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That night the sweet spot turned out to be pint 2.51.

James returned the glass to the table, saw a touch over half had been consumed and felt the buzzing begin. Not a nasty buzzing—like static on an old telly—but a light, warm, almost melodic buzz. The kind that whisks into your mind, collecting every dark thought and chucking them aside, at least for the time being. James had found it was possible to maintain such a buzz for an entire evening. A warm blanket over the brain, guarding against the return of those nasty thoughts so recently cast out. 

The key was careful maintenance and precision drinking. Drink too much, too fast, and the blanket would tighten, trapping the brain like fish in a net, twisting it into some lost, frightened thing that was near impossible to control. This was an eventuality James had always feared and would avoid at all costs. 

Drink too little, though, and the blanket would fray. Holes would appear through which the tendrils of those dark thoughts—James tried to avoid referring to them as memories—would protrude, infecting the mind.  

With a smile only partially fabricated, James took the hand of his date. Already he could feel the toe of her foot creeping up the inseam of his jeans, see the sparkle of mischief behind her eyes. James had become skilled at using alcohol to keep the screams at bay. But no system was foolproof, and in any case, James was a belt and braces man. Nina was his braces.

“What are you thinking?” she asked, lifting her free hand over her taken one to collect her wine glass. He watched her finish it while taking her foot in his hand as it marauded towards his crotch.

“I thought that question was reserved for after?” His tone was perfectly pitched. The buzz helped him play normal—another excellent side effect of controlled drinking. 

“Good point.” The glass went down. “I’m getting ahead of myself. Skipping the good bit. Why don’t you take me home and I can earn the right to ask?”

Somewhere within, the James that was began tugging at his heart. Reminding him, he believed sex was not the goal, only a side effect of what truly mattered. Love. 

Had believed. And where had it got him? A desire for love and closeness and family had twisted him into something ugly. Led to him destroying some lives. Taking others. 

Nina and the booze were an antidote to that. The latter stripped away the uptight wreck he had been, the former allowed him to become someone else. Someone not wound up to the point of violence. The tradeoff was he became the kind of man who uses a girl for sex. The type of guy old James had hated. 

“Well?” Nina said. He had drifted into his thoughts. Always a problem and the alcohol didn’t help. He offered another manufactured smile and massaged her foot before standing. 

“First, you need another wine.”

“You don’t have to get me drunk.”

True, but he smiled and left. The thrill was fading—her ability to distract dimming. With every date, it took a little more booze to create the buzz, while the din from the James that was became that little bit louder, that little harder to ignore.

Who he was was breaking through, and bringing the past with him. 

“Let me guess, another white and, for the fella, one more fruity cider?”

The bartender was a friendly man, though James knew this from watching him banter with the other punters rather than personal experience. It seemed James had broken two cardinal rules as soon as he had walked through the door—not being a regular, and ordering a “girly” drink.

“Just the wine, please.”

The bartender gave a nod that suggested moderate drinking went hand in hand with fruity cider. Further evidence James was no real man. 

He was okay with that. He left the bartender to pour the drinks and chat to the large man on the stool next door, turning to survey the bar and spotting the man in the corner staring at him. 

Already owl-like eyes widened as they caught James’, and the man’s head whipped around so fast James was surprised he didn’t hear the neck snap.

Head bowed, Owl Man stared with determination at whatever was in front of him. A drink, James assumed. He did not look up again. 

Probably nothing.

James spun to the bar and placed his palms face down on the surface. A mistake. The bar was so sticky he wondered if he would be able to free them. He did and wiped them on his jeans to remove the worst of the congealed beer and sweat.

Turning again. Owl Man’s head was still down.

Probably nothing. 

Then, a twitch. Owl half turned his head, put it back in place. Half turned again, froze, then carried the move on until he was looking right at Nina. She didn’t notice. The man held on her a second, then carried on round. 

James returned to the bar before the watcher could see him watching.

Probably nothing. Paranoia ran through James’ veins the way discarded rubbish ran through the city’s river. His imagination was a toddler on his third bag of sugary sweets—prone to playing up. This was almost certainly more of the same.

Deep breaths, relax. All would be okay. 

Except the blanket on the brain was thinning. The soft buzz was quietening, and the dark thoughts had sensed it. They came swanning over, looking for the first tear in the protection. At that point, they would attack. 

The drink landed on the bar and James almost screamed. 

“Woah, bit jumpy there, ain’t ya? Get some more of your “drink” down you.”

James paid and returned to the table. Owl Man was staring at an empty glass. 

It was nothing. He was paranoid. It was fine. 

“Hey,” he placed the wine in front of Nina and grabbed his drink. “Why don’t we go?”

As though trying to prove a point to the bartender, James downed his remaining half, almost choking as he did. 

“Not sure we’d be able to get there and back before the party. What’s the time?”

Drink all gone, James lamented the collapse of his buzz. Through the unravelling blanket flowed a river from another city, followed by the screams of lost children and desperate mothers. 

He took his phone from his pocket and showed Nina. She made a noise that suggested they might make it home and back—but wouldn't have time in between to do what she had in mind.

“A walk, then?”

Nina sipped her wine. 

“What’s the rush?”

“No rush. But it’s a beautiful evening. Seems a shame to waste it.”

It sounded dumb, even to him, and Nina rolled her eyes, but the paranoia was mounting. The air in the bar seemed restricted, hot and stale. James was sure he could feel the eyes of the watcher burning into his skull. At a table in the corner, he could see Toby—his long lost childhood friend.

“Please? I need some fresh air.”

Concern flitted across her eyes for the first time. Channelling her inner magician, she made the wine disappear.  

“Okay, let’s go.”

Taking her hand he led her from the pub, spending the journey across the ancient carpet focusing on not rushing. Keeping casual even as slipped out the door, glancing over his shoulder to see Owl Man’s eyes on him again.

“Come on. This way.”

Outside, James had instinctively taken a left, but Nina held firm to his hand and dragged him in the opposite direction. 

“Car’s this way,” he said, pointing. 

“You said you wanted to walk. So let’s walk.”

Paying little attention to the steady flow of traffic, Nina charged into the road, dragging James from pub to opposite pavement, where a line of trees blocked whatever lay beyond. 

“Quick, quick.”

A horn blared, and James almost tripped on the curb diving to safety. Memories from a village abandoned ten months ago flooded him. In the trees, he saw the face of Charlie, another missing boy. Closing his eyes, he fought for composure. 

“What is wrong with you?” Nina asked. 

“Nothing. When do we have to leave for this party?”

Nina grabbed his hand again, dragging him along the path. 

“Don’t worry about that. I wanna have fun.”

She led him along the line of trees, inspecting each as though looking for something carved into the bark long ago. James glanced back to the pub as they went. He had spent ten months working towards a healthier, more balanced James. With the help of a little too much booze and more sex than he had ever expected to encounter, it had been working. Even if it had meant abandoning all hopes of becoming the man he had dreamed of growing into during childhood. Then someone looks at him in a pub, and it all comes to pieces like wet tissue. 

Sanity, it seemed, was like a healthy relationship. James was unable to hold onto it. 

“Here we are.”

Nina took a sharp left into the trees and James flinched, half expecting to go careening into a trunk. But, no. Nina had brought him to a hidden path and, ducking to avoid low hanging branches; they emerged onto a long stretch of grass occupied by teenagers and couples enjoying the early evening air. Basking in the never-ending summer’s day. Looking onto—

First Owl Man, now this.

Beauty is what most would have seen, but to James the glint of the sun on the water’s surface did nothing but highlight the river, which acted, not as a calming presence, but like a maniac coming for him, wielding a knife laced with black memories, sliding into his heart and sending him back to—

Nina’s hands were on his cheeks. If she could see the turmoil the river had thrown him into it didn’t show. Her eyes still glinted with mischief, and as she brought her lips towards his, he laced his arms around her waist and held tight, kissing her as though the world might end if he stopped.

“Wow,” she said, pulling away, a little stunned. “Someone’s in the mood.”

James looked over her shoulder, then his. There were not hundreds of people around, but enough. Already a couple of teens were looking, having noticed the kiss. Nina followed his eyes, caught his thoughts, and widened her smile. 

“Come on,” she said already dragging him. “We can find somewhere.”

Towards the river. Each step like triggering a landmine of memory, exploding with a flash of some horror from his past. His childhood friend tumbling down a hill towards that rock, his uncle lying bleeding on the floor, his adulthood friend disappearing into the river. 

James tried not to look at his hands. 

He didn’t want to see the blood.

They reached the path which ran alongside the river. James came behind Nina and pulled her close, kissing her cheek, then neck. It made walking troublesome, but he was searching for distraction. She turned her head; their eyes met, then he saw the man in the hood charging.

“Nina.”

Even in his terror, James tried to shield her. He wanted to shout, but the charger was already on them. Big meaty palms led the way, and James was able to make out the sweat between the fingers before they crashed into his chest and sent him sprawling backwards.

His head hit the ground and span. Somewhere nearby he could hear the rushing of the water and had to force his mind to focus on the situation above. 

“Hey, stop—“

The attacker had grabbed Nina’s bag and arm. The former he yanked, the latter he swung, sending it and the body it clung to tumbling to the ground. 

Someone yelled, and James realised he was supposed to be acting. 

Too fast he jumped to his feet, leaving little time for balance. A breeze came, and he wobbled like a Weeble, panicking as gravity threatened to tip and reclaim him. Keeping upright was such a relief he forgot where he was.

The meaty hands hit him again. A replica of their first attack and, as before, he flew backwards. 

Except, this time, there was no ground to save him. Once more the rushing filled his ears, and the water followed as he smacked the surface and was sucked beneath, as though the flowing river had a will of its own. 

Panic.

He was sinking fast and, although he was sure he could swim, he had forgotten how. As he tried to engage his brain, he found only memories. His life flashed before his eyes. Not because he was dying. This was merely something that happened to James whenever he was sober, not engaging in sexual intercourse, and unable to fully concentrate on blocking his memories from overwhelming him. 

Sinking. He had his eyes and mouth firmly shut. His ears were full of water, but through it echoed the cries of lost friends and family. If he allowed himself to see, the water would have been red. 

Had he continued dropping, he surely would have drowned. The panic was complete, and the water offered no jolt to bring him back to sense.

Luckily, the river was not deep here. Through the water he had assumed was never ending he felt the gentle tap on his back of the hard ground. A gentle reminder of what remained above. Of the real world.

His eyes opened. 

The water stung, and he could see nothing but the light of the world somewhere above. His lungs began to ache. 

He needed to move. 

Placing his hands on the ground, he pushed. Calmly, his body rose, and he twisted, so his head was up, his legs down, becoming a rocket rather than a plank. For once his memory produced something useful and, as he recalled he could swim, he began kicking. He could feel the water relinquishing its grip. He could see the growing light as he rose up and up and—

Fresh air rushed to greet him, and he drank the oxygen faster than he had ever drunk a pint. He allowed himself to drift a few seconds then was kicking again, moving for the bank, grabbing at the dirt and hauling himself up. 

Weakness greeted him as he tried to stand, pulling him down as the water had. A second on his feet was enough to convince him kneeling was fine for the time being. He looked ahead. Saw oncoming legs. 

“James, oh, James.”

Nina dropped to ground and dragged him onto her lap. Tears attacked her eyes as she rocked him, and he reached as if to touch her cheek but missed. 

“Are you okay?”

“I’m fine,” she said, then jerked her thumb into the distance. “That arsehole took my bag, but I’m okay. It’s you I’m worried about.”

Still she rocked him, and James looked past her to see a small crowd watching. Those that had come to try and stop the mugger, who had failed and now had no idea what to do. James wanted to give them a reassuring look but failed. Then he was looking into Nina’s eyes. 

“Are you okay?”

This time it was she who asked. He reached for her again and his wet hand found her hair. She didn’t seem to mind. 

“I’m fine.”

Ten months since he had walked away from the village that had almost broken him. Ten months spent trying to forget not only that but all the dark deeds of his past. All the bloodshed, all the destruction he had caused. 

Ten months, and there had been booze and meaningless sex as stopgaps to sanity, but he had convinced himself that was okay. Stopgaps were all they were, part of the rebuilding process. And rebuilding had been working. Or so he had told himself. He was feeling alright. 

Then a man looked at him in a pub, he saw a river and was shoved beneath its surface. There had been no danger other than the threat of realising the truth.

It had all been a lie.

Whatever else he knew, one thing was for sure. 

James Perry was not alright.
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Lavish, glass-paned doors led into a grand ballroom, rented out at exorbitant prices to the rich and powerful for weddings, shareholder gatherings and sweet sixteens.

“It’s ridiculous,” Nina scoffed as they entered. “I’m not saying Jane isn’t wealthy. Course she is. But this place’ll bankrupt her. It’s all for show.”

James might have told her the only reason anyone would hire a place such as this was for show, but he had noticed the bar. A pint poured, a woman smiling and laughing as she raised her glass. 

“James, are you listening to me?”

“Yeah, course.”

But he wasn’t. He was thinking of the lost buzz, and if there was any chance he could reclaim it. After the river, they had gone back to Nina’s and showered together. He’d held her tight against the cool wall and tried to lose himself in the motion, in her eyes, in whatever was available but it hadn’t worked. He feared nothing but drinking himself into stupor would. 

“Come on, this way.”

She was pulling him through the crowd, but he resisted, reaching to the bar like a child for his mother. 

“Sure, let’s get a quick drink first though.”

“You lush. Wait five minutes, can’t you?”

He could. Want, that was another matter. For the first time he was thinking forget the buzz—go for oblivion. He would regret it in the morning, but for now—well he would do anything to forget who he was, and what he had done to get there.

Nina was all determination though, so he would have to forget alcohol for the time being. Putting his back to the bartender helped. As did focusing on the swaying behind of Nina and the fear of where they were going. Who they would be meeting.

Towards one corner of the room, two men occupied a round table. One talking animatedly, the other trying not to look bored. Beside them stood a woman in her forties James had met before and a man pushing seventy he had not.

“Daddy, hi.” 

Nina rushed for the older man and swung her arms around him while Jane came forward, hand outstretched. 

“James, wonderful to see you again, glad you could make it to my little event.”

She swirled her hand to encompass the people, the food and the drink. James saw the bar and dragged his head back to Jane. 

“Good turn out,” he said, unable to think of anything more appropriate. 

“So it would seem. Though the people that matter most seem to care the least. My sister turns up late, my father tells me he’s leaving early, and my son hasn’t bothered to show. It’s like they didn’t miss me.”

“Don’t talk rubbish, Jane.”

Davis Chappell approached, putting an arm around each daughter. 20 year age gap aside, they did not look much alike. Both took more after their respective mothers than their ageing father.

“You must be the new boyfriend,” he said, lifting an old hand with a surprisingly strong grip for James to clasp. “Already my daughter cannot stop blathering about you.”

“James,” James offered, pulling his hand back and wondering how disappointed Davis was not quite to have been able to break it. 

“Nina has told me your name. Stick around more than a couple of weeks; maybe I’ll start using it.”

“Oh, daddy,” Nina said, putting on the awful loving daughter lilt. “You’re so mean. James and I are going the distance, aren’t we, sweetie?”

Somehow he pasted a horrible fake smile upon his face and managed what might charitably be called a half nod. Jane smirked, and Davis patted his younger daughter on the head. 

“He seems keen,” he said, voice awash with sarcasm. “I’d love to do the usual new boyfriend grilling, but it’ll have to wait. I need to go. Goodbye, little one—“ he kissed Nina on the head, then turned to his eldest. “Goodbye, Jane. Hey, now, don’t pout. It’s not like you’ve been back five minutes and this is the first time I’ve seen you. We’ll catch up soon.”

“Goodbye, father.”

Davis departed, leaving James relieved. His head was spinning, his arms a little shaky. The river scene was playing on his mind and tangoing with a protective father would hardly have eased him. Now, at least, there was one less obstacle to deal with, and he deferred to Jane in deciding what to do next. As it was, she made the same decision he would have. 

“Drinks.”

Conversation happened. James could feel it knocked around him from person to person. Started by the exuberant bartender, Lars, hit to the mischievous Nina, dropped by the uninterested bar manager, Tahir, picked up by Jane and served to James who had to find a way to partake while fighting the urge to take his drink, down it in one, and run to the bar for another.

He was still in that river. The water filling his ears, turning the table's conversation into distant, garbled voices. Blurring his vision and restricting his breathing. In the quiet of the water the sounds of the party diminished to almost nothing, and from somewhere far more distant came the altogether louder cries of James’ demented past, louder and louder until—

“James?”

He jumped. Nina had her hand on his arm. James looked across the room and saw someone split from a chatting group, drifting for a less grand exit than the one through which James had entered. Someone called, and she turned, revealing her face. 

His heart stopped.

“You must forgive my boyfriend,” Nina said, tossing the term out with pride. “We were attacked this evening. That’s why we were late.”

“Shit, what happened?” This was Lars.

“Some arsehole mugger took my purse and pushed James in the river. He—James? Where are you going?”

The girl opened the door and disappeared through it. James stood in a daze, then turned back to the table. 

“Need the loo. Sorry.”

Without waiting for permission he made his way fast across the room, brushing past people as he went and muttering quick apologies whenever he felt his shoulder attack someone. He didn’t look back and was at the door before he realised he had left his drink.

He paused, glancing through a narrow pane of glass into the hall beyond the ballroom. At the end of the corridor, he saw her turn right.

Through the door without thinking. All the drinking and meaningless sex and one-half glimpse of her and the darkness was snuffed out like a candle’s flame pinched between two fingers.

Taking the right she had, he passed a staff room, maintenance cupboard and a couple of undistinguished doors before reaching the one that swept him into a grand, marble entrance lobby decorated with tall plants, a round white table covered in brochures for spas and show jumping lessons, and stern looking staff with a keen eye for those that did not belong. 

At one side of the room, two grand doors with fake stone handles and a blank-faced doorman were swinging shut. Opposite, a desk that could resist a nuclear blast was guarded by a narrow woman with sharp eyes. 

“Are you okay, sir?”

Trying a casual smile that was not well received he crossed the marble floor and allowed the doorman to release him. 

Wide stone steps lay ahead, leading onto a gravel carpark. Rows of Bentleys, Ferraris and the like glared at him through the dark. Most of the carpark was shapes and shadows that had swallowed his quarry. Closing his eyes, he listened to the light breeze, praying it would carry her movements to him.

Fifteen seconds passed, then, there she was—a whispering voice to the left. 

Descending the steps with the caution of a man on a tightrope, James led his feet into the gravel which crunched in disapproval at his existence.  

Staring into the darkness around the side of the building he listened again, but the whispering had stopped. The phone call seemed to have ended. That would make this the opportune moment for him to step forward and announce himself, yet he waited. It was important he took the time to construct the basis of a conversation. Some talking points would be good, but at least an opening sentence. Saying hello in a breathy voice wouldn’t have the desired effect and—

It was too late. The footsteps came, travelling in his direction. He panicked as though a homeowner were about to catch him breaking and entering. Even considered running into the hotel but couldn’t move. Could only stand and wait as she rounded the side of the building, saw him, and stopped. 

Her beauty was still breathtaking. Knock out. The pure white dress with plain necklace and bracelet that glinted in the low light was elegant, but the true effect was in the slender figure, the stunning smile, the out of this world eyes. He felt his chest restrict at the sight of her and thought, stupid as it might seem, she may be feeling the same. Not the stuff about the beauty—a looker, he did not believe he was—but the general feeling.

If her chest reacted, she recovered quickly. There was a small breath, then the shocked smile widened.

“Well, hello, James.”

Still, it was a struggle to retake his voice box from the invading army of nerves. To win his body was an even greater battle, but he did and stepped forward. 

“Hi, Megan.”

She tilted her head a little, and he knew, whatever he had thought he felt ten months ago was back—every last drop of it.  

That was if it had ever gone away. 

Like naughty school children sneaking off for a smoke, they did not return to the hotel, but slid around the building, away from the entrance and the car park, past the windows that offered a view into the event they were supposed to be attending, and towards the acres of ground that ran behind the building, alongside a trickling stream.

They did not explore the gardens, though James’ mind offered images of them walking hand in hand through the scenery, instead finding a bench against the building that was mostly dry and was situated under a recess shrouded in shadow. Here they sat, James taking the wet section of bench, Megan the dry. Under cover of darkness, James imagined an illicit drug deal or something else that might make the respectable frown if they were caught, but did not voice these thoughts. Their eyes met, and although he could barely make her out it was impossible not to be drawn in by those beautiful orbs. He wanted to take her hand but held back. 

“How about this then?” Megan said, and James looked around, thinking she meant the location. She must have seen his head twist in the shadows because she tutted and reached out, turning him back to face her. The feel of her skin made his breath heavy. “I mean you and me, bumping into each other. I know they say it’s a small world but—“

The darkness claimed the end of her sentence, but the words weren’t needed. James was dragged once more into the past, but this time the memories were not the savage ones that usually waited. He was meeting Megan, learning about her unhappy relationship and feeling that spark. Immediate and powerful. He had never fallen for anyone so hard or so quickly, and once her relationship ended, he thought they might give things a go. 

But the timing was off. Megan needed to get away. To escape. She had headed to Scotland to see her parents, and he had gone south to stay with his aunt. Ten months had passed since then. James had moved twice, and Megan had come a long way from Scotland for them both to end up in the same city, the same hotel, and even more than that—

“You know Jane?” he asked. A stupid question—why else would she be at the party?

“I work for her. In her bar, anyway. Does that make you think less of me?”

“No. Should it?”

He didn’t need to see her to know she was rolling her eyes. There would be no answer to the question because he knew exactly why one might disapprove of working for Jane Chappell, and she knew he knew.

“Of course it doesn’t.”

“Good. I don’t get involved in any of the, uh, extras, anyway. It’s just bar work.” A long pause. “I hate it.”

“Then why do it?”

This time he felt, rather than saw, the weaker smile. Her hand came to brush her hair from her eyes and the charm on her bracelet flashed in the dark. It looked like a goat. He assumed it was not. 

“Lot of people hate their jobs,” she said, hair back in place. “Most people, maybe. Why should I be any different?”

Now it was his turn not to answer. Her sigh crossed the light breeze to reach him, but she would go on because she was as comfortable in his presence as he was in hers. It had been so from the day they had met.

“I didn’t want to take my parents’ handouts, but I don’t have the skills to do the sort of jobs I would like. Got to pay the bills some way and Jane is one of the few who pays her bar staff decent wages. Plus, the tips don’t hurt.”

James allowed himself a smile. 

“Must get a lot of those, looking like you do.”

“Still a charmer.”

James had never considered himself a charmer. Nor smooth in any way. He thanked the darkness for hiding him, sure the sweat on his brow would show in even dim light as his heart continued to crash against his chest. They stayed this way a while. Then she asked the question he had prayed she would not. 

“What’s your connection to Jane, then?”

Biting his lip, James considered a lie. It was a natural impulse born from a need to image manage, but he did not want to lie to Megan. No more than he had to, anyway. 

“I know her sister, Nina.”

A half-truth, and not one likely to fool the perceptive beauty opposite him. Not even in the dark. 

“You know her?”

“Yeah.”

“Like, what, you’re friends, acquaintances?”

“Something like that.”

A tut echoed through the dark.

“I’m not an idiot, James, remember?”

“I remember.”

“So I know it’s more than that. She wouldn’t have invited you unless you were close and the way you talk like you’re hiding something—I’m guessing you’re at least dating. Hey, maybe you’re married.”

He felt the situation slipping away, but what could he do? She needed neither light nor X-Ray to see through him.

“Just dating.”

Just. He threw the word out to show it was no big deal, but it was. Had he been dating Megan it wouldn’t have been just. It would have been everything.

But he wasn’t with Megan. He was with Nina. That was the be all and end all concerning romantic liaisons. Or should be.

Time passed. He got the impression Megan didn’t know what to say, and although he didn’t either, he didn’t want the quiet to get the better of him. He didn’t want her to walk away and for it to end on this. What were the chances of them meeting again? He didn’t know. He had never believed in destiny and yet, here she was, sitting beside him, radiant and beautiful and everything he had ever dreamed of. He gulped, as though swallowing a potato he should have spent longer chewing. Fought the silence. 

“I’ve found it tough.”

That sounded stupid, but there it was. 

“Found what tough?”

Again it took time to find the words, but he worked for it. 

“Life. It’s been difficult forever, I think, but worse since… Charlie.” He paused on that, letting the memory of his last day in the village come back. It was not a pleasant one.

“For me too,” Megan said, then lapsed back into silence. 

“I’ve been drinking too much. Looking for distractions. Something to make me think less. I met Nina on a night out, and I guess she was—“ he didn’t want to go into it. He could feel Megan squirming in the dark, under the weight of his implications. The actual words would have been worse. 

“You don’t have to explain yourself,” Megan said, and he thought he saw her hand reach out, but if it did, she withdrew before it could make contact. He wanted to reach out himself but resisted. 

“I think I do. It’s not about Nina though. It’s about me, and how stupid I’ve been. How tough it’s been, then I see you and—“

Again the words broke off. He didn’t know how to say them although it was evident in his mind. He had been plagued by memories that drink, and Nina had only managed to turn into blurs, sitting like half-formed things in the background, waiting to pop back the moment the hangover hit, or the sex ended. Tonight the river had shown his defences were nothing more than a paper shield against a sharpened axe. The waking nightmares had flooded his mind. Then he had seen Megan and—

Silence. Just like that. All the memories. All the darkness. Gone.

Stupid as that sounded. Pathetic as that might be for someone he had known four days before she disappeared for ten months, it was true. That was what he wanted to say, but he couldn’t get his tongue around it and before he could so much as try, the moment had passed.

“I came out here to make a call,” Megan said, and she was looking away, cutting off whatever he had been about to say next. That hurt. 

“What call?”

“A friend. I was supposed to be meeting them here, but they can’t make it. I’m going to meet them. We’re going to have a good night then—tomorrow—I’m handing in my notice. I’m leaving this place for good.”

He sat in stunned silence. Somehow it felt like a breakup, though she had been planning this already and they had only bumped into each other minutes ago. It didn’t matter. He wanted her to stay and searched desperately for the words that would convince her to do so. Once again, he waited too long. 

“I’ve thought of you a lot since you helped me pack my bags and leave all I’ve ever known. Since that kiss—“ she drifted, and he wondered if she, like him, was remembering that magical moment their lips had touched—the pure perfection of it. If she was, she soon forced herself back from the memory.

“I know there was a connection then and there probably still is. Maybe if things were different… if I hadn’t had Mark back then and if you weren’t seeing Nina now. But I was, and you are, and we can’t know if the connection is anything more until we try, but that’s not going to happen. I can’t be here anymore. I have to go.”

Her hand extended and this time he felt her soft palm touch his cheek, resting gently there. Bringing up his hand he cupped hers, trying not to let emotion overwhelm him as she drove on with chest piercing words.

“Maybe the fact we keep meeting isn’t a sign we are supposed to be together. Maybe the sign is that whenever we meet, it’s the wrong time. That something is going on that means I have to run away.”

And although he couldn’t see her, he could make out the tears in her eyes. Once more he tried to summon up the courage to say something, but before he could, she leaned in and kissed him. It was soft, and quick, and perfect, right on the lips. It stunned him into more silence, and maybe that’s what she wanted because as he tried to recover from the kiss, she was standing.

“I have to go,” she said, “but I want you to be careful, okay? I don’t want to interfere with your life but this family… The Chappells, they’re dangerous. All of them. So please, be careful.”

She was slipping away, disappearing into the darkness and once more James was going to let her vanish from his life.

Then he was up and moving. She heard his feet approach and when she turned, he could see she was rallying with more rational arguments.

“James—“

He kissed her. Wrapping his arms around her back he pulled her in tight and felt her clutch him as though trying to keep him from taking a great fall. Their lips remained connected for some time, and when they broke, she looked as dazed as he felt.

This time, he ensured he regained his composure first.

“Good or bad,” he said, “fuck the signs.”

This was as eloquent as it was rational and persuasive. Still, she was nodding.

“Yeah,” she said. “Good point.”

He kissed her again, and his mind was made up.
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Entangled in one another they began to drift further into the darkness. Stepping away from the hotel walls towards the grass, bushes and stream, moving as a blind man with a bad leg and poor coordination might, but happier. Ecstatic, in fact.

Then responsibility reared its ugly head, biting Megan and infecting her with an attack of the conscience. Suggesting she pull away from James, which she did, breaking the best moment of his life thus far.

“We can’t do this.”

“I don’t know,” he said. “It’s pretty dark, but still worth a try.”

A playful slap followed, and despite what she said, and what she was thinking, she leaned in, kissing him lightly on the mouth once more.

“It’s wrong. We can’t do this like this. We need to do it right.”

“Right?”

“If we want to do this, it’s with a clean slate. With nothing hanging over us.”

James closed his eyes, stressed by the prospect of doing the right thing.

“I need to end it with Nina.”

Megan nodded. Her eyes filled with apprehension, as though worried he might laugh and ask how she could believe he might want her as anything other than a bit on the side.

“I do that,” he said. “Then I can ask you on a proper date?”

“Yes.”

“What if you say no?”

“Then you will have learned a valuable lesson about risk.”

He kept his arms around her waist, pressed his forehead against hers and their eyes met in the gloom. 

“This will be hard,” he said, and she resisted making the joke.

“It will,” she agreed. “But I can’t stay anyway. I have to meet my friend.”

“Or we could—“

She bopped him on the nose, as though he were a naughty dog, shocking him into silence. 

“We’re being good. We’ll go on a date, but with nothing hanging over us.”

James neither nodded nor gave any sense he approved of this plan, but she was not about to hang around and wait for him to be on the same wavelength as her. She didn’t have eternity. Turning from him she made it several metres before rushing back and throwing her arms around his neck.

“Oh, just one more.”

After she was gone, he had to slide back into the party, pretend he had needed some fresh air, and try to act as though it was another typical night while watching his soon to be ex-girlfriend get increasingly drunk and flirt with a smiling Lars and an annoyed Tahir. 

When it was over, James took a cab with Jane and Nina, having left his car at theirs. 

Nina was giggly and clung to him the whole way, breathing wine tinged whispers into his ear. Jane sat with her arms folded, staring at the back of the driver’s seat but not seeing it. She had been off the last couple of hours, and James got the impression she had wanted the party to end some time ago. Had it not been her own, she would have snuck off. 

Back at Jane’s four bedroom townhouse, James utilised chivalry that conflicted with his earlier cheating, offering to carry Nina to her bedroom like a groom carrying his new bride over the threshold and to bed. 

Her room was in sharp contrast to the dark decor of the rest of the house, and James carried her from dark wood to a soft, white carpet. From chocolate walls to sky blue ones. From dimmable lighting forever at their lowest setting to a naked bulb so bright it was unwise to look at it without sunglasses. 

In the centre of it all lay a Kingsized bed with plain blue sheets and pillows, dotted with soft white cushions and one huge white teddy bear wearing a blue bow and the ironic name of Mr Black. 

Carefully as he could, James placed Nina on the bed, Mr Black tilting towards them as she landed.

“Thanks, baby,” she said. A hand snuck out, searching for the zip of his jeans but he caught it before she could find the mark. Squeezing her fingers he crouched onto the balls of his feet, reaching out and brushing hair from her eyes with his free hand. A gesture more loving than he had intended it to be.

“I need to get undressed,” she whispered. “Want to help me?”

“Not tonight.”

The hurt crossed her eyes, knocking some of the drunk from her expression. She withdrew her hand as though he had hurt her. Maybe he had. 

“You still thinking about earlier?”

He is with Megan. His arms around her waist. Her lips on his. They press their foreheads together, and he stares into her stunning eyes. Falling in love. 

“Earlier?”

“The river.”

The river. Funny to think what effect that had had on him before Megan dropped back into his life and cleared his head like a lobotomy that only targeted the bad stuff.

“No,” he said. “It’s not that. It’s—“

Now could be the time. The clean break. The escape. Then off to bed and he’d wake in the clear. Run to Megan and ask her on that date. Start his new life. That could be perfect but—

“James? Tell me.”

Her eyes were a mix of fear and tipsiness. Bad news could push her from worry to anger and if she ran to her sister—

James didn’t want to speculate what Jane might do to protect her little sister. Also, was it right to break up with someone when they were drunk and you near sober?

Sounded like a good enough excuse.

“It’s nothing,” he said, hating his cowardice. “You’ve been drinking. I’ve not had anything in hours. I wouldn’t want to take advantage.”

Her hand came out again. 

“I wouldn’t mind.”

He caught it. Kissed her head. 

“Get some sleep. We can meet tomorrow. Grab lunch at that horrible cafe you like.”

“Sounds good.”

Worry was etched across her face, but she didn’t want to seem weak. Didn’t want to ask. He felt the guilt course through him for what he was going to do, but there was no choice. Maybe if it weren’t for Megan, he wouldn’t be doing this now. Definitely wouldn’t, but that didn’t make it wrong. Nina had been a distraction. It had been false from the start. It was time to fix that. 

