bastard had swallowed it. Good job an’ all. Ross, or John as he was called now—must remember that—needed to earn some money. The cash Grenadier had given him was at dangerously low levels. 
 
    The place was all green grass and a house, plus a barn to the right, the area desolate, just like before. That was okay. He needed somewhere quiet to recuperate, get used to being John, and establish a work record. His old contacts had also provided a National Insurance number. Probably from some poor bastard they’d killed. 
 
    He didn’t dwell on that. 
 
    The walk from the village down the way where the bus had dropped him off wasn’t so bad, and the Welsh weather was a damn sight milder than the Scottish, although the rain was a bit of a bummer. Still, it was similar to London, something he was used to, and maybe it would fool him into thinking he was still where he’d grown up. Familiarity might breed contempt, though, but he’d soon squash that down. 
 
    He tromped up the long drive then knocked on the red front door, his suitcase beside him, heart clattering about. He pushed himself to become this John bloke, a quiet fella who didn’t want any trouble—and he’d stick to it this time. No poking his nose in, asking questions. If people here had secrets, they could fucking keep them. 
 
    You’ve said that before… 
 
    A woman answered, all cherry-coloured cheeks, floral apron, and flour dusting her hands. She smiled, big and wide, although it didn’t reach her blue eyes. About sixty, she was, hair wiry, escaping a low bun. 
 
    “John, is it?” she asked, cocking her head. 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “Come by, then.” She moved to make room for him to pass. “I hope you’re as unassuming as you told my Ben. We don’t need any nosey beaks around here.” 
 
    His stomach rolled. 
 
    What the fuck had he walked into now? 
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