Well, almost time. 

“Night,” he said, stepping back, stopping at the wall by the door, and flicking the light switch, sending the room into darkness. 

Downstairs, Jane sat in the dim light, eyes on her phone, tumbler of some spirit in front of her. Neat. He stopped at the bottom of the stairs and looked to her. That absence was still in her eyes—that worry. Her phone went down, and she stared for a few moments at a blank television screen, then to him.

“Thank you,” she said. “For—“ she gestured upstairs. “My sister can be a pain. Difficult to please, too. But she seems to like you.”

Her eyes went back to the telly, and James felt the discomfort of a sense of obligation. Jane was not happy. She needed someone to talk to.

James did not want to be that person. 

“Goodnight,” he said, and took a couple of awkward steps towards the door before she called him back.

“James, I wonder if you could spare me a moment of your time.”

He closed his eyes. How did one say no in a situation like this? 

He wasn’t sure about one, but for him, it was reasonably straightforward. He didn’t. 

She rose as he stepped across to the living area. Replacing her drink and sliding her phone into her pocket she approached him. Her arms twitched, and he got the strange premonition she was going to hug him. 

Proving James was no fortune teller, Jane stopped some distance away, her arms as stiff by her side as a soldier's on a march. 

“It’s been eight days now,” she said. James did not have to ask what she was talking about.

“Must be weird,” he said.

“Very. Just getting used to being able to walk out the front door whenever I want is something.”

She looked towards the window as though she could see through the dark, thick curtains. She gave an odd, distant smile, then came back to James.

“There is plenty to loathe about prison,” she said. “Violence, boredom, food, and more besides. But do you know what the worst thing is?”

James did but wasn’t sure he was supposed to answer. He waited several seconds, then said: “being away from your son.”

She clicked her fingers.

“Spot on. I missed my friends, my father. The little sister who is more like a daughter to me anyway—“ she looked at the ceiling and smiled. “But my son, that was what hurt the most. Were you close to your mother?”

“In proximity, sometimes.”

“That’s sad.” She looked as though she meant it. “Harris’ dad never met him, and I’ve no other children. It’s been him and me from the start. Funny thing is the eighteen years I had before he went to university seemed to last minutes, and the three years I’ve spent unable to see him seemed to take thirty. Well, maybe that’s not funny. Maybe it isn’t even surprising.”

James didn’t know what to say. Here was a woman he’d met twice opening her heart to him, and he didn’t know what to do with it.

“I’m sure Harris had a good reason for missing tonight.”

It was all he could think of. She gave a warm smile, and he realised the reason it was him she was confiding in made the whole thing sadder. He had seen her tonight, surrounded by many people and connecting with none. Her father had gone, her sister had been late, her son hadn’t bothered to show. Who did that leave?

Jane found her glass, draining it, then withdrew her phone, checking something. 

“You’ve met my son, haven’t you?”

“Once,” James said, for some reason feeling as though he was confessing a crime. “He seemed nice.”

“He is. Far nicer than he has any right to be.”

Jane looked at the clock on her wall, although her phone would have told her the time. When she looked from it to him, James felt his heart sink.

“I know it’s late.”

This was it. He should have run without saying goodbye. Maybe she was going to offer him a drink.

“I was hoping I might ask you a favour.”

Maybe he was a better fortune teller than he thought. He withheld the sigh of resignation. 

“My son has not been himself recently,” she held up a hand, although James hadn’t tried to interject. “I know what you’re thinking. You go to prison for three years then come out and your son’s weird—big surprise. But it’s not that. I have had reports. My going to prison did affect him, badly, I believe, but a couple of months ago, Harris’ closest friend vanished. Since then, he seems to have entirely disappeared into depression. I fear for him.”

Although he wanted to speak, James could think of nothing to say, so kept quiet. Jane waited a little, then looked at her phone again.

“He’s at the bar. God knows why. He has an office, of course, but at this time? I’ve spoken to Tahir. He sometimes stays half an hour after close, but never longer than that.”

She put the phone down, and he saw the screen before it went black. 

“You’re tracking, uh—“ he stopped, wishing he hadn’t started. Luckily, she was willing to help him out.

“The expensive phone I bought?”

“Um, yep.”

“Well, it’s only sensible. Thieves everywhere these days and it’s the phones they go for.”

James nodded, and they pretended they believed what she was saying. Fiddling with her pocket, Jane made uncomfortable, nervous eye contact with James. He wondered if she would have been like this when asking a favour pre-prison. 

“You’d like me to pick him up?”

He hoped she might shake her head and say she just wanted someone to talk to, but her face brightened as he voiced the question.

“I know it’s strange. I’ve only met you twice but you seem such a nice boy, and you know what it’s like. If his mother goes down there who knows how he might react, but a friendly face—“ she gave a pleading look. “I just want to make sure he’s okay.”

Again, he bit back a sigh. This was not what he wanted to be doing with his evening. He wanted to be at home, in bed. He wanted to be thinking about Megan and planning tomorrow’s painful breakup. 

The simple answer, then, was to say no, yet five minutes later he was in his car, wondering whether he had had too much to drink and driving not towards his bed, but Jane’s bar. 

She had given him a key. The worried mother suspected her son would have entered through the back and would be in his office—a supposition James didn’t doubt until he approached the bar and saw it lit up.

Slowing as he passed, James peered in but saw no signs of movement. He carried on and parked further up the road, past the clutches of the double yellows, then exited his car into the fresh evening air and made his way back towards his quarry.

This end of town, all was quiet, the bars having closed at eleven. From the other side of the high street came the steady beat of the bass from so many clubs, thumping through the air like a drum announcing the march to war. 

Reaching the front door he pressed his face to the glass, looking for signs of life within. From here he could see the bar and the downstairs area. At the far end of the room were doors that led to the kitchen and toilets. To the left, a set of steel stairs led to a mezzanine floor populated with tables and an entrance to the staff area. 

The lights were on, but he could not see that anyone was home. 

He wanted to call Jane and tell her Harris was not there. Might have done, had her GPS not been able to rat him out.

Closing his eyes he listened, trying to make out any movement from within, but he could hear nothing. Taking the cold handle of the door, he waited a few more seconds, in case anyone should present themselves, then tugged it, letting himself into the bar. 

Once inside the door swung shut, cutting off the outside world. Now even the whip of the wind and thump of the bass units were cut dead. Silence reigned. An ear popping, disconcerting silence. James had never been good with horror films, but he’d seen a few. They invariably began like this. Some unsuspecting fool walking through a quiet establishment late at night. They were always disconcerted, but convinced themselves everything was going to be alright until—

Stop. Stupid. This was no film. Harris had come to do some late night work. James would head to the office, poke his head in, confirm he was okay. Feed that back to Jane and let her decide how to proceed. Whatever she said, James had no intention of trying to force Harris into any action he was not willing to take. 

For the sake of thoroughness, James stepped towards the bar and glanced over it. No reason Harris would be hiding here, but it didn’t hurt to check.

Nothing. He glanced towards the door into the toilets and kitchen, but the office was his best bet.

Crossing the room, James stopped with one foot on the metal steps. 

Upstairs, someone moved. It was distant, barely audible, but James was tense. Attuned to any slight sound. Was that a door opening? 

“Harris?”

James’ voice was hoarse, broken. Pathetic, but fear crept in even as he tried to persuade himself there was nothing to be afraid of. No point having that conversation. Fear was in his nature.

Forcing himself on, James began to ascend, each step clanging with a metallic ring as his foot landed. The sound echoed and drowned out any movement from upstairs. He forced his pace to quicken, not stopping until he was on the bare metal floor of the mezzanine, glancing over the empty tables. 

Or, almost empty.

On a table against the balcony, James saw a bottle of what looked like whiskey, and two glasses. One was near empty, the other almost full. But this wasn’t all. Over the back of the chair by the nearly empty drink was a black men's jacket. James stepped towards this and kicked something, sending it flying across the metal floor and watching as it stopped under the balcony railing, teetering and almost toppling over the edge. 

He looked down, saw the other shoe and a pair of socks, not balled but lying one over the other to form a cross. James glanced across the metal floor. Maybe Harris liked to take a drink before he began work. Maybe he didn’t want to work with shoes and socks on. Fine, but that didn’t explain the second glass.

James stepped over the shoe he had not kicked and reached for the bottle of whiskey. Stopping so close he could feel the cool of the glass.

He got the sense it would not be bright to disturb anything. His hand retracted. He tried to imagine what had happened here and found the scene arose quickly enough.

The bar closes. The punters go home followed by the staff. Harris leaves but later returns, this time with a young woman—or man—in tow. Harris had poured two drinks, but one of them had been thirstier than the other, and one of them had hot feet. Feet that needed liberating. 

Now, beyond the second glass, there was no sign there had been more than one person here. Odd in itself.

It didn’t matter, he supposed. Interesting though it was, he was not here to examine or analyse, only to locate. 

Turning from the table where one of two people had enjoyed a drink, James stepped to the single door that led off the mezzanine to the staff area. Metal, again. Reminiscent more of a fixture in a Bond villain’s lair, than a bar.

Through the Bond villain door and into a short corridor. Two doors on one side and one at the far end. This last he knew led into a small staff area with a couple of seats, a tiny TV, a fridge and a microwave. There were lockers for staff members, but these were downstairs by the kitchen. 

The door before this guarded Tahir’s office, and would no doubt be locked. That left the door closest to James, and it was this he approached.

Before Harris had taken it on, the office had been occupied by his mother. Vacated when she went to prison and left that way until Harris had returned from university. James wondered if the boss’ son pulled his weight. He had seemed a nice enough guy, but that did not make him an efficient assistant manager. Did the staff resent him? Did Tahir hate having to keep him around? Was James stalling because he didn’t want to open the door and potentially annoy Jane’s boy?

Only one of these questions could he answer.

Resigning himself to having to enter, James pressed his ear against the door. This was not him being nosey. Rather, a necessary step in ensuring he did not walk in on Harris doing something sexual with a date. Or even himself. He listened for grunts, moans, heavy breathing or shouted advice. Maybe an old favourite like “don’t stop,” or, “oh, like that.” Even the ever simple and ever encouraging: “yes.”

There was nothing. If Harris was in there, he was working quietly or was asleep. If it were the latter, James would be tempted to leave him. But he wouldn’t know until he opened the door. 

Half expecting to meet the resistance of a closed bolt, he pushed.

It wasn’t locked. The door fell away, and James stepped forward, stopping over the threshold of the office, the door resting against his shoulder.

He looked to the desk, saw there was nobody there, and almost allowed himself to believe Harris was not here. 

The floor, though, demanded his attention. Something about the splash of red on the otherwise grey carpet jumped at him.

Looking down he saw Jane’s son and had to look away. Not because the assistant manager was fornicating with himself or anyone else, but because someone had made sure Harris would never be able to fornicate again.

Because Harris Chappell was dead.
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With a calmness that would always surprise him, he took a step back, crossing the threshold from office to corridor, and allowing the door to close an inch from his face. Then he was staring at it, heart pounding in his chest, blood rushing in his ears. 

He closed his eyes, but that made everything worse. Snaps from his past smash cut into his mind. Toby in the woods, uncle on the bedroom floor, Luke at the riverside, Mohsin in the alley, Mac in the woods. One thing they all had in common. Blood. There was always blood. That and it was James’ fault. Harris broke that particular pattern at least. 

The images arrived and departed faster and faster, running on a sickening loop that threatened to overwhelm him. He opened his eyes, blinked tears away. Remembered the one time he had met Harris. An awkward handshake. The younger man had barely been able to meet his eye. He’d been softly spoken. Nina had tried to speak to him, but they had had a falling out. He was not ready to forgive. Now he would never get the chance.

James placed two hands on the door, as though it might resist when pushed. He pressed, and it didn’t move. Not, he knew, because the door had suddenly gained weight. Or it had, but the weight was bestowed upon it by his mind, his fear. He didn’t want to see another body, but it was too little too late. He’d seen it. Added it to the pile of images that would haunt him forever. Might as well take a proper look. 

As though he were about to perform a rep in the gym, he took a deep breath and, while breathing out, pushed, both hands shoving the door, moving it easily out of his way. Again he took one step into the room and allowed the door to fall onto his shoulder, as though, if he stepped too far in, and the door closed, he would be unable to reopen it. This was ridiculous. James saw that, but in situations such as these anything that made you feel that little bit more comfortable was worth pursuing. 

Still, his eyes flicked to the desk, as though he might see Harris there, chuckling, holding a doll that resembled dead Harris and saying—

Got you.

But there was nothing. No noise. No one at the desk. He saw the monitor, but it was off. Beyond that, the room was pretty empty—a chair on either side of the small wooden desk. A little window set high in the wall, small, prison style without the bars, as though Jane had been practising when she’d worked here.

The carpet was threadbare, and it was quickly becoming hard to tell what colour it had once been with the red fast seeping into it, tainting it. 

James started to step forward, stopped himself. He stared at the body and felt a painful twist in his stomach. He had seen more dead bodies in real life than anyone outside of the Homicide department or a serial killer should have to. He didn’t think this was the one that hurt the most to look at, but it was undoubtedly the most gruesome.

Harris had come in barefoot, clad in jeans and an unbuttoned shirt which might once, along with his chest, have been a pale white. Now both shirt and skin were drenched red. 

Whoever had attacked him had not been reserved. The chest was a mess of gruesome holes revealing fountains of blood and mangled insides. James assumed a blade had been used, though decided not to go in for a closer examination.

The only upside was Harris could not have survived long under such an onslaught. He would have bled out quickly. Faded away. James only hoped there had been little pain.

A swell of sickness rose within him. He looked to those eyes. Saw them blank and, worse, afraid. Again he made to step forward. Again he stopped. What was he going to do? Check the vital signs? Even the most optimistic of people could not allow themselves to believe Harris might have survived this. The truth was brutal and obvious. He was dead, and he was never coming back. 

Head throbbing he stepped from the room, gagging. Pressing himself against the opposite wall, he breathed deeply until the immediate danger of throwing up passed. It would not last. The door was closed, but he could still see the body. It would not go away. Never. 

Groaning he stepped from the door, stumbling onto the mezzanine as though he were the one who had been stabbed, began to turn towards the table where the drinks still sat and—

Something moved. 

He spun, The Walking Dead in mind. He could see Harris rising. Releasing low guttural sounds as he came towards the door, hands outstretched, desperate for brains. James’ brains. 

Holding in a scream, James tried to push the nonsense away. Harris was dead. He was lying on the floor and would never again rise of his own volition. 

Still, he had not imagined the sound, and now he remembered. Coming up the stairs, he had heard a noise—the sound of moving feet. A door closing. He thought about whoever Harris had brought with him tonight. He thought about the person who hadn’t drunk the drink put in front of them. Why would they leave it? Because they weren’t a drinker, or because they wanted a clear head? 

He stayed dead still. Jane had explained the layout of the building to him, and now he tried to picture it. Upstairs, she had said, there were three doors. Tahir’s office—locked; Harris’ office—population one dead, zero living; and the staff room. 

He approached the door that split the mezzanine from the offices. Pressed his head against it, thinking. He had heard footsteps up here. Whether these had been Harris’ or not there was no way out but for the stairs behind James. That meant the killer was still here.

His hand came up, taking the door handle, then lowered as he came to his senses. 

The killer had a knife. He would be waiting, wound up. He had taken one life and was not likely to worry about taking another especially if the alternative was prison. James had the horrible feeling his mere presence here had turned him into a loose end.

Approaching the maniac was suicide, and suicide meant no date with Megan. 

There had to be another way. 

Quietly as he could, James slipped his phone from his pocket and stared at the blank screen, thinking. Trying to decide whether to call Jane or the cops. If it had just been Harris, he would have said Jane, but with a killer as well, he couldn’t risk taking the extra time. Afraid as he was, he couldn’t leave. He would call the police and wait. Ensure whoever killed Harris was caught. It was the least he could do. 

Decided, he began dialling. 

Somewhere close by, a door opened. 

He stopped, two nines on his screen, one to go. Someone stepped into the corridor—one slow foot moving beyond the safety of the staff room. They stopped. More silence filled the space. James’ finger hovered over that final nine, but his hand shook so badly he would likely miss if he tried to press it. Worse, he might jab the phone from his hand. He thought of the sound it would make as it clattered to the metal floor. Chances were he’d have a heart attack. 

The phone stayed fixed in his hand, shaking slightly as though vibrating from a call. He waited in the silence and, a minute or so later, there was a second step. The killer had come into the hall. James heard the door close softly, as though its progress had been hampered, and knew the killer was trying to make as little sound as possible. That meant he likely didn’t realise James could hear him. Maybe he thought James was in Harris’ office, and he could walk straight past. James started to wish that was the case. He wouldn’t need to be brave. Wouldn’t need to stand here knowing the killer, currently, would have to pass him to escape. 

James would have to stand in his way, and there was no thought more terrifying than that. 

Or maybe that wouldn’t be necessary. Maybe the killer would stay put until the police arrived. 

Except, James hadn’t yet phoned the police. Shit. Why didn’t they have a text service? He needed time to think. Plan. 

The killer started moving. Small, quiet steps, taking him away from the employee staff room towards James. He was closing the space. Any second he would appear, stab a panicked James to death. 

Taking a step back he went for a chair. Metal, padded. Heavy. He gripped it and knew, while he would likely be able to lift it, chances are he wouldn’t get any swing. Certainly not one with enough power to take down the killer. He also knew a failed swing would mean death. He’d need to get it spot on first time, and that was something he could not guarantee. 

The killer was closer now. Moving slower but still only a couple of seconds from reaching the door. 

James released the chair, stood tall, tried to puff out his chest though no one could see him, and aimed for a clear, powerful voice.

“Don’t take another step.”

It didn’t come out as intended but had the desired effect. Beyond the door, the killer came to an abrupt halt. Maybe a few feet away, maybe a couple of inches. No way for James to know, and he had no idea what to do next. 

A silence hung in the air. Fear spiralled through James’ body, threatening to cripple him. He thought maybe the killer would speak, but there was nothing. At least, not for a couple of minutes. 

Then, another step. 

“Stop,” James said, but his voice was even wobblier now. Weak, and there was a slight break in the middle. Not what he had been aiming for. He took a deep breath and searched for some reserve of bravery that had never existed within him.

Another step. 

“I’ve called the police,” James said. “It’s over. You don’t want to get in more trouble than you’re already in.”

This was probably not the right move. While the police would be a scary prospect, it was no incentive for the killer to stay put. What was a second killing? He was already looking at spending thirty plus years in prison if caught. But James had pushed him towards a decision—risk it, or get arrested for sure. 

Still, the killer had stopped. 

James took a step back, another deep breath. Tried to think of something to say that would further delay the killer. But there was a reason he was not a cop. 

“I’m sure if you just stay where you are we can—“

Running. The feet crossed three quick steps then the door swung open. 

In a panic, James spun and grabbed the nearest chair; he heaved it with strength he didn’t know he possessed and turned it into the path of the killer barrelling towards him. 

The killer hit the chair, rather than the other way around. Hands rose, grabbing metal legs and shoving fast and hard. James felt space give way behind him and could only pray he was not going for the stairs, knowing that could spell the end. 

His back crashed into the metal railing. Pain spun through but did not cripple him—quite the opposite. He felt his mind focus and, as the killer roared, head down, James grabbed harder onto his side of the chair and shoved with all his might, angling down and then up, so the base of the chair smacked into the hooded head of the attacker. 

Harris’ killer roared, grabbed the chair and chucked it aside.

James heard it crash into a table, taking both down, but didn’t look. Instead charging forward, wrapping his arms around the killer and shoving them both back. 

Taken by surprise, the killer gave ground as James had with the situation reversed, hitting the wall. But, as James had, he turned this to his advantage. Sensing James had only one plan and didn’t know what to do next, he got his hands on James’ shoulders and shoved. 

Stumbling, James just about steadied himself. He looked at the man and saw he had a tea towel over his face, tucked into the hood, protecting his identity. 

This was a distraction that proved costly. The killer came, and James waited too long to react. By the time he lifted his arms the killer’s fist was swinging for him. He felt his stomach collapse under the balled hand and the air escape through his mouth. 

Coughing and spluttering he went to his knees as the man with the tea towel staggered a little. Then he was turning. He was going to leave, and this was good, James supposed. This meant James was safe, and yet—

As the killer departed, James leaped, ignoring the flash of pain in his stomach, diving towards the killer, swinging his arms out and back in, wrapping them around the legs of his attacker, who roared again, tried to step away, and fell with a crunch to the metal floor, yelling with pain as his head smacked off the top step. 

“Stay there,” James gasped as if that was going to work. He got onto his knees and came forward without forethought, realising too late he was bringing himself into the danger zone. 

The foot came fast, pulling back and propelling as though powered by a spring mechanism. James had time to turn his neck slightly, protecting his nose, then the boot crashed into the side of his head. 

His knees disappeared from beneath him as he shot to the side, hitting and displacing a table as he collapsed underneath it.  

Somewhere nearby, a blurred shape rose, adjusting the tea towel to protect its face. James prayed the killer would go, but had no firm hopes in that direction and was not surprised when Tea Towel stepped towards him. 

James thought the killer was going to say something and tried to get in first, but in the end, neither spoke. James watched as a big, black, boot pulled back. He tried to drag himself further under the table, but it was too late. He couldn’t move far enough, fast enough. 

The boot came in hard. He felt the wind rush over him, announcing its arrival, then it pummelled his stomach, striking him with such force he was sure he would feel the boot tip tear through his stomach and out the other side. 

His stomach held, but he felt himself slide under the table as the boot continued its journey, until it could reach no further without a leg extension.

The boot pulled away, and the killer backed up, leaving James on the floor, curled into the foetal position, clutching his stomach with tears of pain wetting his cheeks. 

Still, the killer stood over him. James looked for hands. Searched for the glint of a blurry knife, but saw neither. Tea Towel was not going to draw it. 

Almost a minute passed, but the killer never moved. It was as though he was showing James he knew the police had not been called. That he had never been afraid. James was in too much pain to take any messages though. He lay where he was, staring at the killer, wanting it to be over. 

It was.

Satisfied James was not going to attempt another attack, Tea Towel sauntered off, descending the steps at a leisurely pace.

Alone, James stared ahead, feeling the tears running from his eyes. Feeling the agony of it becoming too much as his stomach continued to throb like a heart, sending waves of pain through his body with every beat. He felt it overtake him and closed his eyes, wanting it to stop, praying for it to end. 

But it wouldn’t. 

Somewhere nearby, his phone was ringing. He looked across the floor, as though expecting to see it by the stairs, but it was closer than that. He could feel it pressing against his side, between his leg and the floor. 

He didn’t want to answer. He wanted to let the darkness seize him. To sleep until the pain had started to ebb. But a young man was dead, and the mother needed to know. 

Trying his best to ignore the agony, he rolled, groaning as he flipped, so he was in the foetal position on the other side. From this position, he could better extract the phone from his pocket. Letting it lie on his ear rather than holding it.

“Jane?”

“Yes. James? What’s wrong? What happened?”

He paused, still wheezing breaths. It wasn’t fair, but he didn’t know how to say it. Couldn’t think of the right phrasing, even as he heard Jane becoming more distressed on the other end. 

“James, are you with my son?”

The answer, of course, was that there was no ‘right phrasing’.

“I’m sorry,” he whispered, and waited, still searching for the right words. He expected Jane to follow up, but she went deathly quiet. James looked ahead and saw something beneath the table at which Harris had sat drinking. A small blur that didn’t belong. 

“James, you’re scaring me.”

He nodded, although she couldn’t see him. 

“I’m sorry,” he said again, then, forcing the words to come: “Harris is dead.”

There was a long pause. Well over a minute of Jane sitting on the other end of the line, trying to process a sentence so simple in theory but almost impossible to comprehend. As she did, James zeroed in on the blur, trying to bring it into focus, but it was difficult. He began to drag himself forward, reaching for it, but it was too far away. Again he scooted as Jane took a big, give-me-composure breath. 

“Tell me.”

He hesitated, but not for long. He told her how he had come to Harris’ office and found her son dead. Explained about the stabbing, and his altercation with the killer. How he was lying on the mezzanine floor as they spoke. What he did not tell her was that he had now crawled several feet across said floor, and was reaching for a blur that was beginning to come clear. Something shiny. Pretty. 

Jane tried to speak, but her words caught, and she choked. 

“My son,” she whispered, and those two simple words snapped his heart in two. 

“I’m sorry,” he whispered a third time, but he could hear her shaking her head against the phone as he spoke. 

“Not your fault,” she said, her voice cracked and broken. “Someone has killed my son, and I’m going to make them pay. Don’t you worry about that.”

James’ hand was an inch from the shiny thing, and he was worried. Very much so.

“You’ve done enough. Get yourself home. I’ll send someone to look around and, when the time is right, they will be the ones to ‘find’ the body. All I need is for you to mention this to no one. Not until we’ve had a chance to speak. Okay?”

James nodded, forgetting she couldn’t see him. He could hear the way she was trying to be matter of fact. Her heart was breaking so she allowed the businesswoman to take over. Everything had to be done right. Had to be handled correctly. Only once this had happened could Jane allow herself to grieve.

Still forgetting she could not hear him, James reached and grabbed the shiny thing. He took hold of the phone in his free hand and rolled onto his back, holding it up. He felt his heart stop.

“Jane?”

“Yes?”

“I want to help.”

A silence. He stared at the bracelet, held it closer to him. 

“Are you sure?”

He slid it into his pocket, closed his eyes, thinking how badly he wanted to be out of this. To be free of it. But that was no longer an option.

“I’m sure.”

She did not consider it long.

“Fine, here’s what you need to do.”

She told him, and he tried to listen, but he was distracted. He held the bracelet in his pocket and remembered the last time he had seen it. The way it had glinted in the light. The way the charm had looked like a goat. Still did, he supposed.

Importantly, it told him who Harris had been with right before his murder.

It had been Megan.
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Go now. Into the kitchen and put on a pair of rubber gloves. Back to my son’s jacket and remove his keys. Leave everything else untouched. I want you to drive to his flat. Listen close, here’s the address.

With the instructions running on inner autocue, James dragged himself up. Suffering body-wide shakes, although the pain was centred in his head and stomach, where he had taken the worse blows, he started the long, painful journey down the stairs.

Movement was essential, loosening his aching limbs with every step. By morning his stomach would be black, his head swollen, but that was then. Best not to worry.

Gloves on. Back up the stairs. Rest at the top then search the jacket. The keys jangled as though signalling for pick up, and he plunged his hand into the pocket, collecting them. Then it was back to the top of the stairs—another deep breath. 

One more time. 

Driving meant sitting. He thought that might be easier, but each press on the peddle was an invitation for his stomach to contract and release another shot of pain through his system. Practising deep, controlled breathing, he tried to split his focus between the road and Jane’s instructions. 

Once you arrive, be thorough. Search the place from top to bottom. Don’t ask what you’re looking for because I don’t know. Anything suspicious. Anything that looks out of place. Take it. Bring it to me. It’s important we get a jump on this before the cops stick their noses in. 

Harris’ building, a slightly more modern version of James’ nondescript block of flats, loomed. Three floors. Parking on all sides, 24 flats total. James pulled up and surveyed the building. There were no cameras at his, but it never paid to take things for granted. 

Keeping low, he popped the boot of the car and found a hoody. Lucky. As though he’d known there would be skulking in his future. He hadn’t worn it in years, and it was a little tight around the middle. Trying not to let the implication depress him, he flipped his hood—also a little uncomfortable. Head bowed, he approached the entrance and, flicking Harris’ fob against the access panel, was in.  

Automatic lighting flicked on. No lift but he saw the door to the stairs. Apprehension seized him, but they were not so bad as the stairwells in most flats James had visited or lived in. These didn’t even smell of piss. 

Assuming the police would talk to the neighbours, James focused on a quiet, rather than fast ascent. If someone popped out and saw him, all the rubber gloves and hooded tops in the world couldn’t save him. 

He’d have to kill them.  

Onto the second floor. More lighting popped on overhead to reveal a corridor with relatively fresh white paint and a relatively stain-free blue carpet. At the hall’s end, he found door 306. Also blue. Also fresh. He withdrew the key, brought it towards the lock, and stopped. 

The door was open. 

It was only a crack. So close to closed he would never have noticed, had he not approached with a key.

Had Harris left it open? Possible. People were careless. Forgetful. Some coincidence, though. More likely they were linked, which meant either someone had killed him for his carelessness, or it had not been Harris to leave the door ajar.

He touched the door, considering. Had someone come here before Harris was killed—or after?

His hand fell. Imagining the killer driving a foot through James’ stomach then racing here. Unlikely. Maybe if he had never seen, or had killed James, but he had done neither. Even if he hadn’t believed the police lie, he had to know James would call them the moment he scarpered.  

Then again, the police would examine the crime scene before heading to the flat, offering a window of opportunity. 

Somewhere nearby. Footsteps. 

James jumped as though a guard had tasered him, then closed his eyes. Breathe in. Breathe out. Listen.

A floor down, someone stumbling out of bed to the bathroom. Quick wee, then it would be back to bed. None the wiser they were not alone in being awake in the block.

Head to the open door. Breathe in. Breathe out. Listen. 

Nothing. 

Though the killer had shown a talent for quietness at the bar. Had they heard James traverse the hall they could have flicked the lights off and hidden. Waiting for James to enter. Blade in hand. Tense.

At the bar, James had been allowed to live. The same kindly gesture could not be expected second time around.

A longing for home arose, and he went for the bracelet, feeling the goat that was not a goat. A reminder he could not walk away.

The goat bestowed him with strength, and his hands rose to the door once more. Pushing as though he did not want to open the door, he cringed, praying there would be no creak.

There wasn’t. The door opened in respectful silence, leaving James staring into gloom.

From above, the hall’s automatic lighting fell over his shoulders, reaching into the room. Shapes seemed to form in the dark of the dead man’s flat. A TV to the right, sofa and beanbag chair beyond it. A counter that bordered the kitchen and living room to the left. To the far left and far right of the room, he could about make out the forms of two more doors. Jane had not shared the flat’s layout with him, but it was not too big of a leap to assume one entry led to a bedroom, the other to the bathroom.

Still, there was silence. James glanced to the side and ran his hand up the wall beside the door, first left, then right. There was the light switch. He touched it, let his finger hover. Flicking on the light could be the signal the killer was waiting for. The doors out of this main room were closed, but there was nothing to say the friendly neighbourhood murderer could not be hidden behind either the sofa or the counter. Waiting until the light came on so he could get a good shot when he raced forward.

Except the killer had a knife, not a gun. Even if they were there, they would likely want James to come further into the room. If they appeared when the light came on, James could close the door, and walk away. Well, run away. 

Flick. Light drenched the room.

It was indeed sparse. On the far wall, windows looked onto the outside world. To his right was the TV on a stand. Beneath it a games console and around it many discarded games. Beyond the sofa and beanbag chair, there was a tiny sofa side table; James had missed nothing else. To his left was the kitchen. James saw pizza boxes on the side and a leaning tower of dishes by the sink. The way it teetered made him nervous, forcing him to turn away. 

More silence. James took another step into the room. He knew he should close the door. If someone came into the hall, he did not want them realising something was up. But closing it was inviting trouble. The click of the door would signal the removal of a quick escape. Then it would be game over.

This was stupid, and a waste of time. There were two places the killer could be hidden, left and right. He needed to know. Choosing wrong could be fatal, but so could indecision. 

Taking a deep breath he strode forward, keeping tense, ready to turn and run. Circling the sofa, he came close to the first door off of the room but didn’t take it. He almost jogged to the other end of the room and looked behind the kitchen counter.

Nothing.

This room was clear. 

The front door was still open. Again, he wanted to close it, but couldn’t until he was sure he was alone. He made his way to the door beside the fridge. The handle was silver. It looked cold. He reached for it, glancing back as he did, expecting someone to burst from the other room any second. He knew he was on the back foot. If someone were waiting, they would attack as soon as he opened the door. 

A pause. A breath. James twisted the handle, shoved the door open, and took a step back and to the side, reckoning if someone came charging out he wanted the slight protection the fridge offered. 

No one came. 

James stayed by the fridge. From this angle, he could see one side of the small bathroom. It was dark, but the light in the main room lit it well enough. There was a toilet. Seat up, indicating this was probably a man only domain. He took a cautious step forward, taking in the sink and the bath. 

Thankfully, the shower curtain was pulled back and, even in the dark, he could tell there was no one hiding here.

To be on the safe side, he found the cable light and pulled, before sticking his head into the room. 

Empty. Thank God for that.

Spinning he looked the length of the room to the other closed door. He wanted to feel more confident now he had found the bathroom and main room was empty, but he couldn’t. Truth was, he was sure if he were going to hide somewhere, he would choose the bedroom. The rest of the flat was so sparse; if the killer had come to get anything, it would no doubt have been kept in there.

He waited too long. This was getting ridiculous. He told himself he was brave then, before he could realise he was lying, strode across the room, reaching the bedroom door, taking the handle, and swinging it open in one quick motion. 

Again he stepped back and to the side, expecting someone to burst out screaming, brandishing a knife, ready to chop him up. 

No one did.

The room was dark. As the other two had been. Immediately ahead he could see an extensive wardrobe—easily big enough to make an adult hiding place. The rest of the room was to the right. As he stepped around a little, he could see the edge of the bed, raised high enough that someone could have been lurking beneath, as the monster had in James’ youth. Moving further, until his shoulder was pressed against the wall, he made out most of the rest of the room. It was windowless, which James wouldn’t have enjoyed, and sparse again. There was a chest of drawers against the far wall but other than that, the wardrobe, and the bed, there was little else. Clearly, Harris was happy so long as he had his games console and his pizza. 

Or had been.

James flicked on the light. Waited. Nothing moved, nothing changed. From his position by the door, he crouched to his knees then dropped to his stomach, aware this made him an easy target if he could not get up before the attacker reached him. 

There were a few items of clothing under the bed, but nothing more: no assailant, no stacks of pornography, nothing. That left only the wardrobe and, while James liked to think adult murderers were too mature to be hiding in wardrobes, he couldn’t rule it out. 

He took two steps forward, tapped the side of the wardrobe, then two steps back. Stupid, he knew. As though he expected someone to call “who’s there” and he would tell a joke or run for his life. 

No one spoke. 

Having no other choice, James stepped right into the room, moved around the front of the wardrobe and held out his hands like a zombie. He had intended to grab the wardrobe doors and swing them open, but that was the wrong move. He’d have no hands to defend himself as the killer sprung out like one of those built-in ironing boards. Except with a knife. 

Instead, he took a step to the side of the wardrobe and swung the closest door towards him. 

Nothing happened. 

Through the crack between door and wardrobe, he could see what he had suspected already. Stepping around the door and flinging the other one wide, he confirmed he was alone. 

Unexpected relief flooded him, and he collapsed onto the bed. He had not, until he had seen the empty wardrobe, realised quite how tense he had been. How afraid. How sure, deep down, he was not alone. Could not be alone. Now he knew he was; he felt a strange calm roll over him. Suddenly he was not putting his life at risk, or even his freedom. He had a job to do, and he would carry it out with as much efficiency as he could muster. 

Rising from the bed, he returned into the main room and closed the front door, prompting the hall lights to burst back into life as he did.  

Door closed, he turned back into the silence. Time to search. 

He was no expert, but how hard could it be? Even if Harris was hiding something, James did not suppose it could be difficult to find. After all, this was not some reclusive billionaire in a movie. There would be no safes behind photo frames—especially considering there were no photo frames—there would be no secret passageways into hidden chambers. There would likely not even be secret panels. James had to be methodical, search the place from top to bottom, and see what he found.

Starting in the bedroom he went straight for the wardrobe, making the last place he searched for killers the first place searched for secrets. 

It was a mess. There were plenty of hangers on the single railing, but most were empty. As was the shelf from which the railing hung. Most of the clothes discarded on the floor. Jumpers piled on shirts piled on shoes piled on jeans. 

Looking at it made James irritable. 

Leaning in, he began grabbing clothes and chucking them on the bed behind him, as though he were a father about to tidy up after his messy child. This was not the plan, though. James did not know what he was looking for. 

Then he saw it. 

In the back corner of the wardrobe, hidden beneath a mountain of clothes and shoes, was a black sports bag with a large Nike tick across it. 

Probably just gym kit. 

He reached in, grabbed the bag and withdrew. The calm of realising he was alone had slowed his heart, but the beats came faster now. He felt the edges of the bag, and it did not seem to be clothes or trainers. It felt like something else entirely.

But it couldn’t be. It was all too easy.

It was the movies again, telling him it was supposed to be difficult, but why should it be? Likelihood was, Harris hadn’t expected to be murdered, and he lived alone. The bag had to be hidden well enough that a visitor wouldn’t spot it if they took a cursory glance in his wardrobe, but even if they did, it was just a gym bag, they were unlikely to pick it up. Harris didn’t have to worry.

The question, then, wasn’t why Harris hadn’t hidden it better, but why it hadn’t been found if, as James suspected, someone had broken into the flat after killing him. Did they not have enough time? Or were they looking for something else? 

Could it be this bag was full of innocent items after all? 

Without sitting James pulled the zip. Knowing it was more than clothes and shoes but it couldn’t be much more.

The zip fell easily away—why wouldn’t it?—And James stared inside. 

It wasn’t gym kit. It wasn’t innocent. 

His heart was hammering again. He pulled the bag further apart and touched what was within, as though it had to be an illusion. But it wasn’t.

Staring at James from within the bag was tens of thousands of pounds.

For a long time, James could only stare. 

This would be, he supposed, what the police called a critical lead. 
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Discovery made, he almost slipped into the wind.

Bag in hand he swung open the front door, heard the lights above flash on, and closed it again. 

There was, he remembered, a whole lot of flat to search, and search it he did—emptying pillows from pillowcases, pulling games from game boxes—even removing the cistern top off the toilet—but there was nothing more to find. He’d hit the jackpot in his first minute. The rest had been busy work.

After the search came the tidy. The meticulous reconstruction of the flat as it had been, so even the homeowner, had the homeowner still been alive, would have struggled to tell there had been a visitor in his absence. 

Lights off, bag clasped in one gloved hand, James marched into the chilly night. Under the lit arch of the entranceway, he tucked the bag between his feet and stripped off the gloves, stuffing them in his pocket.

Collecting the bag, he scanned the row of cars parked before the building. 

Not all were empty. 

Near the end of the row a sleek, black Mercedes lay in wait like a hungry Panther. Two hands gripped the wheel, connecting to arms that stretched into darkness. Impossible to make out more from this distance, but James would guess they were watching him. 

Trying not to look at the Merc, he slid the bag behind his back, becoming aware as he did the security lighting was drowning him in visibility.

There was no way the driver could not see who he was, or what he was holding. 

Don’t show fear. That was key. James squeezed the gym bag as though trying to pop the strap, and stepped away from the building. Out of the compound and down the street towards his car. Every step taken he expected the click of a car door opening—the pounding of feet on cracked concrete. 

Something darted across the road, and he jumped, clutching his heart. The cat stopped and shot him evils, before vanishing into the night. 

Glancing down, James checked kitty had not been a distraction, allowing Mr Merc to slide the bag from his grasp. Maybe replacing the strap with a length of rope. 

All good. 

Reaching his car unmolested he slid in and slammed the door. For a second he sat, then flicked the locks, barricading himself. 

Somewhere nearby, an engine revved.

Placing his hands on the wheel, he checked the gym bag was at his side, then watched the rear view, waiting.

Thirty seconds sloped by, James sitting still and silent as the nearby engine hummed. 

Tyres twisted, headlamps swung across the road. Another few seconds and the Merc poked its nose beyond the block’s wall. It paused half in, half out. James could see nothing, yet knew the driver was watching.  

Seconds ticked by. A minute. Two. James’ fingers went to the ignition, but he waited, needing the Merc to make the first move.  

Three minutes, four. The Mercedes gave in, pulling out and turning right, away from James, driving into darkness. 

Five more minutes passed before James found the strength to twist the key, firing the engine into life. On the way home his lips whispered, insisting it was a coincidence. The empty words became a meaningless mantra, repeated again and again as though this gave it validity. Muttered as he pulled into his block, spoken as prepared for bed, prayed as dropped his head onto the pillow believing, tired as he was, he would never find—

Sharp and clear, the knocking shattered his sleep, scattering the usual amalgamation of nightmares with each round of confident thumps. 

The flash of his screen half blinded him before imparting the time: 7:45.

In a haze of groggy thoughts and misty memories, he wrenched himself up, groaning and struggling to regain control of his mental faculties. As these kicked into gear spasms of pain attacked his stomach and skull. With fingers so gentle he might have been being trying to pick up a fly without hurting it, he touched the dark swelling on his stomach and was rewarded with another buck of pain. 

He needed a shower, at least four coffees and maybe a thousand painkillers, but knew as the knocking came again he would be given time for none. At least not before greeting his guest. 

“Good morning, may I come in?”

James nodded with little more than a wince of pain and stepped back to let in the drawn, hurting mother. 

“Would you like a drink?”

“Coffee, if you have it.”

“Instant okay?”

“Fine.”

She looked as though she needed it more than him. Her eyes were red and puffy, and she walked with the stiff step of someone who had gained whatever little sleep they’d had sitting up. Last night she had seemed lost as she continued to adjust to life beyond prison. But the power had been there—the strength. Harris’ death had stripped that, leaving a shell of Jane standing awkwardly inside the door.

“Please, take a seat.”

She glanced at the sofas as a cautious child upon bigger kids. Lowered into one as though her hips were resisting the motion.

The kettle boiled and James made two strong black instants, bringing them over with slightly trembling hands. 

“I’m sorry, about Harris.”

He landed the coffee as he spoke, and was unsure if the thud on the table or the sound of her son’s name caused her flinch.

“Thank you.”

Her voice was croaky, distant. She took the coffee, and her hands shook. Perhaps wisely, she resisted the urge to sip.

Taking the creaking armchair across from Jane, James tried to hold the grieving mother’s eye and failed. His coffee offered a welcome distraction, and he made the mistake she had not, sampling while the water was boiling. 

As though seeing the damage coffee could do and fearing it might burn her as it had James, Jane replaced her cup on the table. Looking into its surface she found no solace, so returned to James.

“He was such a good boy. So bright. My father and I have both been successful, but neither of us was particularly academic. Dad’s struggles in school made him bitter. Turned him from the legal pursuits of wealth to what he eventually became. When I had the same struggles, I looked to him as an example, followed his path. I don’t believe either of us was pleased with the way I went, and when he had Nina, and I had Harris, we decided things would be different. If they wanted to become crooks like their parents, fine, but they were going to have options. They would succeed in school. They would go to university and only then would they make their choice.”

She tried a smile, but it fled as though in fear of her devastated eyes. He saw the tears swell like inflating balloons and guessed by her reaction she felt them. Tilting her head away, she lifted a hand, sweeping away the invading symbols of sadness. 

“I was lucky,” she said, straightening her neck. “Harris was academic. All round intelligent, and from an early age, he was debating with me over everything. Right and wrong, good and bad, up and down. When he was accepted to Birmingham University, I was so proud. Much as I loved having him close, I often dreamed of him finding some high powered job a long way from here.”

She sipped her coffee, decided it was cool enough, and took a gulp. Taking her lead, James took a swig of his own. Still too hot. It rattled as he smacked it on the table, as though in punishment for having the audacity to burn him. Jane ignored this and went on. 

“Then I went to prison. He was midway through his second year, and everything changed. I was in the news. Everyone knew. He said he wanted to leave and, though I begged him to see it out, he was adamant. My departure had seen Tahir promoted to manager, so assistant manager was vacant. End of the academic year, he came home to claim it.”

She turned accusing eyes on James.

“I suppose that seems like nepotism.”

“Not at all,” James said, and Jane scoffed.

“Of course it does, and he probably wouldn’t have got the job if it wasn’t for me so in a way it is. But he was treated no different, and he fast earned his place. Tahir told me he was an asset and Tahir is not one to mince words or sugarcoat the truth, even when talking to the boss about her son.”

“You must have been proud,” James tried. Jane gave the look of a teacher disappointed her favourite student is not quite getting it.

“Should I? He was a hard worker, but that isn’t all that matters. Harris rarely came to see me, but I had people looking out for him. When they brought me reports, they did so with nervous steps and bowed heads. They did not want to tell me the boy we had known had not returned from university. They thought it would upset me to know Harris rarely laughed and socialised with no one beyond his Auntie Nina at first, and later another employee named Michael.”

She drummed her knee with her fingers and gave James a hard look. 

“They were right. It upset me because it was my fault.”

James’ instinct was to refute this, but Jane’s look deterred such impulses. She was not looking for consolation or comfort. This was a cathartic process, and James might as well have been a cushion for the input that was required of him. While that may have upset some, James preferred it. The less thinking needed the less stress he felt; the less talking required, the less chance of him tripping a conversational landmine.

“I had plans to help him,” Jane continued. “My sole focus upon release was to return him to the path of happiness, healthiness. Even if that meant him leaving this dreadful place and never returning.”

Such comments sent James scurrying to memories of his mother. The cold manner, the way she had despaired at everything he was. The way she had turned from him in the end, warning him to leave and never return, though not for his own good.

Prison or not, Harris had been lucky to have a mother like Jane. James might have said something to this effect, but Jane’s eyes had grown cold. She finished her coffee, and leaned towards him, indicating the therapy section of the conversation was over. It was time for business. 

“Tell me everything.”

He almost did. 

Recounting his previous evening, he told how he had arrived and seen the date set up on the mezzanine, then found the body. How he had grappled with the killer. How he had searched the flat and found a bag full of money. How he had left to see a car waiting and how he thought the driver might have broken into Harris’ flat before James got there.

He did not mention the bracelet, and wouldn’t. Had it not been for the two glasses on the table he might have hidden that it had seemed Harris had been with someone. As it was, Jane would probably assume Harris had been drinking with his killer. That was okay. So long as Megan wasn’t brought into it. 

Once he was done, Jane closed her eyes, tilted her head to the ceiling, and considered. James watched but didn’t dare distract from this process. Focusing instead on finishing his coffee until, without moving, Jane asked to see the bag. 

“Sure.”

Being too tired to find a safe place the previous night, he had shoved it under his bed, and it came without fuss when he collected it now. It was more money than he had ever dreamed of possessing, but he was glad to pass it over. It felt hot. Cursed. The less involvement he had with it, the better.

Jane took her time perusing the contents. Examining each wrap of money as though it might offer something different to the last, checking almost every note as though for secret messages.

“I suppose there was nothing else? Nothing to indicate where this money came from.”

“No,’ James said, staring at the latest wrap of cash in her hands. “It’s a lot.”

She looked at him as though he were a simple child. Fair enough, given the comment, but it was not enough to exclude him from theorising.

“You have any ideas how he might have acquired it?”

This was difficult territory. Harris was dead only a few hours. His mother was grieving, and now she held a possible clue to what had happened—and James was supposed to comment on that. Comment when the most obvious theory was not one likely to be well received.

“It’s okay,” she said. “You have a free pass to say whatever you think. The theory that first comes to mind, I would guess, is that my son stole this money from me?”

“Given he was at the bar every night, and had access to your house,” James paused, nervous saying it, despite the permission. “It would provide him access to your money, I would guess.”

“You would be right,” she dropped the money into the bag. “But that isn’t what happened. It isn’t possible. Maybe if there were a few hundred pounds here or, given the couple of years he’s had, a few thousand, I might go for the same theory, but there’s—“ she opened the bag with a toe and glanced inside—“over fifty thousand quid here.”

James looked at the bag and guessed she must have pre-counted. No way she could know at a glance. Not that her ability to count at speed mattered. He looked to Jane.

“There’s no way he could have hidden it?”

“Not that amount. Not even if Tahir was helping. I kept an eye on the books, and there were no irregularities. Revenue was up since Harris arrived. No, the money didn’t come from me.”

He hoped it might be her turn to offer a theory, but she settled back, crossed one leg over the other, and watched him, waiting. Taking his coffee, he offered her a little more time to speak. When she didn’t, he realised he was going to have to guess again. 

“I suppose the other obvious theory would be your father.”

It felt like a game, and he waited for the angry red buzzer to scream. But, to this suggestion, Jane bobbed her head left and right in a maybe, maybe kind of way.

“My father is as meticulous as me,” she said. “And you would not need to be a meticulous man to miss this kind of money. Still, it does not rule him out. It is possible he did not know who had stolen the cash, so was keeping it to himself. Or he did know and was keeping it to himself. He is a proud man. Not the sort to let anyone know when someone gets the better of him. At least, not until he has evened the score.”

Despite his best efforts, James was unable to ignore the implication, and the pressure of the silence soon had him questioning it.

“Even if it was your father’s money. You can’t think he would—“

Back to the coffee, taking a sip as if he had been so desperate to quench his thirst it had rendered him unable to finish his sentence. Somehow he doubted Jane would be fooled by the move.

“One would hope not,” she said, and although she kept her tone level, her voice betrayed how unsure she was—a horrifying thought.

“Like that, though?”

“A good point. In usual circumstances, my father would be more clinical.”

Usual circumstances? James resisted asking the question, allowing Jane to proceed.

“Emotions get the better of us all occasionally, don’t they?”

This James knew all too well and was not something he wanted to address. He went to use his coffee as a distraction once more, only to find it empty. Rejecting the possibility of pretending to drink, he aimed for something useful to say.

“Harris didn’t strike me as the kind to be motivated by financial gain. Not to the extent of risking stealing a large amount of money, anyway.”

Jane nodded, encouraging him.

“But, he did seem the sort to be emotionally led—the kind of guy who might steal not because he wanted to get rich, but because he wanted to hurt someone. As you said, emotions get the better of us all, but it doesn’t have to be only the killer who was emotional. If there was a fight—both sides might have been worked up.”

“My thoughts exactly,” Jane said, after only a couple of seconds consideration. “A murder like this—“ she closed her eyes, seeing it and, for a second, James thought the grief might overcome her. Then she was back. “A murder like this has all the hallmarks of one born of passion or rage or both. If the money is related, and there is nothing to say it is, I would say you are right—it would have been taken not for financial gain, but to inflict pain.”

It all made sense, and they took a few moments to process before James found the strength to contribute again.

“Would there be then—“ he paused, feeling the nerves tingle up his back—“a reason your son might want to hurt your father?”

Jane took a long, deep breath. The strength began to crumble, and he saw the weak, helplessness in her eyes. Lifting her hand she placed a long finger and thumb on her temples, blocking her eyes. A few seconds was all she needed to cover the pain with composure; then she was ready to go again. 

“How much do you know about my arrest and imprisonment?”

The question, which seemed quite the non-sequitur, threw him, and he needed a few seconds to recall what he knew.

“Nina told me—“ he stopped fast, remembering what Nina had said. 

For the first time, Jane gave the ghost of a real smile. 

“It’s okay; I know my sister. You can say.”

“She said you got three years—and deserved longer.”

Jane almost chuckled. 

“That’s about right. Truth is the police have been looking for ways to get me for nearly a decade. For my father, considerably longer. Had they got me on anything substantial, I would have been looking at fifteen years plus, and believe me, they tried. There was even talk they had a case built. A strong one that might be able to sweep up my father and me.”

She drummed her fingers on the side of the chair. Returning to that time. He saw a twitch of annoyance and felt uncomfortable as she turned her glare back to him.

“Rumours, I think. Or perhaps the case collapsed from under them before they managed to put the chains around our wrists. Whatever happened, a little over three years ago, this case supposedly went away. We were told we were in the clear, so long as we continued being as careful as we had always been.”

“Which I guess you were.”

“We were, but sometimes care is not enough. Or at least, care in your actions is not enough if you have been careless when hiring. As it turned out, we had a rat in the organisation. So it was that two months after the case dropped, the police burst into my home, clipped the shackles on, and dragged me away.”

Turning her wrists, Jane glanced at them, as though the handcuffs were still there. Perhaps, to her, they were. James thought of the river that always seemed to run through his mind and wondered if, even now, Jane could feel the steel against her skin.

“The rat’s identity was protected,” Jane went on. “My father and I tried to find who it was but to no avail. I was given a 40-month sentence, and that was the end of that. At least for a while.”

Her eyes returned to the bag, as though she suspected it of planning an escape. For his part, James was working through what she had told him, putting the pieces together.

“A while. So you did find the rat eventually?”

“Yes. Well, my father did.”

Still, James played it through. Tried to link it to Harris being angry at Davis. A few clutches of the conversation floated at him.

“Harris lost a friend a couple of months ago. This would be the guy who worked for you? The only person he was close to other than Nina.”

Jane nodded.

“Michael Fisher. He had worked for both of us. He betrayed both of us. Now he has gone.”

“Where did he go?”

Jane gave a bitter smile. 

“My euphemism wasn’t clear?”

A flush appeared on James’ cheeks as he realised his mistake. Gangster talk. Michael had not swanned off on extended leave, but taken the rather shorted trip into the ground. Rallying, James considered the timeline.

“So Harris has become introverted anyway. He spends most of his time focused on the bar. The only social life he has is courtesy of this Michael Fisher. His one and only friend. Then, one day, a couple of months ago, that one friend is discovered to be the man who put Harris’ mum—um, you, Jane—in prison and as a result he is, uh, disappeared—“

“By Harris’ grandfather, no less.”

“That’s got to hurt.”

“I’m sure.”

For James, this was personal experience talking. He had been there. One friend. His only form of social life, and how he had treasured it. Until said friend had betrayed him and then… well, he had disappeared. Only difference was that had been James’ fault. This had not been Harris’.

“It must have been pretty upsetting to learn his closest friend was the grass.” James considered this. Wondered what could have made Harris hate Davis even more. “Could your father have made a mistake?”

Jane considered this only briefly.

“Stranger things have happened, though he is known for being thorough. That isn’t what’s important. What’s important is whether Harris believed he had the wrong man.”

“True.”

Jane stared off, and James wondered how she was coping with the conversation. It wasn’t only that they were talking about the murder of her son. It wasn’t even that the son had been murdered mere hours ago. It was the fact they had posited that Davis might have been involved and, worse, Jane was able to consider it as a serious option.

They could have continued to circle the problem, but speculation was getting them nowhere, and the longer they sat in discussion, the more ideas they would generate. Until action was taken, they would only have more questions, moving no closer to answers.

Seeming to sense this, Jane tried to move things on. 

“I need to know who murdered my son.”

“I understand that.” James looked into his empty coffee. He wanted another but didn’t rise. “The police must be looking.”

“They are, and if they find anything that would be fine. But I do not plan on telling them about this money. I plan on making my own investigation. I want to be the one to find who killed my son. You understand why?”

James nodded. If the police caught the killer, it would mean prison. If Jane did, it would mean a far more brutal and final form of punishment.

“I do not know who I can trust,” Jane continued. “I certainly don’t know you well enough and yet… you helped last night. You stepped up when you could have fled. I respect that. I’m going to need help, and I would like to use your services if you would be agreeable.”

James stared into the broken eyes of the woman before him. Broken, but determined. He imagined what fate had befallen Michael Fisher and what might await the killer. He considered what might warrant Jane and Davis being locked up for fifteen years apiece. These were not the sort of people he wanted to be caught up with. 

But there was the bracelet to consider. He made futile attempts not to look to the bedroom, where it lay nestled in his bedside table. Not that Jane would understand its significance if she saw it. Still, if he wasn’t involved, he couldn’t help swerve the investigation from Megan, and more than anything, this was his goal. 

“You can keep the money in this bag,” Jane said, seeing his hesitation, and failing to recognise its cause. “I want you to keep it anyway. But if you find anything else, I will compensate you for your time. Whatever it takes. I need help.”

“What can I do?” he asked, because he had no idea. By Jane’s lost look, she had no firm plans either.

“First, I can set you up a meeting with my father. I cannot bring myself to believe he would harm my son, but I will not rule anything out, and I need to know if there is any chance that money is his. Second, I’ll find out if anyone else was close to Michael. The timing suggests his death may well have led to my son’s. If that’s the case, someone who was close to him, or them, might know something. Finally, there’s the bar. We reopen tonight—six PM. By all accounts, my son spent most of his time there. Some of the staff may have got to know him or overheard something. I’d like you to speak to them and find out.”

Still, James held. He knew he had to say yes, but didn’t want to make it too easy. He wrung his hands and tried to look nervous. Not so difficult. He was.

“Don’t you think these people might want to talk to you?”

Jane shook her head.

“My employees will shut down if I question them. Harris was my son, and I cannot trust them to be open with me. Maybe they won’t be with you, but I think you have more chance. As for my father, I cannot examine him objectively, and if he needs to lie, he will more easily be able to pull the wool over my eyes than yours.”

James wasn’t sure about that but said: “maybe true.”

After double-checking she had finished her coffee, Jane rose, and James mimicked her, feeling unsteady on his feet. As though to restore his balance, Jane stepped forward and gripped his shoulders. 

“So, you’ll do it?”

“I’ll try my best.”

Then she did something that surprised him. Wrapping her thin arms around him, she squeezed him into a tight hug. When she pulled back, her eyes were glistening with tears. 

“Thank you.”

He couldn’t think of anything to say, so gave an awkward cough, and tried to ask subtlety for something he was desperate to acquire.

“I’ll come to the bar at six but, in the meantime, it would be helpful if you could get me any information you have on your staff: names, numbers, addresses, whatever. That way I can do a little research ahead of time. Land on the front foot.”

If she was suspicious, she didn’t show it.

“You’ll have it within the hour, along with whatever time my father has agreed to meet you.” Her hands were still on his shoulders, but now she released him. “Thank you, again. Thank you.”

Her eyes swam with gratitude he struggled to match with his knowledge of this woman as a dangerous criminal. It was silly, he knew. Killers could grieve like anyone else.

Didn’t he know that from personal experience?
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Coffee. Shower. Coffee. Painkillers. None of which refreshed James. Nor did collapsing onto the sofa, watching a blank screen, empty cup dangling from his hand, swinging like a pendulum. 

Buzz. Buzz. 

The cup dropped to the floor with a quiet clunk which James ignored, favouring his phone. Two texts. Both from Jane. One confirming a meeting with Davis at two pm, one containing a PDF named ‘bar staff’. James opened the latter. 

On each page, a grim prison style mugshot accompanied a name, address and telephone number. Tahir first, followed by Harris. Here James paused, taking in sensitive eyes, neat hair and freshly pressed collar. It felt like a school photo, offering a cruel reminder of how young the deceased was. Far too young. Though Toby had been younger…

Ice water swamped his feet, but fresh bark filled his nose and laughter cascaded into his ears. His fingers gripped cold metal, and if he looked, he would see the photo frame clasped there—smiles of a broken family, oblivious to the blood that splashed their faces. The ice water rose, slipping further up his legs, rushing into his lap and crawling up his body until—

James stood, catching his breath as though recently winded. Ice block feet carried him to the fridge where he grabbed a cold beer. Pressing it to his head he slid to the carpet, eyes closed, whispering to himself that everything was okay.

Lies.

A soft crack and hiss as his finger popped the beer’s tab. The thick smell of hops made him ill, and he realised the time.

Finding his phone, he forced shaking fingers to slide beyond Harris and the rest of the staff until he found the last—a radiant beauty that made the heart stop. 

The world went silent. 

James stood, dumped the beer and prepared to leave the flat. 

Within twenty minutes he was outside the four bedroom detached home Megan had listed as her address. It made him pause. Last night she had implied she had no one. So what was she doing in a home as beautiful as this?

As he stepped from his car a kid no older than ten bounded out of a nearby house. With a beam only pre-teens could manage he waved to James, who returned it in time for dad to step out and spot him. 

Father grabbed son and offered a stern warning about stranger danger, then they were getting into their car, and driving away. 

Alone again, James stepped down a beautifully kept drive and knocked on Megan’s front door.

For a little while, there was nothing, and James was about to knock again when he heard the shuffling from within. The door swung open, revealing a small woman north of seventy. She looked at him with the kind of smile that suggested she had been given no reason to fear strangers over her years—a heartwarming thought.

“Can I help you, young man?”

“Uh,” he felt quite off balance. “I’m looking for Megan Nokes? I might have come to the wrong place.”

“Not at all, not at all. You’ve arrived in the nick of time.”

Upstairs he knocked softly on a door labelled “Benny” and stepped inside. Here were pale green walls, a comfortable looking double bed, a wardrobe, chest of drawers, and an almost empty bookshelf. The window took up most of one wall and let plenty of light into the room, spotlighting the near full suitcase on the bed. 

“I’m getting De Ja Vu,” James said, staring from the suitcase to the beautiful girl packing it. Ten months ago he had walked in on this very scene. Then, Megan had been pleased to see him. Less so, this time. 

“You shouldn’t be here.”

“I know, but I couldn’t stay away.”

“How did you find me?”

He didn’t answer. Watched instead as she smacked her suitcase closed and zipped it. Last time that had been a struggle. He was able to step in and help. This time the case closed with ease. 

“My cab will be here in a minute.”

“What about work?”

“I quit.”

“Short notice period.”

She glared, tried to lift the suitcase but took it too fast, almost crushing her foot as it slipped through her fingers. James came to help, but her look batted him away. 

“I need to go.”

“Why?”

“I told you last night.”

“Last night you weren’t in such a hurry. We were going on a date.”

“You were going to dump your girlfriend.”

“Who says I didn’t?”

“Did you?”

He opened his mouth. Let it fall closed. She gave a bitter smile. 

“I have to go.”

She lifted the suitcase and dragged it, bouncing on her leg every step of the way, stopping when she reached James, who blocked her path. 

“Excuse me.”

“Megan, please.”

“What? What do you want?”

There was bitter anger in her voice, but it was mostly facade. He looked into her eyes and saw the truth. She wasn’t leaving because she was angry, and he wasn’t the problem. Fear was her motivation, and James thought he knew what scared her.

“We need to talk.”

“Please, out of my way.”

James sighed but did as he was told. Megan looked at him as though suspecting a trick, then stepped past. He didn’t try to stop her as she went for the door. At least not physically.

“Does this have to do with Harris?”

She froze, one hand on her suitcase, now resting on the floor, the other on the door handle, ready to free herself. She took a deep breath. Tried to regain composure.

“What about him?”

“He died, last night,”

“I know—Jane text. But it doesn’t have anything to do with anything. I told you last night I was leaving, and that’s what I’m doing.”

“Megan,” now a call from downstairs. “Cab’s here.”

“I have to go.”

The handle was down. 

“Aren’t you forgetting something?”

“You thought you were getting another kiss?”

“Sadly, no.” He reached into his pocket. “I thought you might like this.”

She turned, saw what he was holding and let out a low groan. All the energy sapped away, and she slid to the floor, legs up, arms around them. She gave him hateful eyes, and he felt the look slice him like a blade, though he tried not to show it. 

“I’ll deal with the cab.”

Megan’s landlady, Roseanne, was delighted Megan was staying—“I’ve enjoyed the company, you see?”—and the cabbie was agreeable enough once James chucked him fifty quid from Harris’ stack of cash.  

When he returned upstairs, Megan was sitting on the bed, knees still to her chin, arms wrapped around them. She looked to him with weak, red eyes, but the hatred had slipped away. Placing the bracelet on the bedside table, James perched on the edge of the bed, a non-threatening distance from where Megan clutched her legs and fought her tears.

“We just can’t stay out of trouble, can we?” James said, thinking of the time they had found an injured man and learned of a missing boy. Megan didn’t smile. No surprise there. She bit her lip and asked the question. 

“How did you find that?”

James didn’t hesitate, filling her in on everything from when Jane had sent him to collect Harris to their meeting this morning. Upon reaching the part of his story where he insisted on remaining involved in the investigation, he tried to keep his reasoning ambiguous. As though it might be to do with something other than Megan. Thrill-seeking, for example. 

Not for a second did she buy it.

“You shouldn’t have done that,” she said, and he shrugged. “I mean it; you’re an idiot.”

Her eyes remained full of fear, darting to him, to the wall, to the door, and back. He thought of what might inspire such desperation, but couldn’t bring himself to ask the question. 

He didn’t need to.  

“I didn’t kill him.”

“I didn’t think you did.”

Moving up the bed, James leaned against the headboard, next to Megan. She flinched as he drew near but didn’t move away. Both looked ahead, taking in the freshly painted wall as though it were a TV showing the most enthralling series. James imagined it had been painted recently to accommodate a lodger. Pale green. Odd choice.

“I’ve told Jane I’ll find out what happened.”

“Because you want to protect me,” she said. Not a question. He bit his tongue, and she scoffed. “You’re an idiot.”

“You said that.”

“You want to know about last night?” The tone was imitation defiant but was the work of a bad actor. James nodded, and Megan muttered again: “idiot.” He said nothing. 

“I was going to have sex with him.”

He closed his eyes. An involuntary reaction and one he chastised himself for making. Keeping calm, he refocused on the spread of green ahead, like a fine paste of mushy peas.

“Right?”

Her eyes were on him now. The sudden declarative had been intentionally designed to damage. To push him away. Knowing that didn’t make it any easier to take.

“From the moment I arrived in this shitty city and got this crappy bar job I was struggling. I felt sick with loneliness every day. I had no friends, no one to talk to. My fellow staff didn’t accept me. They’re big on hazing. On making new recruits feel like crap to see if they can take it, well I couldn’t. I’ve been here six months, but I wouldn’t have lasted six days if it wasn’t for him. For Harris.”

Finally, she took her eyes away, joining him in checking out the wall once more. Her hands wrung and without looking he could tell she was close to tears.

“He looked after me. Kept my spirits up when everything else was falling apart. In this awful place, he became my only friend. I would talk to him every day, every shift, though we barely saw each other out of work. That was my fault because obviously to get a male friend there has to be a trade-off. With Harris, it was the same. We couldn’t just be friends. He wanted more.”

James became aware he was clenching his fists. The mattress had felt soft and comfortable when he had dropped into it, but now it might have been lined with broken glass. Resisting the urge to shift he kept his gaze steady, and his ears open.

“He started asking me out all the time, and I rejected him again and again. It wasn’t that I didn’t like him. I did, but I never saw him like that. I was holding out for something else. I got it in my head you can meet a guy and boom—it clicks. Everything feels right, and you know straight away how you—“

No longer could he resist. Twisting his neck he saw her set jaw, holding tight to the end of her sentence. Flushed red climbed her neck and cheeks, and it did not take a genius to work out why she had stopped.

“I felt it too.”

“Don’t be arrogant.” But she couldn’t meet his eye.

“Sorry.”

“It doesn’t matter how I felt with you,” she went on. “Because it was nothing. Flash in the pan. What mattered was Harris liked me, and I liked him. So, when he asked me out day before last, I said yes. I said I’d love to date him, and I meant it. I was happy to give it a chance.”

James’ vision began to blur. Too long focusing on the wall. It was starting to look as though the fresh green stretched for eternity in every direction, like never-ending grazing land, minus the grazers. Tugging his head around James looked at the beauty beside him. She didn’t look back.

“We agreed to meet at Jane’s homecoming and go on to the bar, but he couldn’t make it to the former. I rang and said I’d meet him later and you know what’s funny? Even after I met you—even after we kissed—I didn’t cancel, I still went to meet him. You know why?”

James was shaking his head, but not in answer to her question. Either he wasn’t buying it, or he was telling himself he didn’t buy it. Difficult to tell.

“You do,” she said. “Because I knew we weren’t right for each other. That some connection we thought we felt didn’t mean anything. I’ve known you four days. You could be anyone. But Harris? After almost six months I get him. I know him. So I kissed you, and I let myself believe for a second there might be something, but I knew deep down you wouldn’t dump Nina, and we would never go on that date, so I went with Harris. I met him, and he poured me a drink, and we laughed, and we talked. We kissed—“

“Okay, that’s enough.”

“I thought you wanted to know what happened? Where are you going?”

He was up and moving for the door, only stopping himself with his hand on the handle. Releasing it, he turned back, anger and misery flashing through him.

“I told you I believed you,” he said. “I know you didn’t kill him.”

“Yeah, but don’t you need to hear the rest? Hear what a good kisser he is? I let him undress me, and I started to undress him.”

“I know what you’re doing.”

“Yeah, what’s that?”

“You’re crying,” he said, looking at her, feeling the anger ebb away. Reminding himself, she was desperate and afraid. “Is it because you don’t want me to investigate?”

“I’m just telling you what happened?”

“Skip the undressing bit. Or let me guess: you were on the mezzanine and you heard something. Harris put on his trousers and half put on his shirt and went to check it out. You waited where you were and when you heard shouting and fighting you freaked out and ran, putting on any clothes you might have discarded but missing your bracelet in your haste. That about right?”

The girl that sat on the bed was broken. Her eyes were red, and the fight had faded. She stared as though she wanted to find a way to rally, to come at him again, but there was nothing left.

“Help me, Megan. Please.”

A shake of the head and James came forward. Kneeling on the bed before her he took her hands, then retook them when she jerked away. 

“Megan.”

“It’s true,” she said, now squeezing his hands back. “I heard it, and I ran. I thought it was a fight. If I’d known it was more, I would have called the police. But I should have checked. If I’d have checked then—“

“Stop. Stop, you can’t do this to yourself. You had no way of knowing.”

Her hand slipped from his to wipe her eyes. 

“You’re the only one who’s going to believe me.”

“Maybe, but it doesn’t matter so long as I’m the only one looking into it besides the police. That’s why I have to try and find out who did it.”

Vigorous shaking.

“No. You have to leave this alone. I told you yesterday, the Chappell’s are dangerous. Harris was nice, and Nina seems fine but Davis and Jane… you don’t want to get mixed up with them.”

“Getting mixed up with messed up families is what I do,” he said, trying a smile that was not returned. Her head bowed, and he put a finger under her chin, forcing her eyes up to his. “I know you want to leave.”

“I have to leave.”

“I get it, but you can’t.”

Wide eyes met his, tears glistening in their corners, and the pleading word that followed almost killed him.

“Please?”

Falling from knees to bum he slid in next to her, wrapping an arm around her shoulder and pulling her close. This time there was no resistance. She took hold of him and pulled as close as she could, placing wet eyes against his shoulder. 

“I’m sorry,” he said. “If I thought leaving was a possibility, there would be no stopping me. I’d call you a taxi, and you’d be gone in minutes. I’d even come with you if you wanted.”

“That’s what I want.”

After the beating it had taken in the conversation, his heart began to fill with hope once more, glowing with warmth even as he tried to restrain it, to keep perspective.

“We can’t. Jane is determined to find her son’s killer, and if you run, there will be suspicions. She will come after you, and find you. I can’t let that happen.”

She looked away, and he cupped her chin, bringing her face back to his. 

“What do I do?” she asked. 

“You go to work—“

“No. I can’t. I—“

“You go to work as normal. You say nothing. You let me deal with this. Let me find who killed Harris. Let me clear your name then you can leave. Do you understand?”

He spoke with far more conviction and confidence than he felt. But Megan needed that. She needed to believe he believed or she would fall apart. Simple. He kept her eyes after he spoke, and waited until she bought it, paying with a nod. With that acceptance, he pulled her into his arms and held her.

“I promised I would see Nina for lunch,” James said, and felt Megan flinch in his arms. “I’ve known for a while things weren’t right, but seeing you again made me see I need to end it. I still want to end it.”

“But Harris…”

James thought of what Jane had said about how close the auntie and nephew had been. Remembered how hurt Nina had seemed when Harris had all but ignored her when they’d all met.

“Admittedly, it’s not great timing.”

“I like Nina,” Megan said, which didn’t help. “Only met her a few times but the first was at this party at Davis’ house. Harris went early, and she was the one who looked after me. Tried to make sure I was alright. I don’t want to see her hurt. Especially not now.”

“Right,” James said. “Guess I’ll stay with her forever.”

“Maybe just for now?” she whispered. “It doesn’t feel right leading her on, but you can’t break up with her after this. It could push her over the edge.”

“You’re right,” he said, closing his eyes. “I hate it.”

He felt her shift, and when he opened his eyes she was leaning in, her forehead almost touching his.

“When this is done,” he said. “I’m taking you on that date.”

“Okay. Sounds good.”

It did. More than good. It sounded perfect, and he knew it would be perfect. The connection was too strong for it to go any other way. He had seen her bracelet and felt compelled to make sure she remained safe, and, when he had shown her this, she had done all in her power to push him away for the same reason.

More than ever, he felt there could be a future for them, and if they wanted that future, James had to ensure Jane never came knocking on Megan’s door, looking for answers about Harris. 

By any means necessary.
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The redhead possessed a mischief maker’s smile.

James occupied an out of the way, two-person table in Egg, Nina’s favourite (and erroneously named) vegan cafe. Two fake lattes sat before him. High-quality coffee ruined by a milk substitute. Made from plants or fruit or something. He should have ordered black. 

Red caught his eye, and that mischief maker’s smile grew. She crossed to the counter and James returned his eyes to the door, waiting for Nina’s hotly anticipated arrival. 

His mind sifted through his meeting with Megan. Trying to discern meaning in what she had told him but becoming lost in the scent of her hair, the feel of her cheek on his, the beauty in her eyes, even as they swelled with tears. The sound of her voice was there, but it was thanking him for wanting to protect her, apologising for trying to hurt him and begging him to understand her flight from the bar while Harris was being murdered.

Red took her drink and scanned for a table, watching her James forgot himself, and sipped from his disgusting vegan coffee, choking as he managed to avoid spitting it out. Going for a napkin, he mopped the little dribble he had allowed down his chin and saw Megan’s tear-stained face again, begging him to be careful. 

In truth, there was little she could tell him. Harris had been good to her during working hours, but her refusal to date him meant they only saw each other a couple of times outside of work. As a result, she had barely said ten words to Michael and had no idea where Harris might have stolen such a large quantity of money, or how his now deceased friend might fit in.

Balling up the napkin he lifted it as if to throw it and found a tightly clad chest at eye level.

“Hey. This seat taken?”

Red was there, one hand on a vegan coffee, the other free to swipe hair from a pale face over a freckled ear. James took inventory. Clean white trainers. Unholed jeans. Branded top. Her outfit likely cost more than the combined wardrobes of the remaining patrons of Egg. A fact they would no doubt be proud of. 

“Uh, I’m meeting someone,” he said. She was his age or younger but exuded the kind of natural confidence that always made him feel small.

“No problem, I’ll move when they materialise.”

She dropped into the seat opposite and dumped her bag next to his with a carelessness that spilt them both. A quick apology and he stared at her hair as she fixed the situation. Sitting up, she offered him a hand.

“Melanie.”

“James.”

“Pleasure. Sorry to disturb but there are few free seats, and I can’t bear the thought of sharing with one of these weirdos.”

She jerked a thumb over her shoulder, sipped her coffee, and spat it back into the cup, her face twisting with ugly disgust. 

“What the shit is that?”

“It’ll be the milk,” James said, trying not to smile. “Vegan.”

“Christ, is it even legal to serve this muck?”

“I think,” James said, pushing his cup into the middle of the table. “It’s about saving the animals, or the environment, or something, but I’m with you. Can’t stomach it.”

“No one can,” Melanie said. “Not possible. They sit there and pretend, but it isn’t because of the fucking environment or animal rights, whatever that means. They want to look cool. It’s a fad, and it makes me sick.”

James was staring over her shoulder. She turned to see a clutch of people glaring. 

“Sorry,” she said to James alone. “I’m an opinionated bitch. Plus, you know these guys don’t bathe so the smell is probably getting to me. Who did you say you were meeting?”

As if in answer the door swung open, and Nina appeared. There was a weak smile as she saw James before the storms of jealousy rolled in at the sight of Melanie. It was a darkness missed by the redhead as she stood beaming to greet Nina.

“Another normal, awesome.”

“Who are you?” Nina asked. With no hint of friendliness or politeness. 

“Mel.” She held out a hand, Nina didn’t take it. With a shrug, Mel returned to James. “Nice to meet you. I’d better be going before your girlfriend stabs me—I wasn’t flirting, I swear—or even worse, I catch Vegan. Bye.”

Nina’s expression suggested she could go for that stabbing, but she stepped aside, letting Mel drift away.

Redhead gone, Nina rounded on James, fire in her eyes. He smiled as though nothing had happened.

“Something to eat?”

Nina ignored this and sat, shoving Mel’s coffee with such force it almost tipped and sent vegan milk all over James. She took her drink and drained it as though worried it was about to expire. 

“You stacking dates now?” she asked, bringing the coffee down like a gavel. 

“Of course not. She was looking for a seat, and there was nowhere else available.”

Nina snorted. “Yeah sure. Said she was Mel, right? Knew I recognised her. Year above at school. Daddy was a cop, so it was all about rebellion.”

James wasn’t sure this followed but guessed Nina wasn’t looking for him to plug her logic holes.

“She’s a slut. Used to twist all the boys around her fingers. For a while Harris—”

As though it were connected to an internal switch, the sound of Harris’ name sent a dramatic change through Nina. The facade broke. Anger dissolved into tears and before he could stop her, she had jumped into his arms, almost tipping them out of the chair as she landed on his lap, shoving her face into the same shoulder Megan had rested on. He prayed Nina would not smell her perfume. 

“Oh, James. My nephew. I’ve lost my nephew. What am I going to do?”

People watched this little show with unashamed fascination. James tried to ignore them, offering a stiff, unsure arm, patting her on the back as might a sympathy robot that hadn’t quite been programmed right. For something to focus on that wasn’t the spectators to this little scene, James looked to his full coffee and held, not even breathing until Nina broke his paralysis.

“James?”

Her voice was hurried, annoyed. His shoulder was wet, and there was every chance his search for a zen state of being had run parallel to Nina talking. He found her red eyes and tried to get a handle on the situation.

“I know you’re upset,” he said. It had been the start of something, but he retreated upon realising that was an awful way to start a comforting conversation. Next he would say she was overreacting. He sought composure and tried again.

“I understand you’re upset—“ bit better, but he was losing the thread. “I know that—“ this was difficult. “I get—“

“James, I don’t need you to try comfort me. I need you to listen.”

Yes. Right. That made sense. 

People were still watching. James shifted Nina off his leg as though she were a sleeping child he was afraid to wake and rose.

“I think we could both use some fresh air. Let’s go for a walk.”

They stepped out of the cafe and made their way towards the river. This was the last place James wanted to go, but Nina was the one who had lost a family member, and he supposed this gave her the right to decide which road they travelled. 

“We used to be so close,” she said, her voice almost a whisper. “I was barely two when he was born, and we grew up more like brother and sister than auntie and nephew. We went to the same school and even though I was a couple of years above we made the friendship work. Made it work even when I was at Uni, and he was here, and I thought, having made it from babies to adulthood as best friends, we’d be that way forever.”

The roads were quiet. It was a beautiful Saturday, and the city’s residents were stepping out of their front doors, breathing the summer air, and deciding to ditch the cars. Walk instead. He saw couples and friends tracing the pavements, most in the same direction as James and Nina, heading for the riverside where the ducks would be patrolling the waters and the frisbees patrolling the skies.

Nina was watching him with hurt eyes. She had said she needed him only to listen, but James could see this wasn’t so. She needed interjections and prompts to feel he was engaging with what she had to say, and that he cared. It was an insecurity he had noticed the first night they met, each with a drink in hand, racing to the bottom rather than trying to enjoy it.

“Jane said after she went to prison, and Harris dropped out of uni,” James said, “he changed. Had less time for his friends.”

Nina gave him a close, analytical look, then nodded, a director indicating her star has nailed the line. 

“I loved my nephew, but the Harris I knew didn’t come back from University. All he cared about was work—the bar. Proving he could be something. I wasn’t against that. Told him I was proud of him for working so hard. For improving the bar. Proving he wasn’t there cause of Jane alone. But I wanted him to balance it, remember it was important to have a social life too. It didn’t seem he was listening, then he did. He reclaimed a social life, but I was surplus to requirements. He had a better friend.”

“Michael Fisher?”

Nina looked at him.

“You know about Michael?”

“A bit.”

“I liked Michael. He was never the problem. We got on. I tried to become part of their new little group, but Harris kept pushing me away. Do you think I look like my sister?”

The question caught James off guard, but he rolled with the blow, recovered.

“No. Why?”

“That was the problem, I think. He hated Jane for going to prison, and anything that reminded him of her had to go—except the bar, of course. I don’t look a thing like Jane, but I ended up on the Jane Chappell things scrap heap. It broke my heart.”

She kicked a rock, sending it rolling away. 

“I must sound such a cow, having a go at him now he’s dead, but it makes me angry that he cut me out. If he kept me close, I would have done what I always did. I would have looked out for him, kept him safe. If he’d just let me in he wouldn’t be dead.”

“Nina—“

She was staring at the rock, as though willing it to keep rolling, even with the momentum generated by her kick gone. Stepping from James, she walked over and gave it a nudge, like she thought it might hatch.

“Nina,” James tried again. “You can’t think like that. What happened to Harris wasn’t because you weren’t there.”

“You don’t know,” she snapped, sounding like a spoilt child. “He didn’t want me around, so I gave up on him. But he was different. Changing. Who knows what he was getting up to when he wasn’t working or fucking any slut that’d have him.”

James flinched, and the anger dropped from Nina’s face. She came over and rested a hand on his arm, comforting him as though she knew the slut comment had drawn him back to what Megan and said about undressing with Harris.

“There I go again,” she said, taking her hand from his arm to dry the tears from her eyes. “Total bitch but if he’d let me in I know I could have stopped this.”

She turned and carried on down the road, leaving the rock behind. James gave it a nudge of his own but it made him feel no better, so he followed Nina.

“Do you have any idea why someone might want to kill him?”

“What I just say?” she snapped. “He kept me out. Might have had a thousand enemies and I wouldn’t know. Could have been engaged and I’d have no idea. I don’t know how close he was to anyone he worked with, but my guess would be the only person he told anything to was Michael, and he’s not going to be telling anyone anything any time soon.”

James tried to consider this but had to take a brief intermission to be relieved Nina did not know Harris had been after Megan. Meant she would be unlikely to point fingers should Jane come asking about who was close to Harris. The only people who might do that would be those who had worked with both at the bar. These James would hopefully talk to that evening.

“You know what happened to Michael?” James said, pushing onto safer, non-Megan related ground. 

“He pissed off daddy,” Nina said, smiling bitterly. “You don’t do that and get away with it.”

This reaffirmed what he knew of Davis, who was currently the only person James could see who might have both upset Harris and had the money to be stolen when Harris came seeking revenge. Then again, as Jane had pointed out, it might have had nothing to do with the money.

“He must have been lonely after Michael went,’ James said, hating himself for the stupid euphemism. “He didn’t try to build bridges with you?”

Her eyes told the story before she spoke.

“No. I was still persona non-grata, but it was okay. Things had changed.” She looked at him, and he felt a lurch in his stomach. “I had you.”

They turned a corner and ahead of them, glistening in the morning sun, was the river. 

A smile touched Nina’s lips, but it was a sad one. James glanced at the blue depths and saw the place was beautiful. It was hard to believe they had been attacked here the previous night. Nina’s bag robbed, and James dumped in the water. He closed his eyes, tried not to think about it.

“You’re the only one who gets me,” Nina said. “For so long Harris was all I had, because there was no one out there I could show myself too. Then you came along, and it was like —“

Unable to find the words, she came to him, sliding her arms around his neck. He didn’t put his own on her waist, but nor did he try to slip away. Paralysis had shot through his body, leaving only his mind spinning.

Bafflement. That was the key feeling. He’d known he was using Nina. That he might mean more to her than she to him. But they had barely had a conversation—a few dates, a lot of sex, not much more. The whole time she had been looking at him and—

“Whatever happened with Harris,” she went on. “I loved him, with all my heart. Losing him is the toughest thing that’s ever happened to me, but I have you—that’s how I know I’ll get through.”

She stared intently into James’ eyes, and he saw it. A girl’s closest friend for twenty years returns from university changed. She is a reminder of the mother who has let him down, so he turns from her, cutting their friendship cold, leaving her so full of despair she thinks she will be lonely forever. Then—

James. He wanders into her life desperate, needing his own distraction, and she clings to him the way he clings to her. Transposing her desperate need for salvation onto him.

And he had missed it completely. 

He didn’t know what to do. 

Forcing himself to look over the river he felt the pain of his past. He always made life difficult. Pushed himself into situations that would end badly. This Harris situation might have been similar, but there was a difference.  

Megan.

Before her, he had no idea what it might be like to be with the right person. He’d spent his life chasing love and had settled for pale imitations time and again, convincing himself the wrong girls were right. Nina wasn’t quite that but a situation like the death of Harris could have easily led him into wanting to protect her, which would have led to an unhealthy attachment in which he once again persuaded himself he was in love and held onto that belief against all signs to the contrary as yet another relationship veered towards disaster. 

Then along came Megan, and everything changed. They were drawn together, no matter what was going on in their lives. No matter how much was chucked between them, they always clambered over it, crawling over broken glass and flames to be together again.

He couldn’t risk screwing up his chance with her, no matter what. 

“James, are you okay?”

Still, the river had him, but for once he wasn’t seeing that dark, cruel night under heavy rain. For once the sun’s sparkles off the water weren’t blinding him to the present and sending him to the past. They were shooting him the other way. Into the future.

A future, with Megan. 

“James?”

He looked at her, and she was so far away. Somewhere else entirely. She stared at him with a mix of sadness and need in her eyes, and leaned towards him. 

“James, I think I’m falling in love with you.”

Her lips came within a millimetre of his. 

A step back. She wasn’t ready and stumbled, almost going to ground. He caught and steadied her. Received angry eyes, steeped in confusion.

“What the hell?”

“I’m sorry.”

“I say I’m falling in love with you and you try to throw me to the ground.”

James almost argued. Stopped himself. 

Still she stared, hard-eyed, looking for answers. 

“Well?” she snapped.

“You’re not falling in love with me.”

“I—what?” she looked as though she had been slapped, then as though she might slap him. “How the fuck can you say that to me?”

“Grief can do—“

“Fuck grief.”

Nearby, an elderly couple gasped in unison, as though they had never heard anyone swear. Nina looked like she might go for them, then focused on the prize. 

“My nephew is dead, and it hurts like hell. It was never meant to be this way. I cried for ten hours straight when I found out, but this has nothing to do with that. I’ve been thinking it a while. Shit, I’ve been thinking it since the first date, and that might make me sound crazy but so fucking what? I’m falling in love with you.”

He wanted to say something reasoned, and persuasive. He wanted to make her see this wasn’t right, that even if it hadn’t been for Megan, they couldn’t go on. But when he opened his mouth nothing came, articulate or otherwise. She gave him about three seconds then was back on the attack.

“What is this? What are you doing? You’re saying you don’t feel it too?”

“Yes, I’m sorry.”

Her face began to redden, the anger climbing to a peak that threatened explosion then—

It broke, the grief returning. Tears came, and she grabbed him in a hug so tight he wondered if she might be trying to break his back as punishment for hurting her.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry. You’re right. It’s Harris, not me thinking I’m falling in love with you. I shouldn’t have said it. It’s not the right time.”

She pulled away. Clasped his face with both hands. Seeing where this was going, he tried to speak, but she cut him off.

“I’ll wait until you’re ready. I know you’ve been unsure. I’ve sensed it, and I’ve tried to help. Tried to prove I’m right for you, that I can know you and look after you no matter what. I shouldn’t have said the L word so fast so we’ll wait, I’ll wait.”

She had known. That much was obvious not because of what she said, but because of her desperate gabbling when, so far, he hadn’t said he wanted to break up. She had felt he wasn’t there. Had known it couldn’t last. She’d let denial rule her. James knew what that was like and hated himself for what he was doing. He didn’t want to hurt her, but he couldn’t stay. Not now.

“Nina,” he said, taking her hands. “I’m sorry. I was in a difficult place when we met, and you made things better. But I was a bastard. I knew from the beginning it wasn’t right and I shouldn’t have—“

“No,” she tore her hands away, tears in full flow now but anger back in the eyes. “Don’t you dare, don’t you fucking dare do this to me.”

He had not expected this to go well, but she was on the edge of madness, and that was a surprise. He tried not to look at all the couples and families and friends, out for a pleasant day in the sun, now watching James and Nina as though they were a Punch and Judy show. He tried to pretend it was only them, pushing on. 

“I care about you. I don’t want to abandon you, especially after what happened to Harris but this isn’t right. I can’t be with you. We need to break up.”

The tears stopped. The anger dimmed. There was a moment of serene calm then she slapped him with almighty force. He staggered and could feel the cheek burning, from pain and embarrassment. Someone laughed, and someone else cheered. They were a pantomime. 

“This is that slut, Melanie,” Nina hissed. She was bouncing between emotions so fast it was making him dizzy.

He shook his head. 

“It’s not.”

“I don’t believe you.”

“You don’t have to.”

A silence passed between them. Nina stepped forward ready to attack again, and he didn’t try to stop her. She did it herself, looking from side to side, seeing everyone watching. She took a step closer, and the mood shifted again.

“Please don’t do this.”

There was such pain in her eyes he almost promised he wouldn’t. He almost stayed in spite of Megan because what did his happiness matter? He couldn’t stand to hurt anyone. 

But not this time.

“I’m sorry.”

Stepping back she held up her hands and shrugged. She was trying to play it off, but it was too late. They’d all seen what she felt. She tried to ignore that. 

“Okay,” she said. “If that’s what you want. If you’d like to pretend we’re nothing then go on, whatever, I don’t care. You fuck off and leave me. I’m only grieving. I can cope.”

“If you want to talk I’ll be there, anytime. You need to—“

“Don’t fucking patronise me,” she hissed.

Perhaps she was right. She was. He nodded, and hovered a few seconds longer, unsure what to do. But there was nothing else, was there? 

“I’m sorry,” he said, one more time. Then started away.

“You talk in your sleep.”

The words became ice cold even as they travelled along the warm breeze. Slipping under his shirt and making him shudder as they travelled up his spine, neck, and into his ears. He closed his eyes and fought for calm, then faced her. 

“What?”

“You talk in your sleep,” she repeated. “You know, when you’re having nightmares.”

She didn’t elaborate. She didn’t have to. James knew what nightmares she meant. Always the same. Always snippets from his past. And what could he say? How much could he have given away? Enough that even as he tried to look confident he knew it wasn’t working. 

“Nina—“ he wanted to ask if she was threatening him but wasn’t that so movie cliche? In the end, he did the last thing she was expecting.

He told her he was sorry, and walked away.
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It was not until James pulled up outside the six-bedroom home of notorious crook Davis Chappell that he wondered if his breakup timing had been wise. He thought of Michael Fisher. Vanished for the slight of sending one daughter to prison. What punishment would Davis devise for one so callous as to break the other’s heart hours after she learned of her uncle’s murder?

Unexpectedly, James found himself a little glad Nina had been mugged. Unlikely she had visited her father since seeing James and her lack of a phone meant he probably wouldn’t know. Not that this made the prospect of visiting him any more appealing.

As though sensing his apprehension, Jane chose that moment to phone. 

“Are you at my father’s?”

“Yes.”

“Good. He hates when people are late.”

“I won’t be late.”

“Early too.”

“That’s fine,” James said. “I can wait in the car until two.”

“You won’t be on time if you arrive at two.”

“But—“

“You’re only on time if he likes you and, considering you’re dating his favourite daughter…”

Not any more.

But he said: “right.”

“I’m sending you Kaye Fisher’s address.”

Something unpleasant crawled up James’ spine.

“Michael’s wife?”

“Sister. They lived together.”

“She won’t want to talk to me,” James said. “Her brother’s been missing six weeks. She’ll be grieving for his death and praying he’s alive at the same time.”

There were short, hollow breaths down the phone. When Jane spoke again, it was with a forced, quiet calm that gave James the impression she was fighting to keep her temper. 

“My son died yesterday.”

The implication was clear. In the game of grief, recency was the trump card, though James was not sure Kaye Fisher would see it that way.

Didn’t matter. It was a lead. 

“I’ll go there next,” he said, looking to the house. “What am I telling your father? Anything I should be, um, holding back.”

“Tell him what you have to. Lies, truth, I don’t care. Same with Kaye Fisher and anyone else—just find my son’s killer.”

James approached a beautiful green lawn, leading to a grand oak door framed in white stone. Chateau Chappell was impressive, no doubt about that, but it did nothing for James. For him, the dream had always been a family home nestled between other family homes. Not too small, but not too large, either. Enough room for James, the wife, two or three kids, maybe a dog. Never a cat. Somewhere that felt like a home. Places like this left him cold.

His phone showed 14:00 when he knocked and the same when Davis answered. 

“You’re early.”

James felt a jab from the urge to argue but fought it. Gave a conciliatory smile.

“I’m sorry.”

 Looking perturbed at the lack of argument, Davis led James through a living room offering sofas padded with huge cushions, designed to facilitate the kind of conversation James wanted to have, and into an expansive kitchen with gleaming appliances, a rounded glass topped table and surfaces covered in various types of veg on multiple chopping boards. 

Davis gestured for James to take a seat and picked up an enormous knife. 

“I’ve been preparing dinner,” Davis said, gesturing to the veg. “You don’t mind if I continue, do you? I hate leaving a job half done.”

Davis would have to turn his back on James to continue chopping, further reducing the effectiveness of any conversation. More power plays, designed to unsettle and unbalance James. As ever, the key was not to rise to the bait. 

“Not at all.”

With a polite smile, Davis turned to his veg, surveying the pieces as an emperor might survey his army ahead of a rousing speech. James addressed the back of his host’s head as though it were front. 

“I’m very sorry about your loss.”

“I’m sure you are.”

Still, James kept his expression pleasant, calm, feeling more able to martial his thoughts and speak rationally if his face looked the part. 

“It must be a tough time and—“

Davis began chopping. Rapid fire, as though from a machine gun. Blade and board seemed to have been designed to achieve maximum volume as they greeted, splitting whatever unfortunate piece of veg came between them.

“Please, go on,” he said. “I can hear.”

“I was just saying—“

“Although—“ the chopping stopped. “Could we dispense with the condolences and small talk? You’re here for a reason; I see no need to beat around the bush.”

James realised his fists were clenched on the table and could feel the strain in his face as he tried to keep it tranquil.

“No worries,” he said, the lightness in his voice manufactured. “I was hoping to talk about Michael Fisher.”

“Well ask away, young man. I will help any way I can.”

“Thank you.”

“Only, before I do. I’d like to understand your position in all this.”

“My position?”

“Yes.” Davis turned, knife in hand, face blank. “I don’t get this situation. Last night my daughter called me in floods of tears. Tells me someone has murdered Harris and she has no idea what to do. That might not surprise you, but if you knew my Jane, you would understand. She is strong, resilient. A true fighter. She has never, ever, not known what to do.”

James tried to maintain eye contact with Davis but found it tough with the knife’s point glinting in his peripheral.

“It gets worse,” Davis went on. “Not only does she call me in tears but, when it comes to finding her son’s killer, she turns to you, a nobody, rather than sorting the problem herself. Odd, no?”

“Perhaps she feels,” James said, his voice tight with anger, “she could use some time to grieve.”

Davis considered then dismissed this. 

“Grief is one thing, but it’s how you deal with it.” He returned to chopping veg. This time when blade met board the sound seemed muted, and Davis had no trouble making himself heard. “When I was seven or eight I was bullied at school. This shit from the year above named Dean was picking on me. Calling me names. Pushing me down. All the usual bullying crap. Do you know what I did?”

“Did it involve rational debate?”

Davis chuckled.

“I cried. I cried on the way home from school. I cried in my bedroom. Sometimes, I even cried in the toilets between classes. I used every second available to cry my little eyes out, until, one day, my mother found me bawling at the bottom of the garden and demanded to know what was wrong.”

Davis stopped chopping, placed the knife on the side as a father might lay a sleeping toddler in bed, and started scooping the chopped veg into a pan.

“I tried to lie. To pretend all was well, but you know how mothers are.”

James said nothing. He had heard stories, but could not relate.

“She extracted the truth. All of it. Once she had, she gave me the best piece of advice I would ever get.”

The pan went onto the hob. Davis set the kettle to boil, watching as it began to bubble.

“‘Davis’, she says. ‘People are going to be mean to you. Life is going to be mean to you, and, when that happens, sure you can cry. Crying is easy. It might even make you feel better. But crying is the recourse of the weak. Of people who are never going to make anything of themselves. People who’ll end up leading unremarkable lives.

“‘People like you and me, Davis. We’re not criers. We’re fighters. We come out on top because when someone pushes us to ground, we get right back up, and stab them in the eye.’”

Davis spread his arms as though he had delivered a sermon straight from the lips of God. James tried to get his head around it. 

“Your mother,” he said, “sounds like a real role model.”

“You mock,” said Davis. “But everything I learned about life I learned that day. It has shaped me, and I used it to shape my daughter. You will look at Harris’ death and say it is the worst thing that can happen to a person, and that’s true, but that doesn’t change the rules. When we get pushed down, we don’t cry or run away. We get up, and stab in the eye whoever pushed us.”

James guessed he was not doing a grand job at keeping the contempt from his eyes, but a rush of confidence had taken him, and he used it. 

“That will be why you don’t seem too broken up about Harris?”

“He was my grandson. I loved him dearly as I do my daughters.”

James said nothing. The kettle boiled and Davis turned away. 

“Did Michael push you down?”

There was no immediate response. Davis had the kettle in his hands, and James watched as he poured boiling water over the veg. Was there a tremble there? Hard to tell. Davis was a man of extreme control, cultivated over years of practice. But there was something. Of that James was sure.

“Jane says you believed he was the man who put her in prison.”

“He was the man who put Jane in prison,” he said, then stopped, his hand holding the kettle dead still. He hadn’t meant to say that.

“How did you know?”

Davis replaced the kettle, started the flame beneath the pan, and took a few seconds to compose himself.

“Tell me,” he said, coming to sit opposite James at the glass-topped table. “What is your theory? We will ignore for a second that you should not be involved in this investigation, and stick to what you know.”

James checked his reflection in the glass. No sign of nerves. Good. He met Davis’ eye.

“What did Jane tell you?”

“You went to collect Harris at the club and found him dead. It looked as though my grandson had been drinking with someone and a hooded man attacked you—“ he gave James a look that suggested he found such a set of circumstances quite convenient, then went on. “Jane sent you to search Harris’ flat—after you requested to help— at which point you found a stash of cash he must have stolen. Have I missed anything?”

“Don’t think so.”

“Great, so tell me, what is your theory?”

James didn’t like it. He had come to question Davis, but the eldest Chappell was turning the tables. Had this been a normal situation, James would gladly have handed over the entire investigation, but he thought of Megan. Keeping her safe was the priority, so he decided to play coy.

“It’s a little early for theorising.”

Davis waved his hand in a manner that suggested James stop teasing. 

“Come on. You have ideas. Tell me.”

“I’ve already alluded to it.”

“I’m aware. Now spell it out. I’m an old man. Brain doesn’t quite tick the way it used to.”

Neither of them believed that, and in this particular battle of the wits, James felt woefully outmatched. Feeling he had few options, he spelt out his theory.

“At it stands the clearest chain of events that fits all the facts runs like this: You discovered the man you thought to be the rat in your organisation and dealt with him in the most final of ways. Maybe you were right; maybe you were wrong. Either way, the alleged rat was also your grandson’s best friend, and when Harris found out, he came for revenge, stealing from you a large sum of money. You, annoyed at being robbed, realised he was the culprit and sent someone after him. That someone met with Harris and killed him after a scuffle.”

Scuffle. Had he just said scuffle?

It was the least of his worries. He was sat in the kitchen of an extremely dangerous man, accusing said man of murdering his grandchild. All he could do was wait for the violent reaction.

Davis, though, did not look so much as a little ticked off. He leaned back, crossed his arms and considered—or pretended to—what James had said. The look suggested if James were a salesman trying to shift theories, he wouldn’t be making any cash tonight.

“It’s an interesting thought,” Davis said, not trying to sound as though he meant it. “Though there are major holes in your theory.”

“Such as?”

“First the merits,” Davis said, and smiled the kind of smile that suggested he believed his willingness to compliment James made him a wonderful guy. “Harris was indeed unhappy about the fate of his close friend. Soon after it, he came around shouting the odds, telling me Michael would never betray Jane or me. He went on for a good while but eventually calmed down, giving me the chance to explain that Michael was the grass, that I had made sure of his guilt before I had moved to deal with him. I went on to say that even if I was wrong, making a fuss about it wasn’t going to make a difference. It was far too late for that.”

“And how did that go?”

“I can’t remember the exact words he used, but they were not pleasant. He walked out of here labelling me a monster. So, there is the merit of your theory. Harris did indeed have motive for getting revenge.”

“But,” James said, pushing Davis onto the flip side of his argument.

“But,” Dave started, then turned. At the hob, the pan began to bubble and boil, and Davis rose, giving James a disdainful look. “I have not had any money stolen. I appreciate that, if I had killed Harris, I would lie, but the fact is he would not have been able to rob me. He does not have access to any of my funds, and my security is top notch. I do not keep much cash lying around, and the cash I do have is only accessible by me. He could not even have bribed anyone to help.”

“Then—“ he said, raising his voice to speak over James. “There is the implication an employee of mine could be so unprofessional as to commit murder in a highly emotive situation. No chance.”

“They’re not unprofessional like that?” James questioned.

“No.”

“Just unprofessional in the talking to the police and getting your daughter thrown in prison way.”

Davis span, losing his cool for the first time before snatching it back an instant later. 

“Let’s consider some of the elements of your story, shall we? Mystery man at the bar, mystery man at the flat. It’s a pandemic. I blame immigration.” Davis followed this with a humourless chuckle, then went on. “Do you want to know my theory?” he waited only a second before adding: “of course you do.”

He lowered the heat on the hob and returned to James, reclaiming the seat he had vacated to tend his veg. Once seated he leaned across the table, speaking as one spy might confer with another.

“I believe you killed my grandson—no, don’t interrupt. You had your turn; now it’s mine. Where was I?” He played like he needed to regain the thread of his accusation, then jumped back in. “I think you kill my grandson, then ring Jane, making up the story about this mystery attacking man so you could convince her to send you to his flat. She believes your story, for whatever reason—“ 

“Intuition?”

“Grief, I’d wager, but whatever the case she agrees to your little plan, and off you go to the flat where you either get lucky and find the money or, more likely, plant it to muddy the waters and further remove yourself from suspicion. Then you call Jane, tell her someone watched you leave the flat and poof, you’re in the clear.”

A brief annoyance that Davis would dare accuse him, but that was a little unfair. After all, he had accused Davis moments earlier. He was merely repaying the favour. It was the kind of theory James might have believed sitting in Davis' shoes. The mystery attacker and mystery watcher were convenient. Though it wasn’t James’ fault they hadn’t offered name and photo ID when spotted.

It was the truth, and his instinct was to fight.

“I—“

But no, that was the wrong play. Davis either believed his guilt or didn’t, and James had nothing fact-based to change his mind, so why try? Davis wanted him weak, so the only tactic was to go strong. 

“What happens now, then?” James said. “You make me disappear like Michael? If I run will I find the front door locked? Perhaps you could torture a confession out of me?”

“You’re so dramatic,” Davis said, rolling his eyes. “Though, I notice, you didn’t deny it.”

“I didn’t do it,” James said. “That make a difference?”

“Not particularly.”

James was still searching for angles but guessed this conversation was going one way. To combat this, he rose and tucked in his chair.

“I think I’ll test that door.”

“Go ahead,” Davis said, raising his hands to suggest no harm. “I don’t know what you think about what I did to Michael. People hear I’m a crook and tend to believe I make people disappear all the time. As if I click my fingers and all the people who have annoyed me throughout the day drop dead.”

“That’s not the case?”

“No. I’m not a monster, and even if I was, it is not easy to get away with murder, even when you have as much money as me. It offers unnecessary risk.”

“I think we did risk assessments in business studies at school,” James said. “Don’t remember mention of murder though.”

Davis smiled, and rose, apparently unwilling to be stuck a level below James. He was tall. James tried not to be intimidated as he spoke down.

“When I was told that Michael was the man who put my Jane in jail, I did not rush out to capture him. I watched him, gathering evidence. I made 100% sure I had the right man before picking him up. Even then, as sure as I was, I questioned him, and he confessed the truth to me. Only then did I make him—“ he smiled as the euphemism formed on his lips—“disappear.”

“I’m sure,” James said, feeling his temper slip, “it was of great comfort to Michael that you conducted a thorough investigation before murdering him.”

Davis winced at the word murder but recovered fast. Turned his eyes to shark threatening.

“My daughter has chosen to trust you. She is grieving, and that has made her foolish but let me make this clea—I do not trust you. I do not believe you innocent. I have no idea why you would murder my grandson, but I believe you did and, when I can prove it—“ he paused for effect. Then—

“Well, you’ll be able to ask Michael whether he was the grass first hand.”
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Kaye Fisher lived halfway down a row of rundown, miserable looking terraced houses, a few miles and several worlds from Davis’s home. 

The path was overgrown and cracked. The door’s window panes looked as though they might break if disturbed. Knocking on wood, he watched the paint chip beneath his soft attack.

James’ head was awash with theories and fear. Two key parts of any investigator’s diet. Ignoring the latter was impossible, but he gave it his best shot, bringing the former into focus. Considering Davis’ theory—he had placed the blame on James and that had left little avenues for questioning. He had also suggested a way the money might not be involved. Two methods of attack that pushed the blame from him. Was that intentional? Was it the guilty man’s way of trying to wiggle free. Either way, it amounted to the same thing—Davis was coming after James, and that upped the amount of danger he was in considerably.

“Hello? Can I help you?”

The door had opened on a tired, harried looking woman with kind but sad eyes.

“Hi, my name is James Perry—“

“If it’s a sales call, I don’t have time. I’ve got to take my son to a friend’s house in—“she checked her watch, realised she wasn’t wearing one—“soon.”

“It’s not a sales call,” James said. “It’s about your brother, Michael.”

In Davis’ theory, Michael’s murder for being a grass had upset Harris but had nothing to do with his eventual death. Or, if it did, its cause was not via Davis. James had been inclined to dodge his visit to Kaye altogether, but there was a strong chance Michael was involved, given how close together the murders had been, so he had to ask the questions. Besides, he had promised Jane. 

The name knocked Kaye, but she rallied fast.

“What about him?”

“You know what happened to him?”

“Official line is he’s run off,” Kaye said. “I know better.”

“Do you know why he, uh, disappeared?”

“Pissed off some bad people. Look, is there a point here?”

Hesitation was killing him. Kaye was backing away, and he had to dive in to save the conversation. 

“Last night someone murdered Harris Chappell.“

That stopped her. Clutching the door, she stared but did not speak.

“I was the one who found him. I also found a large bag of stolen money in his flat.”

“Right, so?” she said, her voice rushing from her as she worked through the short sentence.

“So, I wonder if he might have stolen the money off someone rich and powerful in revenge for the murder of his best friend. Someone he might have already had unique access to. His grandfather, Davis Chappell, for example.”

A light cough, followed by an attempt to look unfazed, though the colour had drained from her skin. She looked at her watch, but it hadn’t materialised in the last couple of minutes. With a resigned look, she stepped back from the door.

“You’ve got five minutes.”

In a small, poorly kept living room, Kaye stood. As she hadn’t taken a seat or offered one, James remained standing. He found a spot by the window, the light struggling to push past dirty panes of glass, and tried to decide how to proceed.

“I really haven’t got long,” she said. 

“I don’t need long.”

“You’re not a cop?”

“No.”

“Then, who?”

“I knew Harris Chappell. Someone killed him last night.”

“Yes, you mentioned.”

“You didn’t know?”

“How would I? I’m sorry, give me—“ she poked her head out of the door and yelled up the stairs. “Jacob Fisher you have two minutes to get your butt down here, or we’re not going.”

Arms folded she returned into the room, business once more.

“You know who did it?”

“Not yet.”

“But you think it might be linked to the death of my brother?”

James considered this. Jane had given him license to tell the truth to whoever he wanted. Confronting Davis, being forthcoming had not seemed the right option. Now, it did.

“Since his mother was sent down, Harris had pretty much no friends from what I can tell. He was friendly to people at work, but that was it. Except, that is, for your brother. What was it about Michael that stopped him being cut out like everyone else?”

Kaye glanced out the door, then shook her head, arms folded in defiance. 

“You want something from me. I don’t know if you can trust you. Tell me how this all links to my brother and I’ll decide if I can offer you anything. If I even want to.”

James didn’t like it, but Kaye had no reason to talk, and what would he do if she said no? Force her? No. He would have to tell her what he knew and take it on faith she would want to help him afterwards. Unfortunately—

“I don’t know much, and I’ve told most of it already. Michael was the only person Harris was friends with. Therefore, when Michael disappeared, it stands to reason Harris would have been angry. He might have wanted to punish the culprit. If he held his grandfather responsible, how would he hurt him? Men like Davis don’t care about much, but there is a couple of things. Money being the primary one. Hence the bag of stolen cash I found at Harris’ flat.”

“And I suppose you would theorise Davis discovered what Harris did and sent someone round to deal with his grandson. A move that ended with Harris’ murder?”

“Yes.”

“Seems unlikely.”

“Like I said. I don’t have much to go on. If there was anything at all you could tell me—even if it doesn’t seem relevant, it might help. If the murders of Harris and Michael are related maybe I can get justice for your brother in getting justice for Harris. Isn’t that what you want?”

Shame attacked as he deployed these exploitation tactics. He saw the effect his words of justice had, but she was no fool. Fighting back the hope she shook her head, anger crossing her features.

“Justice? Please. You’re not working off your own back, are you? My guess would be Jane sent you? No need to nod, I already know. That means you work for her. That means you’re one of them, and I don’t deal with them. I need to go.”

Already turning, and James almost tripped over a coffee table going after her. At the door she stopped and turned to watch him grab his throbbing ankle, bending at the waist which only served to remind him his stomach was far from healed.

“Smooth,” she said, though she had paused. She watched as he backed up, and he wondered if his stupidity and clumsiness might make her easier to win over.

“Jane sent me, but I don’t work for her.” It was his turn to plough on through her interruptions. “Someone was with Harris the night he died. Someone I care for very much. If I didn’t step in and try to take control of this investigation, they would be in danger. So you’re right if you think I’m not doing this because I want justice for Harris, but I’m not doing it for Jane either.”

As she searched for the lies, he maintained eye contact. He had bared his soul. Told her more than he would have wanted by referencing Megan, but it was a risk worth taking if it meant she opened up.

“Who is this person you care about.”

“I’m not going to say,” he said. 

“Yet you expect me to tell you everything I know?”

“You don’t gain anything from me telling you who I’m protecting. They had nothing to do with this. But I do have something to gain if you help me. What do you have to lose?”

No sooner had the words left his mouth, he knew they were a mistake. Her eyes flicked to one corner of the room. A scatter of toys; half tidied away. Then to the mantlepiece where sat photos James tried to ignore.

“You’re right in a way,” she said, whispering. “I’ve already lost the most important person in my life, aside from my son. Why not tell you everything?”

“I know it doesn’t work like that,” James said. “It was a stupid thing to say. There’s nothing I can offer you other than a promise, that if I find anything relating to your brother, I can tell you if you want to know.”

“But I already know everything,” she said with a bitter laugh. “It unfolded the way I always knew it would, but that didn’t stop it hurting.”

Finally, her legs seemed to grow tired. Stumbling, she found the nearest sofa and dropped into it. Not wanting to be presumptuous, James remained standing until she waved for him to sit. Upstairs they could hear Jacob moving. His minutes were up, but James decided not to mention that.

“You asked why Harris and Michael became close. I wasn’t there when they met, so I can’t be sure, but I would say it has something to do with the parents. You’ve already mentioned how Harris drew in on himself when Jane went to prison. Well, when Michael and I were growing up, our father was in and out of prison all the time. You got used to it—one of those things. It was never nice, but we coped. Then, when we were in our teens something shocking happened. Our father was out of prison. We were all waiting for him to step that foot out of line and get sent back. I’m sure he would have if he’d had time. As it was, before he could get back into the criminal swing of things, our mother took a knife and cut his throat, earning herself a life sentence.”

Her eyes glistened. She tried a smile. 

“You can’t imagine what that’s like.”

“Actually,’ James said. “I can.” And off her raised eyebrow—“my father is in prison for the murder of my uncle.”

He felt his heart lurch. Had he ever said it out loud? He didn’t think so. And he had kept it ambiguous. It was an honest declaration but the horrible truth, masked by his words, was that his father had been wrongly convicted for the killing. James sat unpunished while he tried to track down another murderer.

“Well,” Kaye said, not dwelling on this admission. “Maybe you would have been allowed to join the gang too. Point is I guess it was their parents that connected them, and while I liked Harris, I knew their friendship was the worst thing that could happen to my brother.”

“How come?”

“Michael had already been working for the Chappells a few years. As a bouncer, at first, but the money was crap, and he wanted to provide.”

Another glance upstairs, then to the big clock on the wall. Kaye tutted, but didn’t call for Jacob.

“You raised him together?” James asked.

“Father ditched when Jacob was two. No emotional loss but I missed the money. Michael and me, we’d always been close, and he loved my son as if he were his own. He moved in. Did what he could but it was a struggle. He hated it. Wanted better for us. I told him it didn’t matter, but that didn’t stop him. He started doing extras for Jane and Davis. I’m sure you know what that means. The money was good, but I lived in fear. I loved my brother and Jacob saw him as a dad. I knew it would go wrong.”

Her voice was strong, her back straight, her features set. It was the eyes that gave it away, shimmering like the surface of a pool. A fine film ready to break at the slightest prevarication, releasing tears down her cheeks.

“Funny thing was I always feared prison. I knew he was working with dangerous people, but these dangerous people were protective of their own. I never expected him to bite the hand that feeds.”

The first tear rolled, but there was bitter anger, too. Her jaw was set, her fists clenched. She was no longer making eye contact with James.

“He informed on Jane,” he said.

“On all of them, I would guess. Taking money from the cops while on the Chappell payroll. We had enough. I think he must have realised that eventually. Stopped talking to the cops, and I never found out what he was doing when Jane got put away. It was only later when history began to repeat itself.”

She looked to the mantlepiece, and James could no longer avoid the call of the photo that had her eye. There stood a large, beaming man holding a grinning boy. Michael and his nephew. A friendly giant and his delighted captive.

“My brother was a good guy,” Kaye said, still looking at the picture. “I want you to understand that, but he suffered from something good guys often do. He was easily led.”

The door opened, a kid poked his head in, staring from mum to stranger.

“I’m ready.”

“Great. Wait in the kitchen please.”

“But you said—“

“Just wait for me in the kitchen.”

She twisted her head from her boy, and James watched her wipe her eyes. Jacob looked at his mum with heartbreaking concern, then glared at James, who tried to appear reassuring. 

The boy slunk away, and Kaye looked up, trying to reclaim her train of thought.

“He was easily led?” James prompted.

Wiping more tears away she nodded.

“Yeah. When we were kids, he used to follow me around. Do what I said. In school, he had this nasty group of friends, and he’d do whatever they wanted, to impress them. As he grew up, it was girls. A simple cycle. Fall in love, get used, get dumped, repeat.”

A glance to the door and James knew she was afraid Jacob would be listening. She checked, but he was in the kitchen, playing some handheld console. Closing the door as softly as she could, she turned back to James. 

“He had been talking about leaving—the three of us together—when he met Harris. Suddenly he had his new friend and, like back in school, peer pressure came into play. Harris was lonely. Michael was the only friend he had, and Master Chappell talked him into sticking around.”

Another look at the clock. Time was sliding by, and she could have gone, but she had committed to opening up and, James was pleased to see, she wasn’t going to stop.

“People always think,” she went on, “that once you start working for the mob, they have you. Try to get out, and it’s a gruesome death. That’s probably true but, what people don’t realise is, the cops won’t let go either.

“Last few months, Michael starts going out more. He wasn’t a party animal or anything and was usually home to play with Jacob in the evenings, but things were changing. I’d hear him come home at three am, or not at all. At first, I tried to leave it, but it kept getting worse. His nerves were frayed, he would jump at the slightest sound. Eventually, I’d had enough.”

“You confronted him?”

She nodded. Her eyes were on the picture, the mix of anger and misery heartbreaking.

“I explained he was frightening me. That was bad enough, but Jacob was starting to notice, and that’s my hard line. I told him if he wanted to do something stupid, get himself locked up or killed, that was fine, but I wasn’t sticking around to see it. He could either tell me what was going on and let me help, or he could lose the two people that supposedly mattered to him most.

“He looked me in the eye—“ she demonstrated on James— “and lied to my face. Said it was nothing. He was stressed at work. I should have walked away, but he called my bluff, and when it came down to it, I couldn’t go.”

Her foot was tapping. It was clear she was angry at herself for the decisions she had made and miserable she had not been able to reclaim her brother from whoever swayed him. James remembered she had been talking about the cops.

“You think the police came back for him?”

She nodded.

“Everyone knew they were desperate to put Davis and Jane away for a long stretch. When Jane went down for three years, they tried to paint it as a victory, but it wasn’t enough. They never stopped looking for ways of getting the Chappell’s done for longer and, when they couldn’t do it on their own, they came back to the person who helped them last time.”

Yes, that made sense. If it had been unclear how Davis might have known Michael was the grass, this offered one solution. The police hounded him. Someone saw them talking. People grew suspicious. It was no wonder Michael was stressed and afraid.

“He tried to hide it from me,” Kaye said, “but eventually the law came here. A stony-faced blonde man with nasty eyes. I didn’t hear much of their conversation, other than this cop saying he wanted to help Michael. They didn’t argue or anything—just sat in the kitchen for ten minutes and talked. Then the cop was leaving, and I confronted Michael again.

“He was shaking. Petrified. I told him we needed to leave. That informing for the police was too dangerous. He said he knew and wasn’t going to tell them anything, but he thought it was too late. He’d been working against the Chappells, and they were going to find out.”

James gripped the edge of the sofa, feeling Kaye’s pain as she spoke, imagining the pain of living it. Wondering how it hurt to be dragged through it again by James. He wanted to say something. To apologise. But she spoke before he could.

“I changed my mind. Told him if he thought the Chappells were going to find out, he should tell the cops everything he knew, and we should leave. I wasn’t sure about witness protection, but I said we had to go. Leave it to them to deal with the Chappells.

“I begged him, but he said it was too late.”

“What do you mean?” James leaned in, not wanting to miss a word.

“I mean he was scared he would be killed for betraying the Chappells, so he went and talked to the only person he could trust. To his best friend in the entire world.”

James closed his eyes, feeling his heart pound with misery.

“Harris?”

“Yeah,” Kaye said, tears flowing now. “My brother turned from me to tell Harris Chappell he had betrayed Jane and Davis.

“He spilt his guts to that man and, within a week, my brother was dead.”
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Tahir gave him a long, bored look tinged with frustration. 

“You’re not listening to me.”

This was true. It was hard to pay attention to the bar manager with the memory of Kaye talking over him. Repeating again and again her assertion that Harris had told Davis Michael was the grass, getting the brother she loved so dearly killed. 

James wasn’t so sure.

“Sorry,” he said, straightening his back, putting Tahir’s words at the forefront of his mind, pushing Kaye to the back. 

“I was saying,” Tahir went on, talking as though to a slow student who needs extra attention. “Jane has told me why you’re here, and it ain’t to pull pints and chat up the local chicks.”

“No,” James said, aiming for casual. “I have a girlfriend.”

“That’s interesting. Know what else is interesting? Shut up.”

“That’s not that—“ Tahir’s eyes flashed, shutting James down. Tahir drummed his fingers on the table. 

“I’m pissed off. Wanna know why?”

James nodded. 

“None of your business.” More drumming, then: “I’ve been friends with Jane a long time. I run her bar and since she’s been in prison, I been keeping her business afloat. Now she needs to know who killed her son and she thinks ‘why turn to my trusted lieutenant when I could ask this nobody?’”

Flowers of frustration bloomed within James. Davis had been similarly defamatory, and although it was technically correct—in the context of the Chappell family—it riled him. 

“It’s weird,” James agreed. “Maybe you’ve given her reason not to trust you.”

The drumming stopped, which was a relief. James used the silence that followed to imagine Harris giving up his best friend. It didn’t fit what he knew. Why give up Michael, the only person he was close to?

Then again, Harris was suffering after losing his mother to prison. Perhaps the draw to Michael was he had found someone he could rely on, someone who would not let him down. Learning the truth might have changed that, pushing him into a mood spiteful enough to spill the beans to his grandfather. 

Possible, but James needed more information. It could still be that someone saw Michael with the police, or overheard him telling Harris all. James needed to keep looking. 

“Don’t think,” Tahir said through gritted teeth, “that because Jane has designated you chosen investigator, you can come in here, saying whatever you want. Piss me off, and I will rip you apart.”

James allowed the bar manager to stew in his threats. Keeping calm, distant, knowing this would further piss off Tahir. Uncaring, he let his mind drift to his prime suspect—Davis. If Harris had told his grandfather Michael was the grass, that might change things. Then again, what if Harris told Davis, but made the old man swear he would not kill Michael? A broken promise could lead back down the path James had already imagined for Davis. One ending in Harris’ body lying dead beneath a trusted lieutenant.

The drumming was back. It was giving him a headache. James searched for a question to make it stop.

“Are you a violent man?”

The implied accusation was too much. Tahir rocketed to his feet, his office chair scurrying across the room as though in fear of him. James was afraid also but tried not to show it.

“You want to be careful what you say.” He didn’t crack his knuckles but looked as though he might like to.

“I understand,” James said, forcing calm. “You feel slighted, and you blame me, but I’m not the one you should be angry at. I’m doing what I’m told. Trying to find Harris’ killer, isn’t that what you want? He was a good guy; he didn’t deserve what happened.”

At this, Tahir scoffed. Regret crawled immediately onto his face, and he crossed the room to grab his chair, bringing it back and reseating himself.

“I shouldn’t complain,” he said. “What you got here is a poisoned chalice. Jane thinks her boy was perfect.”

“Partly based on your reports, I hear.”

Tahir smirked. “I believed it,” he said. “Not that he was perfect, but everything I told her. That he was a good kid, a hard worker. Quiet but kind. That’s how I would have described him.”

“What changed?”

“He wasn’t what he seemed.”

James couldn’t help but smile. “Is anyone?”

Tahir chuckled. “A good point, but most of us hide little things. Harmless shit.”

“But Harris wasn’t?”

Tahir leaned back in his chair, stretching his arms in front of him. His fingers moved on the edge of his desk as though he was playing the piano. Drumming. Drumming. It was a drill to James’ skull.

“Great interview technique,” he mocked. James said nothing. “Jane says she wants me to be open with you. To tell you anything you want to know. I wonder if she might regret that decision.”

“Why?”

“I told you. Her son was not what he seemed. Put on a good act, sure. I only found out myself recently.”

“Found out what?”

“Maybe you don’t want to know.”

James restrained the sigh. 

“I think I can handle the truth.”

“Maybe,” Tahir shrugged. “But that’s not what I mean.”

“What then?”

The drumming stopped. Tahir leaned in.

“The more you learn, the deeper you dig. You have Jane’s trust—God knows how—but how long will it last? You start digging, and don’t find what she needs… you may find she dumps the dirt on your head and leaves you buried.”

The thought had occurred to James on numerous occasions, but it didn’t matter. He wasn’t doing this for glory. He was doing it to protect Megan. Not that he could tell Tahir this. 

“I’ll take my chances.” 

“I suppose I should admire your bravery,” Tahir said, his lips turning into a nasty, almost smile. “Let me tell you first I care about the people who work for me. We pay them well, and where I can, I protect them from being pulled into the nastier aspects of Jane’s business.”

Doesn’t always work, though, does it? James thought. Michael came to mind, the doorman who had been pulled into darker deeds and ended up dead.

“I talk to them. Get to know them. I try to let them know that, if they ever need to talk, I will be here, and I will listen. It can be a tough life working at the bar. We need to look out for each other.”

This time it was Megan he thought of. How protective had Tahir been when her co-workers were bullying her? Had he missed it, or known and ignored it? Either way, it did not look good for his little teamwork makes the dreamwork ethos, and James would have raised the point, had he not wanted to keep his relationship with Megan under wraps.

“How does this relate to Harris?” he asked, pushing thoughts of Megan away.

Tahir leaned forward, took a pen from a holder by his monitor. Withdrawing it, he clicked the tip of the pen out and made as though to write upon his desk, pulling back at the last moment.

“I’m aware how this will make me look,” he said, lifting James’ heart rate as he did. “But I’m going to tell you anyway.”

James said nothing, afraid to speak would be to invite Tahir not to talk. The bar manager clicked his pen as he had drummed the desk, and spoke. 

“A few days ago a young lady came to me in floods of tears. Devastated. She told me Harris, Prince of the Chappell empire, had some dark habits. Habits everyone was either unaware of, or were too afraid to spill.”

He stopped, clicking and all. He brought pen to mouth as though to bite it, then tapped his lip. His face had tightened, and he looked far angrier than he had since James had stepped into the office.

“She told me Harris was becoming fixated on certain girls. Pursuing them until they felt they had no choice but to come on a date with him. They would meet at this very bar. The girl would believe she was only trying to appease him. That it would be one date, then all over. Harris had other ideas.”

James saw Megan and Harris, arm in arm, him kissing her, her pushing him away and—

“Are you saying he—“ he couldn’t bring himself to say it. Tahir took over.

“He didn’t force them. Not physically anyway, but he would pressure them. Make it feel as though they had no choice but to say yes. He would take them into his office, and he would have—“ he caught on the word, brought the pen up again and took a deep breath, as though smoking it. “He would have sex with them.”

The pen came down, clasped tight in Tahir’s hands. Squeezed, bent. If this was a story, Tahir was a phenomenal actor. The rage here was real.

“The girls would think that was it,” Tahir said. “They would hate themselves, or would be miserable, but at least it was over. That was until a video message arrived on their phones, and they would realise their abuse was now a matter of record. That it could never be forgotten. The deed of which they felt so ashamed could end up online if they did not keep Harris happ—argh.”

The pen snapped as he spoke the final word, a jagged edge catching Tahir’s hand and drawing blood as it jumped from his hand as though desperate to escape his clutches. Lifting his hand, he sucked the blood from his finger, as James focused on the implications. Remembered the last person Harris had taken on a date at this bar and wondered what would have happened if someone had not been here to deal with Harris.

It was a struggle to comprehend, and as Tahir lowered his hand, wet with blood and saliva, James looked for any reason Tahir might be lying. Or, could he have been lied to?

“Who told you this?”

“I won’t say,” he said. “I promised her. But you can believe it’s true.”

James considered. Looked to the wall that separated Tahir’s office from Harris’. Something came to mind.

“If Harris was taping people in his office that must mean—“

“Don’t go there,” Tahir interjected, now wiping ink from his desk and binning the pen. “I disconnected the cameras myself after I found the truth. I’d have given them to Jane if not.”

“What about these videos?”

“Presumably they were on his phone.”

Tahir averted his eyes as he said this. No guarantee of a lie, but James did wonder. Would Harris have left them on his phone where they could be so easily found? Or did he have another solution, and if Tahir had seen them, why hide the truth?

“You must have been pretty angry?” he said, watching Tahir closely.

“Incredibly,” he confessed. “But don’t try make me a suspect. I saw a problem and dealt with it. The only thing remaining was for me to talk to Harris, which I would have done, had his death not got in the way.”

“Very inconsiderate of him,” James muttered. Tahir chose not to comment. 

“I tell you this story because Jane wanted me to be open with you. Like I said, I’m aware how it makes me look, but I had nothing to do with Harris’ murder.”

“What about one of these girls?” James asked, going for the obvious. Tahir shrugged, his emotions back under control now the troublesome pen was gone.

“I only know the one who spoke to me. She didn’t do it; I can tell you that. As for one of the others—“

He left that hanging and James thought it through. It had nothing to do with either the money or Michael but if what Tahir was saying was right—and he would find it hard not to believe it given how Tahir had looked while telling the story—it provided a strong motive to one of the girls. 

He thought of Megan. Forced himself to stop.

“What if—“

“I’ve told you all I know,” Tahir said, cutting him off. “Perhaps a member of the staff will know something more pertinent. Jane thinks you can extract information from them she could not. Maybe that’s true, but you won’t learn anything sitting here with me, will you?”

James opened his mouth to say something but found nothing there, so he merely nodded.

“Good stuff, now get out.”

Feeling a little dazed, he rose, a difficult task with this new information weighing him down. Already he had the money and Davis as someone who might have wished Harris harm. Now there were however many girls Harris had slept with, filmed and taunted. Wasn’t investigation meant to narrow down the options, not the other way around?

“Bye,” he managed. 

“Oh, James? If you need anything. Have any trouble or whatever and want to ask a question. Remember to call Jane and don’t bother me because I’m not fucking interested.”

James stepped out of Tahir’s office and, in a replica of their first meeting ten months before, straight into Megan. 

“Meg,” he reached out to grab her, but she had steadied herself already, and he wasn’t needed. His hands fell uselessly by his side as she straightened out the crinkles in her top and faced him. 

“You came,” she said.

“Said I would, didn’t I? And you did, too.”

“I had to. You were right.”

“First time for everything.”

That made her smile. She took a step towards him, hands reaching out as his had moments before and dropping as his had moments before. A crease of concern attacking her otherwise perfect features. 

“How was your, uh—“ she searched for the words, couldn’t finish that sentence so went for another. “How was Nina?”

“Distraught when we met,” he said. “Upset about her nephew. I made it worse.”

“Worse? What did you—” she saw the guilt in his eyes. “You broke up with her.”

“Yes.” She put hands on hips. “It was an accident.”

“You shouldn’t have done that.”

He gave her a light poke in the ribs.

“Then why are you smiling?”

“I’m not,” she put a hand to her mouth, felt it. “I’m not. Can’t believe you dumped her. Dick move.”

She was teasing. Harris was dead, Nina was hurting. James had once again been thrust into a complicated, horrible situation and yet, around Megan, he struggled to feel anything but happiness. He took her hands, squeezed them, and she came towards him until they were almost touching. 

“I want to take you out,” he said

“I’m working.”

“Not now. Maybe tomorrow.”

“I’d like that.”

She was smiling, too. Feeling what he was feeling. He could tell from the flash across her eyes. Both knew they should be sombre; both felt guilty, and yet, there was that giddy glee beneath the surface. They were going on a date. A proper date and neither of them could wait. 

“Dinner?”

“Sounds good.”

“Where?”

“Don’t care,” she said. “Wherever you want.”

“I’ll pick you up at seven.”

“Please.”

Closer again. She made his heart pound, adrenaline race through him. How badly he wanted to step away from all this. To be with her, and forget all the nasty things in the world. He couldn’t do that, not until he could be sure no one would come after Megan, but in the meantime, he could at least—

Her lips met his. A kiss so brief and soft and wonderful. It was ready to turn into something more. Something deeper and for the first time unburdened by other relationships. Before it could, they heard footsteps and sprung from each other as the door into the small staff area burst open to reveal a smiling man James recognised from Jane’s homecoming party. 

Lars.

He saw them, now standing at opposite walls, but looking like kids caught playing doctor.

“Well now, what have we here?”

James recovered first, stepping away from the wall and approaching Lars, hand outstretched. 

“Hi, James, I’m new. We met at—”

“My name ain’t James,” the guy cut in, “and what sort of a name is new?”

James stared at the newcomer, reassessing the smile. It was full and happy, but no longer seemed bright. Quite the opposite. Dark, like the look in his eyes as he offered James’ outstretched hand a cursory glance. 

“What’s that for? You trying to grab my cock?”

James dropped the hand, ashamed and guilty, as though he had wronged Lars. But no, this was a game. An induction. Mess up, and he would be fighting an uphill battle to ingratiate himself with the staff. Fail this first test, and he could forget learning anything about Harris if indeed there was anything to be learned.

“Yeah,” James said. “You look the sort who likes that kind of greeting.”

A pause, in which James played fortune teller, searching the future for which way this would go. Then Lars burst out laughing and slapped James on the side. 

“I like that. Name’s Lars, James, your new favourite colleague. Well, except Megan, by the looks. You two know each other?”

James looked to Megan, hating himself for the smug voice he was about to put on, but it was necessary. 

“Not yet.”

Lars laughed again. 

“Yeah, man, who can blame you?” an arm was around James’ shoulder. “Ever done bar work?”

“No.”

“Mixed cocktails?”

“Not even once.”

“Jesus, that’s rough. No worries though, we have a pretty good induction process here. What we do is chuck you in the deep end and you either work it out as you go along or, and this one is always fun to watch, drown. Sound good?”

False bravado. That was the thing. 

“Sounds fine.”

“Great. Oh, and just so you know, you won’t really drown.”

“Of course.”

“By drowning, what I mean is, if you fuck up, the drunks will beat the living shit out of you. I’ve seen them kill. Now come on, shove your bag in the staff room, and let’s get going.”

James had been accepted by the pack leader, whose introduction to the rest of the group guaranteed a warmer welcome than he might otherwise have expected. There were friendly jokes, and James was even able to participate in banter.

Then the customers flooded in, and it all counted for nothing. 

It was a Saturday night. Always busy, Lars said, but this was something else. 

“Morbid fucks,” his new ally proclaimed, expression darkening. “Someone gets killed and over they swarm, like vultures.” 

He looked as though he could spit venom.

“You knew Harris well?”

“Yeah. Known him since he was five years old. Sweetest kid you could hope to meet. Breaks my heart what happened.” He turned, saw someone waiting at the bar and his entire visage changed. “Alright, love, how can I help you?”

The swell of customers grew. Another bartender grabbed James and yanked him towards a tap. 

“Help me out, will you? Two Fosters, one Guinness. No, not that glass. What’s that say? Amstell. Use your fucking head.”

Things did not improve from there.

Beers were hard. Cocktails near impossible. As promised, no one offered help. Megan had positioned herself far away, and the person closest to James, a monosyllabic girl called Gretta, refused to help until customers were shouting in James’ face, threatening to drag him across the bar. At this point, she would glare at James and barge him out the way, taking over the order then slipping back to her post without a word. 

This seemed to drag on forever before Lars appeared once more, clasping James on the shoulder and completely ignoring the raging drunk yelling at him. 

“Do a glasses run, will you? Grab em, get 'em into the kitchen and try not to break any.”

James did as he was told, allowing Lars to take on the screaming man in his absence. 

He felt better on the bar floor. People expected less of him. Most didn’t look up as he collected their empties and stacked them in the increasingly precarious tower in his hand. The only interaction he had beyond the occasional muttered “cheers” was, first, a man yelling that he had not finished his drink, though there appeared to be nothing left so far as James could see, and, last, the man who stepped out, grabbing the stack of glasses as they took their chance and dived towards the floor.

“Fuck,” said James. He hadn’t seen the man until the last second and had been sure the glasses were going to decorate the floor in so many pieces, possibly slicing someone’s ankle, making James a murderer. Again. Then the tower was steady, and with a heart beating like it was trying to break a record, James thanked his saviour. 

“No bother. Get rid of that death trap. Then—“ he shook his almost empty glass—“you can collect mine.”

The saviour, as James tried not to think of him, was called Owen. A regular, and someone who professed to love watching newbies. 

“It’s not that I like watching you get shouted at. My heart goes out to the new ones. It’s just—” he considered. “No, it is the shouting thing.”

“Understandable,” James said with a smile. 

“Yeah. Hey, you ain’t seen a Tracy, have you? Blonde hair, gorgeous eyes. So high.” He moved his hand up and down like an indecisive lift, then confessed: “I don’t know how tall she is.”

“Uh, no.”

Owen waved a hand. “It’s pretty busy. She’s probably searching for me.” A brave smile. Then, acceptance. “Okay, I’ve been stood up. Obviously, I’ve been stood up. Here’s my empty. I suppose I shouldn’t have a second. Brought the car.”

“Probably not,” said James.

“Hey, you should get on.”

James was about to agree, then he examined Owen. Saw the hurt. Remembered what it was like to be stood up and how uncomfortable he felt being in places like this alone. His eyes returned to the bar. Saw his colleagues hard at work, with no time for even a word to each other, let alone a chat about who Harris might or might not have robbed besides his grandfather, who he might have pressured into sleeping with him, only to film them at it.

“Supposed to be a first date, was it?” he said. After all, he was stressed, he was tired. Maybe the man stood up wasn’t the only one who needed the company.

“It was,” Owen confessed. “It’s not uncommon, unfortunately. I’m on all the dating apps—‘cept Grindr—and the girls, man, they’re pretty ruthless. You’ll be getting on like tuna and mayo one second then, no warning, they disappear. That’s it. Called ghosting.”

James found this fascinating. He didn’t trust himself around people, so had never gone looking for friendship or love. It meant total avoidance of the new dating apps or anything like that, as well as, it seemed, the dodged bullet of this ghosting phenomenon. 

“Or worse, you’ll go on a date, really connect, or you think so, then nothing. Again, just like that. Or they won’t show at all. That’s about as shit as it gets. It’s not like I’m exposing myself to these girls or anything. It’s the competition, I reckon. They’re getting chatted up by all these guys, and they keep going until they make their decision. That’s fine. That I get. I’d do the same if I could get more than one person to talk to me at once, but would it kill them to explain? Even a form message. ‘Thank you for your interest. Unfortunately, on this occasion, I’ve decided to go with a different fella. I wish you luck in your future dating endeavours.’ That would work.”

James laughed, and not knowing how else to help, jumped in with the platitudes and cliches. 

“You’ll find someone. It’s just about meeting the right person. One day it’ll click for you both, and it’ll be the other guys she ghosts, not you.”

“What a positive outlook,” Owen said, pointing. “You must have found someone already. That’s it, isn’t it? That’s where this disgustingly unrealistic attitude comes from. Go on. You can tell me. I promise not to hate you or smash this glass on your head. Well, probably not.”

Trying his best not to look at Megan, James nodded. 

“There’s someone.”

“You’re very coy. You in love?”

“I don’t know.”

“Yeah you do,” he said, waving a hand. “But you don’t want to say; it’s too soon, you don’t want to jinx it. I get that. But I’ve been in love. I know what it looks like. What it feels like. You’d do just about anything for this one you’re not sure you love, I reckon. I’ve felt that too.”

To this, James did not respond. Still resisting the urge to glance at Megan, he considered Owen’s comments on jinxing, knowing they were spot on. Wasn’t he in the process of proving he would do anything for her? They’d yet to have their first date, but he was already falling in love. Dumb, but true. 

“Let’s not worry about me,” he said. “Maybe the love of your life is here tonight. Let’s find her.”

They spent time scanning the crowd for possible loves of lives, but it was clear Owen was too nervous to approach anyone. Not that it wasn’t fun to speculate. They continued to play until Lars brushed past James. 

“Oi, useless, we’re closing. Sort another glass run, will you?”

James gave Owen an apologetic look.

“Hey, don’t worry. I got to get moving anyway. Cheers for keeping me company. You’ve been a wonderful stand-in date.”

They said goodbye and James did one more glass run, this time with greater care, collecting and delivering glasses as people finished drinks grabbed during last call and began to filter out, then he approached the bar.

“We got this,” Lars said. “Get your stuff.”

Although he understood Lars’ reluctance to readmit him behind the bar for cleanup, the comment still stung. James wondered if he was ruining his early progress with poor bar skills and crap effort. 

Still, no use pouting, so he made his way up the metal steps he had limped down the previous night. At the top his eyes swept to the table where Megan and Harris had drunk together, today occupied by a bald guy and red-headed girl kissing with enough gusto to suggest they would need to be prised apart before they would leave. James watched them a couple of seconds, then rushed through the door and into the small corridor beyond the mezzanine.

It was quiet here. No sound emanating from behind any of the doors. James had seen Tahir on the bar floor early in the evening, but he’d gone out for a couple of hours. Since his return, James had only seen him once and guessed the bar manager had now gone home.

It didn’t matter. James made his way towards the staff room then stopped. Rotating with the speed of a rusting security camera, he faced the door he had stepped through last night. 

Locked, presumably?

Then again. It had been open yesterday, and the police would have been through it. Would Tahir have had the presence of mind to lock it after? Probably, but he would have been preoccupied, and after all, there had been nothing of interest kept there, so what was there to lock away?

He reached out and gripped the handle. Knowing this would make a sound he listened again to determine if he was alone, and could hear nothing but the soft thud of music struggling through the near soundproofed door onto the mezzanine. 

After a few seconds of waiting, listening, he pushed the door and stepped over the threshold, standing with his shoulder holding the door open as he had last night.

There was the body. Sliced to pieces, blood drenching the floor. 

Dizziness claimed James, and he closed his eyes tight, taking several deep breaths before opening them again, reexamining the floor. 

No body this time. His breaths had dissipated the vision, and now he was alone. The body in some cold storage unit, waiting until Jane made funeral plans. That was if the police had released it. Probably not so soon.

Other than the absence of the body and a dark carpet stain where someone had mopped the blood in a rush, as though afraid it might come to life and drown them, the room was much as it had been the previous evening. A sofa ran along one side of the room, and there was a desk in the corner with nothing on top except a mouse mat and monitor that appeared to be connected to nothing, unless Harris hid his computer beneath.

Seeing nothing that might cause him immediate danger, James took another step into the room. One that landed him to the side of the blood stain, as though he was afraid it might still ruin his shoes. Behind him, the door closed, and even though the thud was soft, and James had been expecting it, he still flinched as though someone had snuck up behind him and shouted ‘boo’. 

With another door between him and the music, he could now only hear the softest hint of bass. Or maybe it had been turned off, seeing as the lsat punters had to be filtering out. If it were the latter, it would not be long before the bar staff made their way upstairs, and James did not want to risk being caught in the office of the recently deceased assistant manager, even if Jane’s knowledge of his actions would likely protect him from severe backlash. 

Acting fast, despite having no idea what he was doing, he moved around the desk and sat in a red office chair that dipped alarmingly towards the ground when his bum hit it. He tried not to be offended by this, and stretched out, placing his arms on the desk.

The blank screen stared at him. Reaching behind and yanking the cable he found it was indeed unattached. Despite this, he pressed the on-switch and watched as—shockingly—nothing happened.

Looking beneath the desk further reaffirmed the lack of a computer, but did reveal something interesting. 

James wondered how Harris might have stored any sex tapes he had made. It felt unlikely he would have used his phone. Maybe it was all stored in the cloud somewhere, but if it was on any physical device… this safe would be as good a place to keep it as any. He could have held the money here too, had the safe not been a little on the small side. 

Dropping from the chair, he examined the access panel on the heavy steel box. No use, it was code locked and a safecracker James was not. In case luck was on his side he turned the handle and pulled, but no, entry was not permitted

Sigh. This was pointless. Would the police have searched the place? He wasn’t sure. Even if they had the safe was the only point of interest, and would they have been able to get in? Other than that…

He scanned the room, but there was nothing. He lifted the mousemat and stared at the face of it. One of those free giveaways, though he didn’t recognise the logo. A cheap gift. Poor manufacturing as the plastic covering had started to peel from one corner. 

Almost as though, James thought, someone had deliberately pulled it away. 

Sliding his finger under the plastic, he wiggled it about, as though this might cause something to happen. 

No hidden passageway flipped open, but he did notice that within the plastic casing there were two elements. A thin sheet onto which the company logo had been printed and, beneath that, a black layer of foam. 

Could mean nothing, sure, and yet…

James pushed at the strip on top of the rubber and forced his way in between the two elements. Wiggled his finger yet again and, this time—

Something pushed back. Something thin. Something that felt like paper. 

That’s precisely what it was. Pulling out the sheet he saw he had a slip of paper about A6, though it had been ripped from a larger sheet.

Heart beating, James stared at the page to find that someone—Harris?—Had scrawled two names, each accompanied by a phone number.

Ollie Roberts and Andros Stevens.

Neither were names he recognised, but you did not scrawl names on a piece of paper and hide them in a  mousemat because they were the best available wingers for your next Sunday League game.

Were they related to the murder? Impossible to say, but it was another lead.

James flipped the paper and saw something potentially more interesting than the names of these mystery men. 

A seven digit code. 

Could it be? Had to, didn’t it?

Without much hesitation, James dropped to his knees and crouched beside the safe. With trembling fingers and poor vision, he managed to input the code on only his second try, hearing the affirmative beep that suggested the code had not been some web password. 

With trembling hands, he took the safe handle and turned. 

Click. 

The door swung open, James’ breath caught, and he stared inside, letting out a gasp as in one second he took in the entire contents of the small steel box.

Rather anticlimactically—the safe was empty. 
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On second inspection, the safe was still empty.

No doubt about that, which did not stop James reaching his hand in, running it along the bottom, across the sides and over the ceiling, looking for something, anything, that might be hidden from his careful eye in the dark recesses of the small space. 

Nothing. 

Something wrong about that. Only hotel owners installed safes to leave them barren.

Again he reached in; still, it was empty. Had it been installed to house the stolen money, only for Harris to realise, as James had, the bag would not fit? Or did he have something else to hide which had now gone missing? It was not beyond the realms of possibility to imagine someone had found the code before. Someone who knew Harris had sex tapes, perhaps? James thought of the way Tahir had averted his eyes when telling James the videos were probably on Harris’ phone. Why had he felt the need to lie? Who was he protecting?

Then again, James could be overthinking it. Perhaps the safe was installed by Jane and left empty by Harris. Though he had written the code on the back of the slip of paper. Did that mean he had used it?

No way of knowing. Folding the slip of paper with the safe code and the two men’s names on—he would think of what to do about them later—he crossed the room and pressed an ear to the door, not wanting anyone to catch him stepping out of the dead man’s office.

No signs of life. 

Pulling the door open he stepped out fast and closed it behind him. The hall was empty. Everywhere was quiet.

After grabbing his bag from the staff room, he went to Tahir’s door, listened, and, just in case, turned the handle and pushed. 

The bolt rattled against the lock, the door shifted a little, but would not open. Fine. 

He checked his watch. Half eleven, and, by the sounds of it, Lars and the team had made quick work of removing the punters. 

Opening the door onto the mezzanine, he stopped. 

All was dark. All was quiet. Silent even, as it had been last night but worse with the lights off. Weak moonlight watered through the windows into the bar, creating dim visibility, an eerie glow that would have unsettled even the bravest.  

As though he were a lion trying to sneak up on a gazelle James stepped towards the railing, but this was not the floor for stealth. His shoes clanged on the metal and seemed to reverberate around the empty space. 

Where was everyone?

He almost called but resisted the urge. They had left, that was all, providing him the freedom to slip away without anyone realising he had snooped through the dead man’s office.

This he tried, clattering down the stairs and rushing for the front door, yanking at the long metal handle. 

Locked.

With a sigh, he turned, staring down the long dark bar towards the doors into the kitchens and toilets at the end. There had to be a back door, he supposed. Or was this part of the game? Had they locked the doors and left him stranded for the night. A cruel prank on any evening but worse when he was being trapped where someone had recently been killed. 

Not that he believed in hauntings or anything like that. 

Trying to remain positive, he stepped through the building. This was okay. Better, in many ways, because his car was parked around back. If there was a back door and it was open—which it would be—he would be right by his vehicle, ready to drive off. 

Moving across the bar, he imagined all the people who had been there earlier. Saw them walking out laughing and kissing and chatting. How many would have come tonight no matter what, and how many were drawn by blood? James wasn’t sure he wanted to know the answer. He knew what people were like. 

The door at the other end of the bar was unlocked, and he yanked it open, moving quickly through it. In a short corridor, he saw the door left to the kitchen and right to the toilets. Ignoring both, he made his way to the end door—this one leading to the outside world. 

A bar ran the length of the door and wanted pressing for release. It looked like a fire door—though there were no such signs—and he hesitated to press the button for fear the alarms would go off. 

Scary thought, but what was he going to do, stand here all night?

Shaking his head at his pathetic fears, he pressed the bar and shoved the door open. 

No alarms. No problems.

He stepped outside, saw his car and the world went black. 




A second of panic then his hands came up, touching whatever had swallowed his head. 

A rough, potato sack like material that scratched at his skin and restricted his breath, though it was pretty porous.

Panic seized him again, and he began to flail but moved in no particular direction. 

That was his mistake. 

Thick hands grabbed him under each shoulder, pulling him back. Before he could do anything, two more hands grabbed his legs and lifted, heaving him off the floor. 

He was crying out now, yelling, and the arm from under his left shoulder released, grabbing his mouth and nose. 

Pure fear as he became unable to breathe. Then the hand adjusted, so it was over his mouth only. Whoever was doing this didn’t want him dead.

Yet.

There was someone else. He felt them duck as the other two lifted. Rough hands grabbed his arms, yanking them together. Something that felt like rope began to snake around his wrists and he freaked, lashing out, tearing his hands apart.

The rope slipped, and one hand came loose, allowing him to smack the man with the rope in the face. He heard a howl of pain and felt a moment of satisfaction before they were back, holding his hands tighter as they bound them. Again he tried to fight but as he did the assailant, pissed about being punched in the face, sent two sharp knuckles into his back, sending a spasm of pain through his spine.

A few seconds later, the rope was tied, and they were moving. James felt himself float along the ground. A sensation that might have been pleasant, if not for the fear, the restricted oxygen, and the throbbing in his hands and under his shoulders.

He wanted to talk, but what was there to say? Should he ask their names and what on earth they were doing? Should he explain they would never get away with it? Somehow it didn’t feel any of the obvious would work, and he was having trouble thinking laterally, despite being so.

They did not go far before James heard a popping sound, and a swoosh of air as something flew up. The boot of a car. A thud and a shock through his back as he was dropped, then the whooshing, and a soft click as he was closed in.

Movement. Footsteps. People shouting at each other in muffled voices. He heard doors open then the whole vehicle sank as the three attackers dropped in.

Panic descended as the car set off, as though he had been closed into an airtight coffin, rather than the boot of an unknown vehicle. The hood clung to his face, and as he took deep, desperate breaths, he felt it pull against his mouth like he was trying to inhale and swallow it.

Davis’ sharp grin came to mind. The threats, making it clear James was suspect number one in the murder of Harris Chappell.

He would gather evidence before making James disappear, as he had Michael. That was what Davis had said, and James had been relieved.

Idiot.

He’d seen this film before. They’d take him somewhere remote, get him on his knees, and point a gun at his head. A sleek, black car would pull up, and Davis would step out. Approaching his men, he would smile and clap his gloved hands. He would ask James to confess his crimes, and James would claim innocence. Davis would say they needed to ensure this was true and his men would do just that. 

They would be thorough.

When they were convinced of his innocence, they would apologise, claiming they needed to kill him anyway, They would ask for his final words, and he would begin to cry, if he were lucky, urinate or shit himself if he wasn’t. Davis would laugh, nod at the man with the gun, and that would be it. The rest—shallow grave, etc.—wouldn’t involve him. He would be unaware.

Which was something, at least. 

As though a doctor had administered morphine, there was a moment of blissful calm. It lasted about three seconds, then panic was kicking the door down, grabbing hold of his mind and having its wicking way. Holding on and whispering—

You’re going to die.

You’re going to die.

Oh God, he was going to die, and he’d never got to date Megan. Never explored if they were fooling themselves or if there was something there. His fault. His stupid idiotic fault for getting involved in this. Should have let her run. Should have gone with her.

He was going to die and—

Stop.

Another shot of morphine, or something stronger, illegal. Calm rushed in, washing panic away. The car sped, heading to destination unknown. There were three men up front, and they would most likely kill him. 

Oh, God, oh, God, oh, God.

He stood almost no chance. 

You’re going to die. You’re going to die. You’re going to die.

But almost no chance was better than no chance. In situations like this, he reckoned the attackers expected to have an easy time. The hard bit, after all, was getting his hands tied and getting him in the boot. He had a bag on his head so he couldn’t see. He was frightened, trapped, and outnumbered. 

Yet, all was not lost. They had not tied his legs, presumably because they expected him to walk at the other end, but maybe that was a level of complacency he could punish.

Fear was the key. As long as he let it rule him, he had no chance. They would use it to beat him. But if he was able to gain a level of calmness. If he were able to keep control then maybe, just maybe, he would get a chance at the other end to do something no one was expecting.

Even himself. 

For the rest of the journey, James focused on his breathing. Deep in, hold for ten seconds, deep out. Deep in, hold for ten seconds, deep out.

Always the nerves circled his stomach, but with breathing, he was able to keep the worst at bay. He did not try to plan, knowing if he did he would spend too long thinking about what could go wrong and work himself into a state. Besides, he had no idea where he was going to be lifted out, or what kind of situation would arise, he would have to play it on the fly.

Keeping track of time was impossible, but they could not have been driving much longer than twenty minutes, even if at times while practising his deep breathing it felt like several hours. 

The time had come. 

He listened as the car pulled up, heard the muffled voices again. They sounded as though they were arguing. Good. That could only help.

A couple of minutes bickering and the doors opened, pretty much in unison. The car jumped as the attackers left, then they were coming round back.

James prepared. 

For what, he did not yet know. 

Pop. The boot swung open, and the air seemed to rush at him, trying its best to penetrate the sack which clung to his face. 

Hands came at him. Two of the attackers had him, one on each side. Hauling him from his cramped position to standing. The blood was all out of place, and he almost went down but kept himself steady, stretching his legs without making it look as though he was, in case they were watching. 

One of the attackers held him. The other let go. The one that still had him gripped tighter until James’ arm was throbbing. The ache gave panic an in, but James took another deep breath, pushing it back once more.  

The attacker brought his face close to James’. Too close. His breath was hot on James’ neck and smelt of mint and garlic. James closed his eyes, though it made little difference beneath the sack at night, and tuned out as the gruff, obviously put on voice forced its way through the sack.

“Right, then—“

James ran.

It was the last thing the attacker had expected and, although the grip had been tight, the shock made him release and James was free, running. 

Yells of shock gave chase, but James kept going, well aware this was stupid, that his chance of escape was almost no chance, given his hands were tied behind his back and he couldn’t see a thing. If they ran, they would catch him, but they were taken by surprise. He just needed another stroke of luck.

There it was. A car. He could hear it coming and started yelling and calling for help. Behind, slamming doors signalled his kidnappers’ retreat.

James cried with happiness, tears of relief spilling down his cheeks. He had escaped.

He gave a whoop of glee as the oncoming car swung around the corner and he collided with hard, cold steel. 




Everything hurt. 

This was, unfortunately, not an unusual experience for James. He had been attacked plenty of times. Ten months ago he had been assaulted by an angry father and savaged by four hooded youths to the point he could barely mount a set of stairs, all in the same day. A day after that he had fallen through a first-floor bannister to hardwood below. 

More recently, there had been the assault by Harris’ murderer. His body had still ached from that when he exited the bar, and maybe that was the case now—the new aches and pains made it hard to tell.

What happened this time?

He was dizzy. Everything was dark and fuzzy. It was entirely possible he had been attacked or fallen through a bannister again. He pressed his mind to release the memories it was cruelly holding back and, at first, was resisted. Didn’t think James could take it, no doubt. Well, that was no good. He tried again, pushing harder and, this time, the truth began to shake loose. 

The sack over the head. Being grabbed and dumped in the back of a car. Had his captors attacked, tormented and beaten him before dumping him somewhere to die? Did he now lie in some ditch under the stars? 

Wherever he was, the pain was not so severe, presently. There was a dull, distant ache that suggested agony to come, were James ever to return to his senses. As it stood, doing so did not seem the brightest idea. 

“James?”

A voice nearby. He felt something. A touch at his shoulder, he thought, though it felt distant. The voice came again, echoing. His throat was dry, but he fumbled for a word, not sure what he was going to say until it arrived. 

“Megan?”

But he knew it was not her. Even through his haze, he could tell the voice was male. The touch had been hesitant, rather than caring or even loving. James tried to talk again, but nothing came. He felt the person beside him rise. Heard the scraping of a chair and their call. 

“Doctor? Oi, doc, he’s awake.”

Hospital. So they had beaten him, probably intended to kill him but… but what? They had been seen. Someone had found him and brought him here. That sounded right, but he was missing something. 

Footsteps approached, and he pushed his mind again. It came. Running from his captors. Hearing the car. Knowing it was coming but not realising—

“Ow,” he groaned, reliving the hit. 

“James? James, can you hear me?”

A different voice this time. The doctor, James guessed, and yes, he could be heard. Forcing his mind to release the last part of his memory was like a bolt. It woke his senses and, although the world was blurry when he opened his eyes, it quickly came into view, revealing the doctor in blue shirt and classic white coat, and the man next to him. The one who had said his name. 

“Owen?”

“Hey. Yeah. Bet this looks right weird. I wasn’t following you, I swear—“ he held his hands up in mock surrender and laughed. Then dropped them, straight-faced. “Well I was, actually, but—“

He stopped, looked to the doctor, then back, remorse in his eyes. 

“I hit you with my car.”

James groaned. 

“Not on purpose. I came around the corner and saw you running at me. I slammed on the breaks and span. Turned side on and we collided. Well, I think I’d pretty much stopped so if you think about it, you hit me, not the other way around.“ He looked again at the doctor who was glaring at him. “What?”

James came around fast after that. The doc examined him. Talking all the time as though to ensure James did not fall back to sleep. It was true. Owen had all but stopped the car by the time they hit, and as such, although the blow had knocked James off his feet and unconscious, the damage was minimal. It would hurt, and James would bruise all over. But there were no broken bones, no lasting damage. Once again, James had struck lucky.

Not that this meant he could go home. 

“They’ve called the cops,” Owen confessed, when the doctor had done his examination, given James whatever it was that helped dim the pain, and walked away. “He’s gone to phone them again, let them know you’re awake and ready for questioning. If you are.”

“Why? Cause you hit me?”

“What? No. Cause you were running down the road with a sack over your head dumb dumb. And I saw that car shoot off quick fast. What were they doing?”

“Trying to kidnap me,” James said. “I got away.”

“Oh good,” Owen said, then, by way of explanation. “Well, we called the cops, but I was kind of worried it was maybe some weird dogging thing. Like a fetish or something. You play the helpless victim, they play the kidnappers. Get you all tied up in back there and—“

“No,” James said, dreading where this was going. “Nothing like that.”

“So…” Owen said, eyes alight with the anticipation of an exciting story. “What did they want?”

“I dunno,” James said. “I escaped.”

“What you did was barrel head first into my car. Least you can do is fill me in.”

“It’s a long story.”

Owen leaned back, settled in, arms folded. Showing he was ready to go the distance for this enticing tale. James came close to telling him, then sense kicked in.

“People are out to get me,” he said, reading from the paranoid playbook. “I’ve been threatened and kidnapped today, and I’ve no idea who I can trust.”

Happily, Owen got the point.

“Certainly not someone you’ve only just met.”

“Right,” James said. He pondered the situation. Took in Owen, keeping vigil at his bedside. It was possible this stranger had saved his life, but why had he been there in the first place? Assuming they wrote off coincidence as not a thing. James questioned this.

“You might not believe in coincidence,” Owen said, “but let’s not make assumptions. As I said, I was not following you.”

“You did say that. Followed by a confession you were, in fact, following me.”

“Okay, I was following you, but it’s not a bad thing. I’m not a pervert or anything.”

“You sure?” James asked. “That Tracy story was pretty convenient.”

They both smiled. James didn’t know about Owen but moving those particular muscles made his face ache... 

“Look, truth was I’m bored and lonely. I spend all my time on fucking dating apps trying to find love and having no luck and all the while I’m making no friends. Then I’m stood up — again—and I meet you, and you seem alright so I thought I’d wait for you to come out and see if maybe you wanted to meet up some time and Christ this does make me sound a pervert.”

James smiled again. Shook his head with understanding. It could be as tricky making friends as finding love, especially if you weren’t confident. James had never hung around outside a bar waiting for a guy to ask if they could be pals, but he could see himself doing it, and was touched Owen thought him worth it. 

“Well you saved my life,” he said. “The least I owe you is a drink.”

“Damn straight.”

“So, what happened? You waited then what, you saw them take me? Were you waiting around back?”

“If only. Might have stopped them. I was out front, sitting on the wall facing away from the bar. I’d seen them lock up but assumed you’d have a key. Then I hear the door rattling, and I turn to see you walking towards the back. I almost gave up, but in for a penny and all that.”

“So you came round back?”

“Yeah. Got a bit lost—building’s not a simple square, you know?—But I got there, and as I do I see them chucking you in the boot and driving off, so I run for my car, and I’m thinking ‘a car chase, how cool is this?’”

“Very.”

“Should have been. But I got caught at a red pretty quick, then lost you and was driving around and then—well, as you know, I found you. Christ that was scary. Thought I’d killed you then you definitely weren’t going to be my friend.”

At this James actually laughed and for a while, they settled into a comfortable silence. 

James had avoided making friends. It was dangerous being close to anyone so he had steered clear for the same reason he had steered clear of dating apps. Still, Owen had saved him, even if he had almost killed him too, and he seemed kind enough. Maybe friendship wasn’t such a bad idea.

The police came, and James told them a half story about being kidnapped and having no idea why. They went through the motions of questioning him too many times over the same thing before telling him they would do everything they could to find the kidnappers. Everyone pretended this wasn’t as likely as a lotto millions win, then the cops were gone and, half an hour later, James convinced the Doctor to let him go. 

Owen drove him to his car, although James said he had done enough. 

“You know, if you want to tell me the whole story, you can,” Owen said, after a bout of silence. James looked to him, considered doing it, then thanked him.

“Maybe I will. Maybe when we go for that drink.”

“Yeah, I’m sure,” Owen said with a hint of sarcasm. A few more moments of silence passed, then Owen went down another route. “Who’s Megan?”

James considered this, and almost lied again. As though he wanted to protect what he and Megan had. Keep it secret from anyone else. But he liked Owen and saw no reason not to be honest. 

“You asked me about the girl I loved earlier,” James said. “That’s her.”

Owen smiled, as though genuinely warmed by the news James’ love was a real girl, rather than a figment of his imagination.

“You dating then?”

“Not yet. I was with someone else, till today. We broke up. I broke up with her. Not great timing but I couldn’t keep it going anymore. It wasn’t right when we weren’t in love. You know what I mean?”

“Yeah,” he said. “I know. So long as you both agree you’re not in love.”

Perceptive guy, James thought. 

“She didn’t agree, but she’ll realise. She will.”

“For your sake, I hope so. You know what they say about a woman scorned.”

“Indeed I do.”

Five minutes later they arrived at the bar, and James’ body groaned as he forced it into action, stepping onto the tarmac.

“Thank you, sincerely,” he said to Owen. “I got your number so we can go for that drink. If you still want to, now you know I’m a target.”

“More than that,” he said. “My life is well boring, so you got anything going on—you wanna get kidnapped again or any of that excitement—you give me a call, I’ll be in.” He stopped, considering it. “That makes me sound weird again, don’t it?”

“Pretty much.”

They laughed, and James waved as Owen disappeared into a dark that was beginning to lose its battle against the light of the oncoming morning. James stood where he had been kidnapped, and felt his neck and face, sore from the sack which had left rough indentations across his skin. 

Moving like a robot in need of oiling he dropped into his car and got out of there hoping the surprises were over, if not forever, then at least long enough for him to get a couple hours sleep. 

Reaching his block, he about managed to slide his car into two spaces after completely screwing up the manoeuvre. There was a brief consideration that he might move it, then he was trudging away. It was late—or early—and he was tired. Dead on his feet, which was only mildly better than being dead on his back. 

His door was locked and closed, and as he shoved the key in, he thought briefly of Harris’ door. How it had been left open. It was the only time he considered anything to do with the mystery, then the thought fluttered into the recesses of his mind. Too tired for remembering. Too tired for theorising. Hopefully too tired for even the nightmares. 

He turned the key, and it was as stiff and unmanageable as ever. The door swung back with a squeal that suggested it was not enjoying the motion. 

James stepped in, flicked on the light, looked around, and flicked the light off again. He took a step back into the hall and swung the door closed, withdrawing his key. Pressing his forehead against the wood he gave a low moan. Considered walking away but he needed to sleep. So badly needed to sleep. 

He turned the key—stiff, unmanageable—and swung the door open again. Turned the light on. Resisted the urge to flick it off once more.

Trying to look on the bright side, he reminded himself things could be worse. There was no one waiting for him. Living or dead. 

On the downside, the flat had been torn apart in a hasty and uncaring search. The cushions had been thrown from the sofa and ripped apart. The TV had been smashed on the floor, leaving shards everywhere. The fridge and freezer doors were open, and the sides were littered with plates and bowls - mostly in pieces. The rug had been pulled back and the curtains torn down. Someone had scratched deep lines into the window. It looked like a vandalism job.

James guessed that was not the case. 

Ignoring the wreckage and leaving the door open he rushed into his bedroom, almost tripping over the sheets that had been thrown off his bed and going straight for the mattress.

It was askew, and he didn’t need to kick it aside to know what had happened but did anyway. 

Like the safe in Harris’ office, the space between the slats of James’ bed frame was bare. 

The bag of money, stolen by Harris and claimed by James, was gone. 




















13




The clock on his phone flicked to 04:00. From the window, he could see the first hints of morning light creeping on the unsuspecting city. James was bone tired but did not feel like sleeping.

Didn’t matter. He had to put his head down for at least a couple of hours. Put to one side the worries of whether the flat raiders would return. The state his brain was in, he couldn’t think—couldn’t theorise. Not that he was ever much good at it. If he didn’t get some sleep, he’d be as much use as a sack of sand in unravelling the mystery of Harris’ murder. 

He locked his door and, noting they had not needed to kick it in, blocked it with a chair. A poor deterrent against a determined attacker, but it would at least provide a modicum of warning of James’ impending doom.  

The bedroom was in ruins, but he managed to construct something of a nest from the torn sheets and broken frame. At least they had left his charger intact. Plugging in his phone, he set his alarm for nine am, crawled into the ruins of his duvet, and closed his eyes.

A horrible, sleep splitting screech ripped through the air, yanking James from his slumber. 

Battling confusion he sent his hand for the noise, knocking his bedside lamp off the table before getting hold of his phone and remembering the alarm. Dismissing it, he noted his fear of being unable to sleep had been unfounded. No doubt exhaustion and painkillers had trumped anxiety and confusion in those stakes. 

Grogginess was the overpowering feeling, more than pain, misery or hope. He could have stuffed his face into his pillow and slept another 48 hours but forced himself to rise. Soon, Jane would call wanting an update, of that he had no doubt, and what would he tell her? That her father was still the main suspect in the murder of her son? That said son had been pressuring girls into sleeping with him and filming it? That her business partner may have stolen these sex tapes and thus a list of alternative suspects James might want to examine? That he might even be the killer? None of it was likely to please her. Especially given the framing of his lack of concrete answers. 

In the living room, he discovered the magical cleaning fairies had not materialised last night to put his bombshell flat back together. It remained in tattered ruins. A painful reminder that someone had invaded his only private space. Stripping away any sense of safety he might have possessed. It was this, rather than the lost cash that upset him most. Kidnapped outside work. Home ransacked. He was not sure he had ever been in more danger.

Unable to get comfortable in the flat, and having no desire to tidy, he walked out, leaving it in the same state he had found it the previous night, plus one semi-made bed. Out into the warm morning, he circled the block aimlessly, allowing the fresh air to work away the grog, clearing his mind, facilitating his cognitive functions. 

While chilling in the back of the boot, he had guessed his captors had been sent by Davis, and Davis was still his prime suspect. Though the men had been incompetent. They should have tied his legs or kept closer watch. When he fled, there had been no attempt to recapture him. They’d jumped in their car, and high tailed it out of there. 

Hardly screamed professionalism, did it? Had those same men come for Michael and, if they had, how had they succeeded in killing him?

Maybe not Davis, then?

Reaching the back of the building James saw a man and woman standing by the fire exit, smoking. He raised a hand, and they raised one back, then he quickened his step and swept by, searching for another face to place in the kidnapping frame.

Whether Davis or not, it had to be the killer. James could see no one else who would want to kidnap him. If this was the case, and it wasn’t Davis, it meant whoever the killer was, had allies. It also meant they were afraid James was going to learn their identity, meaning they had more faith in his abilities than he did.

Unable to find any suspects for the kidnapping beyond Davis, he returned to his car. Gripping the steering wheel, he thought of his flat. Ransacked on the same day he had been kidnapped. Could have been the same person. A narrative—Davis has someone turn over James’ flat to reclaim his money. This done, he has James kidnapped to A) punish him for the perceived crime of murdering Harris or B) stop him discovering Davis is the murderer.

They had a key, though. That was important. This could have been acquired from the estate agent, but he doubted it. More likely his key had been used, and this narrowed down the suspects. 

After his conversation with Jane, he had walked out of his flat, locked up, and had not looked in his bag until he had unlocked his door almost 24 hours later. In that time, he had seen a number of people, but he could narrow it down further. It had to be someone who could have taken the key and returned it without him noticing. This ruled out people like Megan, Davis, and Nina, none of whom had left his sight while he had been with them. That meant it had to be either Owen—who had sat with him a few hours while he was unconscious in hospital—or someone who worked at the bar who could have snuck off, taken his key from the staff room and returned it before the end of his shift.

He could rule out Owen, who the doctor had told him had not left his bedside, barring toilet trips, while he was unconscious. His fellow bartenders were also unlikely. All had disappeared on breaks throughout the evening, but had any of them been gone long enough? He doubted it. 

Far as he could see, there was only one person who had left the bar for a considerable amount of time. Enough time to take James’ key, get to his flat, search for and take the money, and bring the key back without being noticed.

Tahir.

There was no motive James could see beyond pure greed, but what was wrong with that? Jane had spoken to Tahir, so he knew about the money. It was a stupid risk, but the cash may have blinded him.

With a groan, James smacked his head against the steering wheel. Too many options. An endless whirlwind of them and nothing seemed to bring him any closer to the truth. Plus, there was more to consider. Slipping a folded slip of paper from his pocket he looked at the two names and numbers written there. What did Andros and Ollie have to do with this?

He began typing Ollie’s number into the phone then stopped. Before he rang, he needed to learn more about them, if he could. When he was back before a PC, he would search them on Facebook and Google. See what he could find. But for now—

Proactivity was key. Had to be better than sitting in his car cramping up, anyway.

Grabbing his phone, he reopened the PDF Jane had sent him and found her bar manager’s address. He started the car, then hesitated.

If Tahir had stolen the cash out of greed, it made him unlikely to be the kidnapper, but not impossible. Wanting the money and wanting James out of the way were not mutually exclusive. If he was the killer, or the girl he was trying to protect was, he could have wanted James out of the way, had he decided James would not back off. The cash would be an added bonus, compensation for his troubles.

A chill ran down his spine as he realised Tahir could have been the man who had attacked him the night of the murder. Closing his eyes, he drew an up image of Mr Tea Towel. Tried to picture the hands but couldn’t. He had nothing that matched Tahir except height and build. Both men were broad and tall.

It wasn’t enough to condemn Tahir, but it was enough to convince James he needed some form of security. An odds shortener of Tahir torturing and murdering him. Unfortunately, the only person James felt close to was Megan, and no way was he getting her involved…

Or was she?

He stared at the screen of the phone, thinking about the guy he had met last night. The guy who had saved his life. It was weird, and probably wouldn’t bear fruit but it couldn’t hurt to ask, could it?

He selected the number, put the phone to his ear. Owen answered on the third ring. 

“Hey, it’s James. You mentioned something about excitement...”




For some reason, James had expected Tahir to be rich, but then, he supposed a bar manager would hardly be rolling in money. This was evidenced from his rather modest terraced home situated halfway down a wide street of similarly nondescript terrace houses, and perhaps offered motive for Tahir to break into a house in which he knew was stored a large bag of cash.

It was not as small as James’ home had been, growing up—he guessed this was three-bed—but it was a long way from the grandiose six-bed owned by Davis, or even Jane’s four-bed townhouse.

Supposedly, the road was two-lane, but the funnel created by cars parked either side left James less than an inch leeway beyond either wing mirror. Wincing every time he almost kissed another vehicle with his, he went for a space about big enough and spent the next ten minutes manoeuvring into it. Stepping out, he saw Owen emerging from a car a little further down the street, and they met in the middle, exchanging handshakes and nervous smiles. 

“Sorry,” James said, not for the first time. He felt guilty dragging Owen, a guy he barely knew, on what was essentially guard duty. Especially when he had implied excitement.

“No sorry needed. I hit you with my car. That’s a bond that lasts a lifetime.” He looked at the row of houses ahead. “So, what, you need me to sit out here and run in, bat aloft if I hear screaming?”

James glanced at Owen’s hands, then his car.

“Do you have a bat?”

“No.”

“Okay, good. I don’t want you to come rushing in at any point. If there were to be screaming, you would call the police. Or if I’m not out in ten minutes, unless I text you.”

He felt weird saying it, and Owen’s look registered the sheer oddness of what James was asking. Once again, James felt the urge to apologise but bit his tongue. 

“Is there likely to be screaming?” Owen asked. 

James looked at number 83. Shook his head. 

“Almost certainly not.”

“Wow. You’re actually not sure. What a cool life.”

“It really isn’t.”

Owen shrugged in a way that suggested he didn’t believe that but didn’t ask further questions, for which James was thankful. What he did was request a promise. 

“You get out of this alive, I want to know what’s going on. The whole story. Got it?”

“Sounds fair.”

Owen studied James, looking for telltale signs of lying. Satisfied, he returned to his car and slipped into the driver's seat, while James practised his brave face in the mirror of his phone screen and approached Tahir’s front door, knocking, and rehearsing his opening line until the door swung open. 

“Hello?”

It was not Tahir unless Tahir had transformed overnight from a tall, broad-shouldered Asian man to a pint-sized, lithe, white woman. Maybe he could have, but this woman sported a welcoming smile, and there was no way Tahir could have imitated such warmth, shapeshifter or not. 

“Hi,” James said. “My name’s James Perry, I know Tahir from the bar, and I was wondering if I could speak with him.”

The warmth vanished as though cast away by a spell. The eyes, a pretty sky blue, darkened, and all interest in welcoming the stranger disappeared. 

“Tahir doesn’t live here anymore.”

“Oh,” James was going to tell her the address in his PDF said Tahir very much did live here but decided it was more likely the PDF was out of date than this woman didn’t know who was living with her.

“Do you know where he lives now?” James tried instead. 

“Yes.”

It took James too long to realise she wasn’t going to follow this with anything.

“Could you tell me?”

She did.

“Thank you,” he said. “Sorry to have disturbed you this morning.”

He started towards the car. 

“You won’t find him there though.”

He swivelled on the path and found, this distance from the door, the rising sun slid down the slanting tiled room and cascaded onto his face. Shielding his eyes, he stepped forward. 

“Oh?”

“Yeah, there’s that fair in town. Over on Moorely Green. He’s taken our boy this morning. Before it gets busy. No doubt he’ll stuff him full of sweets and return him unmanageably hyper.”

“Your boy…”

It took too long to click. Tahir and family hadn’t been displaced by this woman. This woman had been Tahir’s partner, the mother of his child. When he departed, it had been with her boot on his back.

Shame hit James as he realised, if this woman had been Asian, he would have been more likely to guess she was Tahir’s partner or ex-partner when she said Tahir no longer lived here. This knocked him long enough that the woman at the door was saying goodbye. 

“Wait,” he said, knowing this was an opportunity he could not miss. “Could we talk?”

“About what?”

James hesitated, devising a hasty game plan. 

“Do you know Harris?”

Her eyes softened at the mention of her ex-partner’s ex-employee. Her hand gripped the door a little tighter, and she looked at James with new curiosity.

“Of course. Why?”

“I was the one who found him at the bar. Night before last,” he paused, resisting the urge to be delicate. “After I left Harris’ office, I was attacked. I have reason to believe the attacker was your husband.”

‘Reason to believe’. He couldn’t believe he had said it. Like a cop on telly. Or did they say that in real life? Also, he had overplayed how likely he believed it to be that Tahir was the attacker. That was necessary, though. Add a bit of jeopardy, increase the chances of getting some answers.

The woman stared at him a long time. Trying, no doubt, to decide if James was on the level, or crazy. If she could slam the door or had to take what he was saying seriously. James’ instinct was to combat her hesitance with more talking, but he knew as long as she thought he had a chance. Say the wrong thing now, that chance could vanish fast as Houdini.  

She stepped back from the door. 

“I think you’d better come in.”

She led him into a small but cosy living room with a couple of heavily padded sofas, a coffee table, and a TV in need of replacing. James saw DVDs in a rack, all children’s. Disney films from his youth and more recent ones he didn’t recognise. 

“Sit.”

James did, and expected her to do the same, but no. Standing above him his host folded her arms and stared down with impressive, imposing might. 

“Is this a threat?” she asked, no beating around the bush. 

“What?”

“Have you come here to threaten Tahir? Or blackmail him? Because we’re separated but I have my son to think about, and what hurts Tahir, hurts my little boy. Understand this. There is no chance I will let anything hurt my boy.”

“No threat,” James said, holding up his hands in what he hoped was a threat-free manner. “No blackmail. Jane wants me to find her son’s killer, but I’m nervous about taking anything to her unless I’m sure. I know as soon as she finds out she’ll—“

He cut himself off but needed say no more anyway. Tahir’s ex was nodding. She knew Jane and knew exactly what James was going to say.

“What makes you think it was my husband?” she said. “You obviously didn’t see him, but there must be something?”

He hesitated. Truth was, he wasn’t sure it was Tahir, but it did fit. It was enough to take to Jane, and that made it worth pursuing.

“The attacker was Tahir’s height and build,” James said. “And I know he’s had problems with Harris recently. He confessed to removing something from Harris’ safe.”

This was not true, and in any case, it didn’t look to be enough for Tahir’s ex-partner. 

“Tenuous,” she snorted. “If you have nothing more than that—“

“He was angry,” James said. “He’d found out Harris was filming himself sleeping with girls, without their knowledge. He’d removed the cameras, but he wanted to get hold of any physical copies Harris had made—“ now an idea came to James. A chain of events he had not considered. “On Friday night, he goes to get them. It’s late. The bar is closed, and he expects it to be empty. Then Harris turns up—“

It made sense.

“You’re guessing.”

But she no longer looked convinced. Her skin had gone a little pale. James was on to something. 

“What’s your name?” he asked, and she gave him sharp eyes. 

“Emily.”

“Emily, I know you have no reason to trust me—“

“Oh let’s not bother with that. Coffee?”

“Sure. Black, please.”

She disappeared into the kitchen, leaving James alone to notify Owen via text all was fine. Would that have happened if he was with Tahir or another male? Could he add sexist as well as racist to his list of ever-increasing negative personality traits?

Now, he decided, was probably not the time to dwell.

Emily returned and placed two coffees down before taking the seat furthest from him. She crossed one leg over the other and did the same with her arms, giving him an intense, forceful stare. 

“How did Tahir know about these sex tapes?”

No messing. Straight to the point. That was better, James supposed.

“One of the girls Harris filmed told Tahir. My guess is it was someone who worked at the bar.”

James thought of the female bartenders, and his mind went straight to Megan. Not her. He shuddered, praying it was not her. That Friday night had not been round two. That he had not used the tape to bring her back. If he tried hard enough, he could almost believe it.

“You guess?”

“Tahir wouldn’t tell me. Promised he would protect her identity.”

Her eyes closed, her hand rising to cover them.

‘You should go.”

Her voice was quiet, laced with worry. Eyes flicking open, she began to stand, but James held up a hand.

“Emily, a young man is dead.”

“No more than he deserved, I’m sure.”

She had meant it to be cold but lost control of her voice as her composure slipped away.

“Maybe,” James confessed, not sure if he could believe it. “But if Tahir is involved then—“

“Then what? You think he was protecting this girl. You think he lashed out and killed Harris while trying to steal these tapes? So what? You can’t sit here and say I have to tell you the truth because he might kill again. This wasn’t that kind of killing.”

She was right, which left him in an awkward position. He couldn’t play on the guilt that might come from a follow-up murder, because the evidence suggested there wouldn’t be one. That was if Tahir was the killer, and James wasn’t sure, so how could Emily be?

Drinking his coffee to buy time, he considered. Analysed Emily, looking into her eyes and trying to see the thoughts behind them. Slowly, he began to piece together another route towards the answers he needed.

“I know why you’re afraid,” he said. 

“I’m not afraid.” But there was no conviction, so James pressed on.

“You think if you tell me the truth I’ll take it to Jane, and Jane might kill your husband. You kicked him out, and maybe you hate him, but I bet your son loves him, and you don’t want your boy to grow up without a dad. I spent the first few years of my life without my dad, the next few without my mum. I would never want that for my child, so I understand. I do.”

She waited. Having listened to the setup, she was interested to hear the offer. That was important.

“If you tell me what you know,” he said. “I will speak to Tahir, and try to work things out. Until I have, I will keep what I know to myself and, once I have the truth, I will go to the police. If it turns out Tahir is guilty, he will go to prison. I know that isn’t what you want, but if he’s guilty, he deserves to and, well, it’s better than the alternative, isn’t it?”

He thought of his own father. Knew it wasn’t always better, but kept quiet. Emily was thinking, then smiling a little. She leaned in. 

“Well?”

That confused him.

“Well what?”

“That’s only half of it. You’ve given me the carrot, such that it is, now show me the stick. Deliver your threat.”

James didn’t speak. His instinct was to deny the presence of a threat, but that was as pointless as it was insulting. The threat had been there, implied. Emily wanted it spelt out, so they could all be clear on the situation. Still, James hesitated, forcing Emily to continue.

“Okay, I’ll do it. If I tell you what you want to know, you’ll keep your mouth shut till you know everything, then you’ll go to the police. If I don’t, you’ll take what you know, and go to Jane. Let her deal with it. That’s about right, isn’t it?”

The guilt was intense, and he couldn’t disagree with Emily’s next comment. 

“You’re a piece of shit.”

James went to his coffee again, but buying more time was not the answer. Owning the situation? Yeah, that sounded a better idea.

“You’re probably right,” he said. “Definitely right. I said I wasn’t threatening Tahir, but I am threatening you. I will take what I know to Jane because I need to find Harris’ killer. There is no conclusive evidence to say Tahir did it, so why don’t you tell me what you know, and let me try work it out?”

Emily went for her drink, muttering “piece of shit,” again as she did. Trying not to let self-hatred consume him, James waited. Sure he had her.

“Ask your questions then,” she said, replacing her cup. “I’ll tell you what I know because I don’t have much fucking choice, but believe me, you take what I tell you and run straight to Jane, I’ll kill you myself.”

“I won’t. I promise.”

“Your promises mean nothing. Ask your fucking questions.”

He considered how best to approach the situation. Remembered her reaction to learning of a girl going to Tahir with her problems. 

“Why did you split?

“Like you don’t know,” she hissed but went on when James didn’t reply. “He was fucking someone else. At least one someone. Who knows? You know what men are like. Has dick will shag. Doesn’t matter you have a loving wife and kid at home. Doesn’t come into it when some slut runs a hand up your thigh or flashes her tits.”

This was not the first time in the last year James had heard the accusation against menkind, and he tried not to be offended by the generalisation. Of course, he had cheated on Nina not so long ago, but his mother had been a cheat, and Megan had cheated on her ex with him, so neither side was blameless. 

“Who was he cheating with?”

“Funnily enough, he didn’t say,” Emily said. “Knew I’d scratch their eyes out if I found them. Someone close though. Bar staff would be my guess.”

Megan’s smile came to mind. He pushed it away. Tried to focus on the fundamentals of the case. Tried to imagine a young, faceless girl learning a man she was pressured into sleeping with had a sex tape of her. She’s frightened, she’s devastated. She needs to tell someone but who? Not the kind of information you can spill to anyone. But someone you trusted—Someone you suspected you were falling in love with…

“If Tahir learned the girl he’d been sleeping with had been forced into sex by Harris,” he mused, “and that Harris had a tape, that might make him pretty angry.”

He glanced at Emily, but she had her head bowed. She looked afraid.

“There’s something else,” he said, and still she didn’t look. The defiance had dripped away, like water through a paper cup. She seemed afraid.

“Hard to switch off the love, isn’t it?” he said.

“Don’t patronise me,” she said, a little defiance creeping back.

“I don’t want to sound like I’m threatening you again,” he said. “This is just a fact. If I don’t find the truth, Jane will start looking into it, and she will find what I have. If you want Tahir in handcuffs, rather than somewhere nastier—if he’s guilty—you have to tell the truth.”

She stared out the window, at the telly, into her cup. Anywhere but him. Agonising over the decision she had to make. Eventually, she looked to him, real terror in her eyes. 

“Promise me you’ll only go to the police.”

He didn’t mention she had described his promises as worthless. He promised. 

“Friday morning, I got a call,” a deep breath. “It was Harris.”

James leaned in. Barely able to breathe.

“What did he say.”

“He didn’t know Tahir had moved out. Wanted to talk to him. I said Tahir wasn’t in and asked him what this was about. He paused for a long time. I could hear him breathing. Could almost hear him thinking. Then he said ‘tell Tahir she’s lying.’” She paused, closed her eyes. 

“’Tell Tahir she’s lying. And tell him I’m looking for him. We need to speak as soon as possible.’”
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James was out the door, playing it through.

While Harris is in his second year of university, his mother is sent to prison, leading to him dropping out. He comes home changed. Cuts himself off from his family and friends. Throws himself into work and only socialises with Michael. Warped by experience, he becomes obsessed with girls, one by one, pursues them, pressures them into sleeping with him, and films them. He uses the videos to taunt them, forcing them to sleep with him again, warning them to stay quiet. Things trundle along.

It doesn’t last forever. Michael is being pursued by the police, who want him to inform on the Chappell family, as he has in the past. He resists but people see him with a cop. The walls begin to close. Panicked, he goes to Harris, begging his friend for help. Harris either tries to help and doesn’t succeed or doesn’t try out of spite and regrets it later. Either way the grandfather kills the best friend and Harris is heartbroken, furious, and responds by robbing the killer.

Perhaps Davis would have retaliated, but Harris is running into trouble. Juggling too many girls, one of whom is also sleeping with Tahir. She runs to him, spills the truth, infuriating Tahir. When Harris finds out, he tries to get hold of Tahir, but can’t. Tahir has disconnected his cameras but wants the evidence, thinks that must be in the safe at the club.

Harris has failed to find Tahir, so tries to take his mind off things by convincing Megan to go on a date with him. They arrive at the bar but Tahir is here, and Harris finds him waiting in Harris’ office while Megan runs. There is an argument. A fight. Tahir has brought a knife as a precaution or Harris keeps one in the room. Either way, Tahir gets hold of it, puts Harris on the pointy end, more than once.

Panicked, Tahir tries to flee, but James has arrived. They have their own fight on the mezzanine, but Tahir is no killer. He harms James without taking his life. Once he has fled, James goes to Harris’ flat and finds the bag of money. When he comes out, he sees a man Davis had sent to collect said money, having discovered Harris had taken it. This makes him suspicious and, believing James to be guilty, he has him kidnapped, hoping to get a confession and make James suffer. At the same time, he has someone break into James’ flat with a lock picker to reclaim his money.

It all seemed to fit, though there were loose ends. Perhaps James could write off the names—Ollie and Andros—Harris had hidden away as irrelevant, but why had Harris’ door been open when he arrived? Could he have left it open? It seemed convenient, but it was the only major sticking point in the theory, so far as James could see.

“James, you alright?”

Owen was sliding from his car, running over. James wasn’t alright. He needed to talk to Tahir. To try uncover the truth as there was another option lingering. One that would not dissipate.

What if Megan had run crying to Tahir? What if she had begged for his help and he had said he would do so—if she could get Harris to the bar on Friday night.

“I gotta go,” he said. “You head home. I’ll see you later.”

“Not a chance,” Owen said, following him down the road to James’ car. “I came for excitement, and I want to see this through, don’t try get rid of me. I’m in it now.”

That was James’ worry, but he had no time to stand around arguing

“Fine. Take your car. Follow me.”

He jogged to his car, slid his phone from his pocket and almost dropped it as it buzzed, Jane’s name popping on screen. 

Knowing she wanted an update, and he would have to lie, was a powerful motivator not to answer. Somehow, though, that seemed even more dangerous.

“Jane, hi.”

She was indeed looking for an update, and James tried to keep his voice straight and calm as he reported his findings at the bar. Leaving out anything relating to Tahir and her son’s amateur filmmaking, focusing on the two names he had found in Harris’ mousemat followed by his kidnapping and the ransacking of his flat.

“Sounds traumatic.” Her voice was flat, lacking trust. 

“Yeah. I’m sorry about the money.”

“I don’t care about the money.”

A long pause. 

“James?”

“Yes.”

“You’re not hiding anything from me, are you?”

Another pause. Not so long as the last, but too long. James felt his voice catch as he tried to speak. 

“James?”

“I might have a lead.”

“Do tell.”

“Not yet.”

“Excuse me?”

James’ hands were wet on the steering wheel. Sweat matted his hair. He wanted to breathe deep, but it would be too audible down the phone. 

“I should have a report for you this afternoon.”

“Is that right?”

“Yes.”

“And until then you plan to keep things from me.”

“It’s not like that.”

“Oh well, that’s wonderful to hear.”

The car felt oppressive. He wanted to jump out the door and suck in air but forced himself to stay, to only take small, hopefully, non-audible breaths.

“Jane, give me two hours, and I will have an update for you. I promise.”

She made him wait a long time for an answer. 

“I don’t like this.”

“I know,” he said. “I’m sorry.”

“You’ll phone me in two hours, or I’ll come find you. Okay?”

“Okay. Thank—“

But she was gone, and James was on the clock.




James didn’t like fairs. Too loud. Too bright. Too many people rattling around, knocking into each other like the bumper cars they so enjoyed. Stupid arcade-like stalls, all fixed, and cloud shaped candy floss ready to flood the mind with paralysing quantities of sugar.

What was the point?

Owen stared at the flashing lights with the same derision James felt, though he was willing to be won over.

“They serve booze here?”

“Don’t know,” he looked at his phone. “Probably not before ten thirty am.”

Owen sighed. James tried a smile. 

“You can still leave if you like.”

“Nah, let’s do this.”

Emily said Tahir had brought their son to the fair early because he wanted to beat the rush. Maybe he had, but it was still plenty busy with running kids, packs of teenagers, loved-up couples, and beleaguered parents. All of whom were apparently happy to pay six quid to get in, not to mention the amount they’d shell out at the various stalls and stands along the way. 

James stepped past the ticket gates and stared at a ride spinning at frightening speeds. Which had a higher mortality rate, he wondered—creaking fairground rides or confronting murderers? It had to be close.

No turning back, though. He remembered why he was doing this. Who he was trying to protect. If it turned out Megan was involved… well, he didn’t know what he’d do. Cross that bridge when you come to it, he thought. Best case scenario, he confronted Tahir who burst into tears, confessing all. The police would come, and lock him up. Jane would be annoyed she hadn’t the chance to exact her revenge, but she would accept it, and they would move on with their lives. 

Wishful thinking, maybe, but he was holding onto it.

Stepping across dry, yellowing grass, James examined faces at random, realising for the first time he didn’t have a plan. Owen seemed to be on his wavelength. 

“How we going to find this guy?”

“I don’t know. We’ll have to walk around until we spot him, I guess.”

“Genius. You have a degree right? That kind of plan can only come from higher education.”

James smirked and started through the crowds, looking this way and that for Tahir, wondering if he was wasting his time while Owen followed close behind. 

“Quick question.”

“Yes?”

“What does Tahir look like?”

Ah. James stopped. Had Owen seen him at the bar? He didn’t often venture from his office, so there was no guarantee. 

“He’s Asian,” James said. “Tall. Broad shoulders.” He stopped, trying to think of what else there was. 

“Brilliant. Very specific.”

“I’m no good at describing people.”

“Fine fine. Tall, broad, Asian man. Hey, at least we’re not at a Bangladeshi gym convention.”

“Every cloud.”

The tents and rides jutting from the ground past the height of the nearest trees made it difficult to tell how much land the fair consumed, but James had been to the park and couldn’t remember it being so big. It was the corridors of stalls, winding this way and that. Seemingly shifting and changing even as they were passed. After half an hour James was sure they must have circled the whole place at least once, but it was impossible to tell.

“Tall broad Asian man,” Owen shouted, pointing. A few people looked, but James didn’t give them a glance. This was the third time Owen had pointed and yelled, but the first time the man in his crosshairs was Tahir.

“That’s him.”

They jogged through the throngs of people towards a candy floss stand where a small, smiling boy of six or seven was staring at the purple swirl recently handed to him. The light in his eyes suggested he had uncovered a stash of diamonds, rather than a bundle of sugar that would soon make him ill. 

“Tahir?”

Father looked from son at the sound of his name, and James worried he might bolt. But why? He was here with his child, and it wasn’t like James was the police come to arrest him. Still, he cast an angry glare to the newcomers while the boy turned with big confused eyes from his father to James and Owen. 

“What do you want?” Tahir snapped as they drew close. Owen took that one. 

“We’re wondering if you’ve located a bar. I’ve not seen a drop of booze so far, and I know it’s early, but I had a stressful night.”

Tahir gave James an angry glare, as though he was responsible for everything Owen said, then turned to the man he did not yet have the pleasure of knowing.

“I don’t drink.”

“Oh, right. For religious reasons or…”

“Personal.”

“Oh good, so I can tell you it’s stupid. You should drink. Drinking is awesome. What about your son?”

Tahir’s eyes returned to James, now blaming him for Owen’s existence. Before a fight could break out, James intervened. 

“We need to talk. Me and you I mean, not Owen.”

“Rude.”

“I am here with my son,” Tahir said. “We can talk another time.”

He began to turn, firm hand on his confused son’s shoulder. James didn’t want to scare the boy. Didn’t want to see an innocent kid upset, but he couldn’t let Tahir walk away. 

“You don’t have to talk to me,” James said.

“Fine by me.” Still walking away.

“Okay,” he said. “Jane it is.”

That stopped him. His shoulders tightened. As did his grip from the gasp his son gave. Tahir apologised to the boy, ruffled his hair, then turned, eyes blazing.

“What is that supposed to mean?”

James paused. He looked to the boy, hesitated.

“I’ve no time for this,” and again he was turning. There was no choice. 

“I’ve spoken to Emily.”

Another furious pirouette, but this time he could think of nothing to say.

“This is about Harris,” James said. “And a girl you were a little more familiar with than you should have been. I promised your ex I wouldn’t let anything happen to you. That means keeping Jane out of this, but I can’t do that if you won’t talk to me. It’s up to you.”

Tahir put his hand on his son’s shoulder, gentler this time, though anger still raged across his features. He wanted to tell James where to go, but James had left him with little choice.

“Okay,” he said, forcing the word out. “I need to get my boy looked after.”

“Owen can stay with him,” James said. They had discussed this ahead of time, but Tahir wasn’t having it. 

“I don’t think so.” He went onto his haunches and tried to smile at his son. “How would you like to hang out with Jimmy for a bit?”

“Where are you going?” said the boy, looking to James. Afraid and upset to be losing his father. Not understanding why. 

“I need to sort something for work. I won’t be long. I promise. Okay?”

The boy looked unconvinced but nodded. Bending to his father’s will. Tahir stood, taking the boy’s hand. 

“I’m going to find some friends to look after him. You’ll wait here if you want to talk to me. I don’t know how long I’ll be.”

He didn’t wait to be told this was okay, just departed with his kid in tow. James watched them disappear into the throng, then turned to Owen who looked concerned. 

“What if he doesn’t come back?”

“He will.”

“You ever going to tell me what this is about?”

“Right after this, if you want.”

“Is it an international conspiracy involving rogue governments, an evil genius looking to start World War III and Jack Reacher?”

“Not exactly.”

“Nah, not interested then.”

James smiled, watching the children roll by and the Ferris wheel performing its slow loop across the other side of the fair. 

“Go find your beer,” he said.

“You don’t need back up?”

James wasn’t sure but shook his head. 

“I’ll be fine.”

Owen clapped him on the back, followed James’ gaze to the Ferris wheel, nodded as if he understood the secret message it was imparting. 

“Want a pint?”

“I’d love one.”

James tried to stand out the way of both the passing crowds and the angry man throwing hoops at a nailed down bottle at the nearest stall. He thought about the kidnapping, and when Davis would come for him again. He tried to picture Tahir stabbing Harris. All the dead he had seen cartwheeled through his mind, and he swayed a little in the breeze at the sight of them.

How soon could this be over?

A hand fell on his shoulder, and he jumped. He had been watching the route down which Tahir had left, but in finding friends, the bar manager must have doubled back and approached James from behind. When James turned he saw Tahir very close. Like a hand model scout, his eyes flicked first to Tahir’s fists.

“It’s fine,” said Tahir, twisting his wrists, opening his fists, showing empty palms. “I’m not going to kill you. Though it’d make me feel better to hurt you, given you went to see my wife. Get your rocks off pushing her around, did you?”

“Given you’re married, I’m guessing you know she’s not easily bullied.”

Tahir looked at him, nodded, conceding the point. 

“Come on. Let’s walk.”

They started off the way Tahir had taken his son, walking side by side, weaving in and out of the people and talking over the heads of unending hordes of children. 

“So, what did my wife tell you?”

James saw no reason to dally around the point.

“That you were cheating on her. That you wouldn’t say with who but she suspected it was bar staff.”

“Right,” said Tahir. “And you think this has something to do with Harris?”

“Well, I was thinking about what you told me yesterday—“

“Ahh,” Tahir clicked his fingers, piecing it together without giving James the satisfaction of explaining. “So you think the girl I was having an affair with is the same girl who came to me and warned me about his dastardly ways. You think, in a fit of jealous rage, I attacked and killed him. That about the size of it?”

“You missed the bit where you attacked me on the mezzanine, but other than that, yeah.”

“I’m confused,” he said, at least sounding as though he meant it. “Don’t get me wrong, it’s a compelling narrative. You might even be able to sell it to Jane. But I don’t get it.”

“Sure you do,” James said, stopping to let a bawling five-year-old barrel pass at ninety miles an hour, followed several seconds later by her harassed father. “You were there when you did it.”

“You’ve got this all wrong.”

James looked at Tahir’s feet, seeing the boots and smiling. 

“They’re nice,” he said, pointing. “I lift this top up, I reckon they’d fit neatly into the indent left when you kicked me in the chest.”

“Don’t be so ridiculous.”

“I’m not being ridiculous. Jacket’s nice too, though it’s too hot for one this morning as it was the night you attacked. You must have worked up a sweat during the fight.”

Tahir’s face darkened with frustration.

“I told you. You’ve got this wrong.”

“So tell me your side.”

“I’ve told you everything I’m going to tell you, and that’s the point. I knew how it would make me look, but I told you anyway. Why not lie?”

A decent argument. One that might have winded James’ theory had he not already considered it.

“Jane warned you I’d be asking questions,” James said. “Had time to think. I reckon you thought I’d find out what Harris was up to before long, and wanted to get ahead of it. If you lied to me, then I found out what you knew, looks extra guilty, but if you’ve come clean…”

“You flatter me,” Tahir said, rolling his eyes. “But I’m not that intelligent.”

“Maybe,” James said, searching for another angle. A way to knock Tahir off balance. “You know he phoned Emily, the morning he died?”

“Yes,” he said, clenching his fists, pissed at how much Emily had revealed. “She told me. He said the girl was lying and he wanted to meet me. He rang my mobile, too.”

“What did he say?”

“Same thing.”

“And what did you do?”

“I said if he wanted to meet me, he could see me at Jane’s homecoming. He said he wasn’t going and was busy that evening. We agreed to meet the following morning but, as you know, he was unable to make it.”

“Because you killed him first?”

Tahir stopped so suddenly a large woman piled straight into him, almost knocking him to the ground. 

“Watch it.”

Tahir ignored her. He was staring at James, who had stopped a few feet ahead. His fists were still clenched by his side, but James didn’t see him attacking.

“You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Yeah. You said that.”

They continued in silence. Turning at yet another candy floss stand, James saw a mass of black approach. Teenagers in ripped jeans and heavy metal t-shirts. Many of them wearing grubby hoodies that were as appropriate on this sunny day as wellies and an umbrella. James plunged towards the black, playing it out.

“It was you that night. The one who attacked me. Don’t deny it.”

He looked poignantly at the clothes again. This was guesswork, the jacket and shoes were pretty nondescript. More telling was Tahir’s look of resignation.

“But you say you didn’t kill him?”

“I didn’t kill him. I told you I wanted to make sure he’d stop pressuring girls into sex and filming them, but I’d never have killed him. Wouldn’t even have beat him up. I’m not stupid. I know what Jane would do to me.”

“Did you find his sex videos?”

“I found the code to his safe and broke in. He had this little device in there. Screen on the front. Cameras sent their footage straight to it. I took it, and also nabbed his computer, but he probably had more in the cloud. I would have tried to get him to delete that, but I didn’t get the chance.”

James considered this. 

“Do you still have the tapes?”

“You what?”

“Don’t give me that look. I don’t want to watch them, get my rocks off. I’m thinking if you didn’t do it—and I’m not saying I believe that—the tape would offer a list of suspects.”

“I’ll take a look,” he said, “let you know. Then I’m going to destroy it.”

“And I’m to trust you won’t keep anything from me.”

Tahir nodded, and James was prepared to argue but stopped. No use antagonising Tahir while he was being semi-compliant. Find another avenue, return to the videos later.

“So what were you doing at the bar? Given when you were there you must have seen the killer or helped them if you didn’t do it. Tell me, or I will call Jane and tell her everything I know. Let her work it out herself.”

Tahir clenched and unclenched his fists. He didn’t want to tell but neither did he want to face Jane with the truth of what he had done. Whatever that was.

“I already had the evidence and the computer. I’d disconnected the camera. I was planning to speak to Harris yesterday, which would have been tomorrow on Friday. The reason I was there. It had nothing to do with him.”

“So?” James pressed when Tahir seemed reluctant to go on.

“I got a text,” he said eventually. Paused. James didn’t push. “It was from Nina. She asked me to meet her at the bar. In my office. That’s why I was there.”

“What did she want?”

“She didn’t say, and I never found out. Before she showed, I heard Harris. He was talking to someone, and I listened, angry, thinking it might have been another one of his girls. I was ready to burst in but not until I was sure. I heard talking, then an argument then—

“It happened too fast. I heard someone flee so came out of my office, but they were already bolting down the stairs, and I didn’t give chase. I stepped into Harris’ office, and there he was, dead on the floor.”

“So, you called an ambulance?”

“No, I checked his pulse, and he was gone. Paramedics have a meagre success rate with the already dead. I was trying to decide what to do next when you arrived. I considered coming out and saying I had been working late, but I was afraid of the suspicions. There was no reason for me to be there at that time—I never had been before—and worse, I’d just found out about Harris and his sex tapes. If anyone knew that they would do what you did—jump to conclusions.”

Tahir met James’ eye. 

“I’m innocent.”

He looked honest enough, but didn’t they always? The mass of black hoods was almost upon them, and James considered.

“Why would Nina want to see you at your office, that late? This was after you’d already seen her at the party, right?”

“I don’t know, and I agree.”

“Did she talk to you about it there?”

“No.”

“Then why—“ It came to James. A flash of inspiration. “When did she text you?”

“Right after the party.”

“No,” James said.

“What do you mean?”

James would have answered, but the teens were upon them. The duo split, and James turned side on to get through the crowd, all of whom had their heads bowed, eyes averted from he had offended them. They bumped him side to side until he was free. 

He looked back and saw the tall figure of Tahir standing in the crowd. His eyes were wide, and they caught James’. His jacket whipped in the breeze and he looked down, seeing red spread across his T-shirt like an oil spill across the sea.

In slow motion, he slipped from his feet, disappearing into the crowd.

Someone shouted in shock. Then the screaming began. 

“Out of the way,” James shouted, running through. “Someone call an ambulance.”

Several people were already on their phones, calling the cops, the ambulance, local news, their mother, whoever. James barged through the teenagers and came to the fallen man, one hand on his stomach, staring at the sky. His eyes near James, but unable to focus. 

Going to his knees, James started babbling useless words such as “be” and “alright”. He reached for the pulse with one hand while clasping Tahir’s with the other, trying to help stem the bleeding. 

“Oh God, oh God.”

Tahir stared, but he was still, with nothing more to say. Somewhere nearby, sirens were already filling the air, but what was the point?

As Tahir had so aptly pointed out, paramedics have a meagre success rate with the already dead. 
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James had been in a few police interview rooms. Too many, in his opinion. They all looked the same. All felt the same. Bland, cold, uncomfortable. Everything was steel or some similar hard material. Padding, it seemed, was against the rules, even for the questioners for whom you’d think comfort would be something of a benefit.

Today’s investigative duo would have played well on a diversity poster, and had the classic good cop bad cop patter down to a tee. 

DCI Chris Lindelof had his gaze set permanently to glare, and had done all but spit in James’ face to show what he felt of the unfortunate man on the other end of his questioning.

DI Meredith Yang was kind-faced. She offered him a drink and had warned her partner to ease off a couple of times. It was well rehearsed. James wanted to suggest they take the show to the Edinburgh Fringe Festival, but wasn’t brave enough.

He had been assured he was not a suspect—however, Lindelof might be treating him. The group of teens had been questioned, and a couple of them had seen a hooded man bump into Tahir and run off. More still had seen James walk past and out of the crowd before the stabbing had happened. But knowing Tahir had been talking to James put him under intense scrutiny—his refusal to answer question serving to further irate these hard working officers. 

“Let me ask you again,” Lindelof said. “What exactly were you and Tahir talking about?”

There was something familiar about the broad, blonde Scandinavian cop, but James couldn’t place it. The eyes unsettled him. Made it hard to think. All part of the plan no doubt. He had not asked for a lawyer, not wanting to seem guilty, but that didn’t mean he was going to answer any questions. He knew his rights.

“It’s private.”

“I’m sure Tahir won’t mind.”

“That’s in poor taste, don’t you think, officer?”

Lindelof jabbed an angry finger towards James, but Yang reached up and took his arm, shaking her head. A warning. He glared then dropped the accusing digit. Yang leaned across the table, parental concern etched across her face.

“James, you have to understand our concern,” she said, her voice quiet and calm. “Two nights ago the assistant manager of Jane Chappell’s bar—who also happens to be her son—is murdered. We get called, but it feels like Jane is keeping things from us.”

“Nothing new there,” Lindelof muttered. Yang ignored him. 

“Now, the manager of that same bar is killed. We have no leads. Jane, we know, has plenty of enemies but we cannot think of anyone who might have done this.”

She waited. James tried to decipher what she was implying. Couldn’t.

“How does this involve me?”

“Good question,” said Lindelof. “See, from what we hear, you’ve only recently arrived on the scene. You’re dating Harris Chappell’s aunt. Fine, but now you’re going for walks with Tahir and doing your first ever shift at a bar—”

“They were a member of staff down.”

“Now who’s talking in poor taste?”

Yang took over. 

“My partner is right. You’ve had an action-packed couple of days. Your first shift at the bar, followed by a kidnapping and road accident. Several hours in the hospital. Then you appear at this fair, demanding to speak to Tahir, according to his son.”

“The boy was pretty scared of you,” Lindelof said. “Couldn’t tell us what you said, but he was sure his daddy didn’t want to talk with you. That’s why we have to ask, what have you got on Tahir?”

James shrugged. He didn’t like to think he had upset the kid, but supposed that would be the least of the boy’s worries. Was he back with Emily yet? James tried not to think of it. 

“Nothing. I wanted to talk to Tahir. He was happy to talk to me. Then he was murdered. What happened between bore no relevance to his murder, and I don’t want to reveal it.”

But he did want to think about it. 

Why had Tahir been killed? Who had killed him? He thought about Jane. How he had refused to give her the information she desired. But she had known he was hiding something. She hadn’t trusted him. Had she had him followed? Had she dealt with Tahir? Or had it been the killer? If one of the sex tape girls had killed Harris, might they have come after Tahir, fearing he had seen her flee? Possible.

“James.” It was Yang, her eyes stern, her tone calm, steady. “We have no reason to believe you are anything more than a man in the wrong place at the wrong time. I don’t just mean Tahir. Your involvement with the Chappell’s. They are dangerous, and Jane and Davis will use you if they feel they can get something from you. You should be careful.”

James leaned forward, feeling a little confidence. 

“I suppose you can protect me if I’m afraid?”

“Don’t take the mick,” Lindelof said, but Yang silenced him with a look. 

“You can be sarcastic, but I think you are scared. I think you know you’re involved in something you shouldn’t be. Lindelof and I have been looking into Davis and Jane a long time. We know what they’re like.”

That made something click. He stared at Lindelof, saw the cop’s blonde hair and stony face. His eyes must have widened as he realised because Lindelof looked a little disconcerted.

“What?” he said, his voice gruff and confused.

“It was you—“ James said, then stopped himself, realising. He turned to Yang. She was right, he was afraid, and now he wondered how much he could afford to give away. 

“You were involved when Jane was chucked in prison?” he said to both of them. “You worked on that case?”

Neither of them answered. They didn’t have to.

“I know what happened,” James said. It was his turn to point the accusing finger at Lindelof. “You got your informant killed.”

“You what?” Lindelof said, face reddening. Yang jumped before the situation could deteriorate.

“What do you mean?”

“Michael Fisher risked his life informing on Jane Chappell,” James said, feeling the anger build. “Three years wasn’t enough for you, though. You came back, tried to force him to testify again, put Davis away this time, I’d guess, but you fucked up. His sister saw you together, and I’m guessing she wasn’t the only one. The wrong person saw, and Michael ended up dead.”

“Michael Fisher is missing,” Lindelof spat, face growing redder and redder, but it was the eyes that gave him away. James knew what guilt looked like.

“Whatever you say,” he muttered.

With Lindelof set to explode, it was once more up to Yang to keep the peace.

“Please, James, we’re all on the same side.”

“That’s unfortunate,” he said with venom. “Not sure I want to be on the side of people who are so careless with the lives of others.”

 Yang gave an awkward cough.

“The Michael Fisher case is ongoing. Of course, I can’t discuss details—“

“It’s not ongoing,” James said, feeling a flush of anger. “It might be officially ongoing, but you’re not looking. You know what happened so stop wasting time denying it.”

“You want to watch your tongue, boy,” Lindelof said, but the threat remained unsubstantiated. Lindelof fell back, letting Yang take over.

“I know it might seem as though we are careless,” she said. “But it’s not true. We speak to lots of people we feel might be able to help in our investigations, and we always practice discretion where we feel it is necessary.”

She glanced at Lindelof, as though inviting him back into the conversation. He looked away, so she went on.

“The situation with the Chappell’s is particularly emotive because they are particularly bad people. We have been trying to see them behind bars for a long time—and I mean that in both senses. Unfortunately, they have people scared or paid off. If you’ve spoken to Jane, you will no doubt know, before we got her for three years, we almost had her father and her up on substantial sentences. I led the case that almost brought them down, but guess what? Evidence goes missing. Witnesses pull out. Suddenly, the case falls apart, because people are afraid. So more people go missing. More lives are ruined, and we end up in the same situations again and again, sitting in front of people like you. People who could help, but won’t because they’re afraid. How long will it be before that fear gets someone else killed?”

It was a powerful speech. Designed to make him feel guilty and that he did. Like so many before, he was propping up the Chappell’s. Letting them get away with murder. Literally. He was afraid, and getting the cops involved could put him in further danger. But he already suspected Davis of kidnapping him and knew the old man wanted him dead. How much more dangerous could his situation get?

His eyes slid to the darkest corners of the room, as though expecting to see Chappell men standing there, waiting for the slightest hint he would spill his guts before striking and, well, spilling his guts. Of course, there was no one, and it was time he put on a show of bravery. 

“Okay,” he said. “I’ll tell you what I know.”

Yang nodded, Lindelof tried to hide his smug smile. 

The door flew open. 

“What the—“ Lindelof turned. “Oh, you’ve got to be kidding me. What are you doing here?”

At the door stood a tall woman in black suit with shoulder length silver hair. She smiled at all members of the room, then tutted at the cops. 

“Well, well, what have we here? Questioning my client without his lawyer present. And you a veteran of the force, Chris. I am disappointed.”

Lindelof didn’t speak. Yang offered James a hurt expression, as though they were old friends and he had let her down. Without looking away, she spoke to the newcomer.

“James didn’t request legal representation. He didn’t mention you, Ritchie. We had no idea he was able to afford such distinguished representation.”

The distaste in her voice was obvious, but Ritchie was unruffled.

“We’re not all on police salaries, thank the stars. Is my client under arrest?”

Yang and Lindelof crossed their arms, refusing to look at Ritchie. They seemed like naughty school children, defiant in the face of a telling off. Ritchie played the role of annoyed teacher perfectly. 

“I asked you both a question.”

“We wanted to talk to him.”

“He said, not answering. Is my client under arrest?”

More silence. More crossed arms and grumpy expressions. 

“Ritchie,” Yang said, trying to be reasonable. “Your boss’s second in command has been killed. Don’t you want to know what happened? James was there and if you would allow him to—“

“Good point,” Ritchie cut in. “You—“ she snapped her fingers at James. “Sorry, what is your name?”

Another patent Lindelof snort greeted this, as James answered. 

“Right, James. Get up. We’re leaving.”

She was so domineering and authoritarian, James found himself unable to resist the order, standing and making his way for the door with an apologetic look for Yang, who stood and held a hand out, stopping him. 

“What do you think you’re doing?” Ritchie asked, stepping forward. Yang worked quick, withdrawing a card and pressing it into James’ hand. 

“Remember what I said. If you want to talk, give me a call. I promise a fair ear.”

“You can promise a hundred grand and a blow job, it won’t make any difference. My client is not talking to you. Now, please, get out of the way.”

Yang said nothing but did step away, allowing James out of the room and out of their reach. For the time being.

“They’ll probably try again,” Ritchie said as they strode down the hall. “If they do, you’re to call me immediately. Immediately. Understood?”

James didn’t like this woman’s attitude but feared her as a kid fears monsters or the dentist, so nodded when she looked back.

“Good. You will wait until I arrive, all the while singing ‘no comment’. You can say it once and shut up, or you can say it on repeat. What you will not do is say anything else, even if you don’t think it will be compromising. That is for me to decide. Do you understand?”

James resented this question and held his tongue. She stopped by the door, facing him. She was taller than he had first realised and used her considerable height to hover over him, like some dangerous UFO. He felt his resistance crumble under her stare.

“I understand.”

“I should hope so,” she said. “Because as you are no doubt aware, I do not work for you, I work for Miss Chappell. As long as it is in her best interests to protect you, you have access to me. That makes you a very lucky boy. However, should you decide to start harming Jane by not listening, or saying silly things to the police, you become a liability and will be handled accordingly. Understand?”

“Understand,” James repeated. He was seething, but what could he do? He did not want to disappear.

Ritchie watched him a while longer, looking for lies in his eyes, then pointed to the nearest door. 

“Come on, car’s this way.”

“I can find my own way home,” James said. 

“Incompetent as you seem, I am entirely sure that is true. It’s also irrelevant, as you will not be going home.”

The fear must have shown in James’ eyes because Ritchie’s smile widened. 

“That’s right, our respective employer wants to see you, and I don’t think she’s thrilled. Come on, I’ll give you a lift.”




Outside Jane’s, Ritchie pulled up and gestured for James to leave without saying a word. He thought it polite to thank her but was not sure she had done anything to his benefit. Besides, he did not like her, so departed without a word, and stood on the curb until she drove away. 

For a fleeting moment, he considered disappearing. Finding Megan and heading elsewhere, but he wouldn’t have the balls even if he had the chance, which he didn’t. Ritchie drove off, and the door swung open, revealing a stoic Jane.

“You coming in or what?”

Knowing the question was not meant as such, James nodded and followed her inside. 

“You drink whiskey?”

They were in the living room, where Jane had asked James to collect Harris. How long ago was that? Not even two days, but it felt like a lifetime. He let the memory trip him a moment, then forced himself back to the present to address the question. 

“Not really.”

Jane returned with two glasses of whiskey and placed them on the table. She sat on the sofa and stared at him. No gesture, no asking him to take a seat. She didn’t need to. It was explicit in the look she gave and, after a few seconds of resistance, he did as the eyes bid. 

“You must be shaken up,” Jane said, collecting a whiskey from the table and handing it to him. “Two dead bodies in less than 48 hours. Drink your drink.”

Again, although the tone was friendly, the eyes were so insistent he began to wonder if she might have slipped truth serum in his glass. He decided he didn’t much care and took a sip which burned his throat and drew a pained face. The second was only mildly better, so he went for a gulp which was much worse. Jane took her own drink, swirled the glass as though mixing it. 

Still, she didn’t speak. James knew why. More tactics to make him afraid. That suited her purposes but not his. He needed to be brave. 

“You’re angry with me.”

“Am I?” Jane asked, a throwaway comment that might have been followed by idle whistling. “Why would I be angry with you?”

James didn’t answer but gave a look that said ‘come on. We both know.’ She saw this and smiled the forced smile of a grieving mother.

“I want to find Harris’ killer,” James said.

“I believe you,” Jane said. “I’m just not sure you want me to find Harris’ killer.”

James had some more whiskey. It was almost all gone. Probably not good if he wanted to practise rational thinking and debate. 

“I didn’t want to give you half the information,” he admitted. “I know you want to punish Harris’ killer, and I understand. But what if I gave you information that made it look as though someone was guilty, and they weren’t? What if you acted and I was wrong? That’s what I want to avoid.”

“You think I would kill someone without being sure?”

“I think you might question them.”

“Ah,” more swirling. James was not sure Jane had drunk anything. “And by questioning, you don’t mean the kind of questioning the police practice.”

“I mean the kind of questioning Michael Fisher was subjected to.”

Jane nodded, trying her best to be understanding. She lowered her drink, still untouched. James’ was done. 

“My father always said there is nothing more debilitating than a bleeding heart.” She pondered this as though she had heard it for the first time while speaking. “I never liked that, but it does make sense. If we were not hampered by morality and the capacity to love life would be far simpler. I, for example, would have no qualms torturing everyone who came into my grasp until I learned who killed my son. Then again, if I had no heart, I would have no desire to learn what happened to him anyway. No need to seek revenge for my poor boy whom I loved so much. All of which is to say I do understand your reticence.”

She raised her drink, downing it in one before standing. 

“I understand your reticence, but it stops. Now.”

She took their glasses and went to the drinks cabinet, filling them. While she was gone, he composed himself. It was story time, and he had to nail the delivery.

“Okay,” Jane said, lowering the drinks and sitting. “You are going to tell me everything, holding nothing back. You may not like it, but I am giving you no choice. This is my son and my decision. I am giving you a chance to be honest, but if you lie, and I find out, there will be no reprieve. Do you understand?”

James stared at Jane, took another swig of booze.

“I don’t need threats. I’ll tell you what I know.”

Maybe he had had too much. Still, Jane smiled, nodded without any sign of anger, and swept her hand out, suggesting the floor was his. 

There had not been enough time to work on it—to rehearse—but it should be simple enough. Keep as close to the truth as possible, dropping only the bits that involved Megan.

“You may not like some of it,” he suggested. She did not answer, so he dived in.

He started at the beginning, building it as he had after speaking to Emily, adding in what he now knew. Still he believed Davis was behind the kidnapping, believing James guilty, and it was his man waiting outside Harris’ flat on Friday night. He could also confirm Tahir had been at the bar the night Harris had died but suggested he had either been with someone else or had heard someone, as he had suggested. As it came to tell Jane about Harris’ extra-curricular activities, he hesitated, afraid, but she pressed him and kept a straight face as he imparted the bad news. He revealed he believed one of Harris’ victims had come for him, seeking revenge over the sex videos he had made of them, and the only way to learn who this was was by finding the tapes Tahir had taken. He also raised the sticking points of Harris’ open door and, now, the mugging which had seen Nina’s phone stolen. This had to be a setup. Someone looking to frame Tahir, perhaps? Interesting but unsubstantiated, and a risky way of getting him there. How had they arranged the mugging? How did they know it would work?

What's more—

At this point, questions tumbled over questions as his narrative unravelled faster than a jumper with a hundred loose threads. With no concrete end to his theorising, James collapsed into silence, as if the weight of the unanswered questions had crushed his windpipe.  

“Fascinating,” Jane said, when he finished, then lapsed into silence as she processed all he had told her. He had sought anger on her face when he had relayed the accusations against Harris, but she had remained calm the entire time and was now. Somehow, that was more unsettling. Either way, this was over for him. He needed to decide what to do about Megan. 

Maybe it was time to run.

“I’m sorry I couldn’t help you,” he said. “Hopefully there is something that can bring you closer to finding your son’s killer. I do want him found.”

James rose, and Jane flashed him eyes sharp as a blade. 

“What are you doing?”

He was halfway between sitting and standing, his legs aching already. He continued to a full stand. 

“I’ve told you everything.”

“Perhaps,” Jane said, “but I do not see why that means you are leaving. Have you found my son’s murderer?”

“No, but—”

“But nothing. My father always says there is nothing so important as a commitment, whether to ourselves or to others. I was a chubby child, but as I grew into my teenage years, I committed to losing the weight. At times I wanted to give up, but my father’s edict prevented me. Now, I have a wonderful body, you have probably noticed.”

James tried not to look. 

“In a similar, yet more serious vein, you have committed to finding my son’s killer. Now you want to pull out? Well, that won’t do at all. So no, you may not leave.”

“But I can’t help. You don’t trust me.” He could feel his voice rising and tried to pull his temper under control. He wanted this to be over.

“I do not trust you, no,” Jane said. “You have given me no reason to do so. However, I believe you have your uses. You have a way of getting people to open up I could not mimic. You found out about Tahir, and I have no reason to believe any of my people could have done that. That is of value to me.”

“And you’ll take it over trust?”

“I haven’t trusted you, but I will going forward.”

“Yeah?”

“Yes, not because I believe in your honesty, but because I plan to incentivise you. Would you like another drink?”

James stared at his glass, realised he had finished it. He shook his head, and Jane shrugged. 

“Tell me about Megan Nokes.”

The sudden question was like a punch to the gut. He felt the air rush from him, and tried not to show it, but it was like attempting to keep water from leaving a turned on tap.

“What do you mean?”

“Oh, don’t do that,” Jane said, waving it away. “You know exactly what I mean. I have reports saying you looked close ahead of your shift at my bar yesterday. The same reporters tell me Megan and Harris were close. I find that suspicious, as I’m sure you can understand.”

“If you are implying,” James said through gritted teeth, “that Megan and I conspired to kill Harris, maybe I am not the best person to look for the killer.”

“Perhaps not,” Jane said. “That is why I’m giving you a decision. You can take responsibility for this investigation and find Harris’ killer, or you can leave it to me, and my more invasive interrogation tactics. You were keen to avoid me using them on Tahir. Are you suggesting you would be happy for them to be used on Megan? Because I’d visit her first.”

“You don’t believe I did it,” James said. “If you did, you wouldn’t let me run off investigating.”

“An astute but pointless observation. I don’t believe you are involved. That doesn’t mean Megan can’t be. You said yourself the prime suspect is a girl who slept with him. Now tell me, are you going to continue with this investigation, or are you going to pull out, and defer to me? Choose now.”

James dipped his head. Tried not to think about Jane questioning Megan but it was unstoppable. He saw her face twisted in pain, tears on her cheeks, begging it to stop—

“I’ll find the killer,” he said, almost a whisper. 

Jane kept her eyes on him a while longer, giving him a chance to retract. How he hated her for that. When she saw she had broken him, she took his empty glass. 

“That’s great news. How about that drink?”

James wanted to say no out of principle but nodded. He needed it. Anything to help wash away the thought of Megan under Jane’s interrogation. 

“Now for my bit,” said Jane, as she stepped back towards the sofa. “First off, these names you found in Harris’ desk. I’ve been looking into them since your update this morning.” 

She leaned over the side of the sofa and grabbed a tablet. Unlocking, she flicked to a document.

“I thought this Ollie name sounded familiar. Turns out he went to school and university with my Harris. Used to come round but I’ve not seen him in years. I have his mother’s address to add to your phone number—I’ll text it you. Our last records suggest this is where he lives, but even if he doesn’t, I’d speak to his mother, see what you can learn.”

A flick of the finger and the first document disappeared, replaced by another. This she spent a minute or so reading before reporting to James.

“This one’s a little more interesting. Professor Andros Stevens was one of my son’s lecturers at Birmingham University. Not so interesting in and of itself but listen to this — Professor Andros was reported to the University for sleeping with students on uni grounds and was subsequently sacked. You’ll never guess when that happened.”

“While your son was there, I’d imagine.”

“First year. Yes. Any idea how that links?”

James considered it, but not for long. 

“None.”

“No, I didn’t think so. We’re waiting on his address, but I’d advise you give him a call, see what he has to say for himself. Could be a coincidence of course but…“

She trailed off, no need to say anymore. The tablet went off, and she switched to her phone, searching it for a moment then turning to James.

“Finally, I have this. A video. It was sent me earlier today. I don’t know by who, and I don’t know if it will be relevant. If nothing else, it might serve as a lesson about blind trust.” 

She handed the phone over. The screen was black bar a big play button in the centre. James looked from this to Jane. He didn’t want to press it, but she was not offering a choice. 

He pressed play. The screen lit up. His heart exploded. 

“I know it must be quite a shock,” said Jane. “Perhaps I should have warned you ahead of time.”

But she hadn’t. James tried not to crush the phone as he saw, first, Megan, naked and flat on her back on a large bed. It was dark so he couldn’t make out much, but it was her. Next, he went to the shape on top of her, the moving flesh. Realised Harris must have been filming people at his home, as well as his office. He remembered how he had sat on her bed and was ready to cry when the shape shifted, and he looked at the thrusting man again. The sagging form, the twisted, ugly face. 

It wasn’t Harris.

Jane didn’t smile as he handed back the phone. 

“You think that was tough for you? Imagine how I felt switching on and seeing my own father going at it. Nasty stuff.”

Davis. The name reverberated around James’ skull. The anger built and built and still, it could not compete with the boulder of misery crushing his insides. 

He was still looking at his hands when Jane tapped him on the knee, her face a mask of false sympathy. 

“Come on, finish your drink. You’ve got work to do.”
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Staggering into the street, he stared into nothingness, only moving at the thought of Jane watching from the window. 

Against his leg, the buzzing of his phone. Sure it would be Megan he grabbed it but, no. Owen. The fifth missed call, now accompanying a couple of unread texts in his phone. He was worried, which was sweet, but James couldn’t face his new friend. He cancelled the call, removed the notifications and located a cab number, asking to be picked up ten minutes from Jane’s home. 

Half an hour later, he was outside Megan’s. His car was at the fair. It might get towed, but he didn’t care. He stared at the door he had knocked on the previous day and felt his body tremble. The video played on and on in his head. Getting worse with every rotation. The lighting had been awful, hadn’t it? As it replayed, that was not so. Everything rendered in crystal clear detail. The way Davis’ body thrust into Megan’s, the way her’s rose in desperate need to meet it. The leering grin on the old man’s face, the lust and desire painted across the young woman’s. There was ecstasy, bliss, and every second it ripped James’ heart into a few more pieces. 

Unable to confront her, he turned, ready to disappear.

The door opened.

“James?”

There she was. Achingly beautiful. Painfully wonderful. She wore jeans and a baggy jumper, every inch of her skin below the neck covered but he could see it all, and it made him sick. He stood and stared and could think of nothing to say as the concern mounted on her face. 

“I have to go.”

Turning, as she stepped onto the lawn and took a few steps towards him. 

“Wait.”

He did. She jogged to the edge of the grass, and he looked to her, balancing between the soft green and hard concrete that might hurt her delicate sock-clad feet. Part of him wanted to hate her, part of him wanted to forget it and love her. Part of him thought both were already true.

“What’s wrong?”

He couldn’t answer. Didn’t know how to answer. Had forgotten how to speak. 

Forgetting the lack of shoes, she stepped off the grass and came to him. She slid her hands into his and looked deep into his eyes. Saw his hurt and instantly it was reflected in hers. That was how connected they felt. How close they were without even knowing each other. 

He had thought he knew her, and she thought she knew him. 

They both had it wrong. 

“Come inside,” she said.

Back in the bedroom where he had held her against his shoulder yesterday. Her eyes met his, and there was confusion and sadness there. 

“Tahir’s dead,” he said, because he could think of nothing else. “Someone stabbed him a few feet from me.”

Shock, but there was something worse than the Tahir news, and she saw it. Saw he was stalling and wanted to know what he was holding back. 

“What’s wrong?”

“A man was killed in front—“

“Don’t,” she cut in. “That’s horrible, course it is, but that isn’t it. You can’t look at me. You flinched when I held your hands so unless you think I killed Tahir, which I’m hoping to hell you don’t, there’s something else. Something you don’t want to say and something you do. What is it?”

Fighting tears he took in that beautiful face—like looking into the sun.

“Why did you meet Harris the night he died?”

“I told you.”

“You told me something. I think you were lying.”

“Nice,” she said, the hurt growing. “What makes you think that?”

He went to say it, couldn’t, and shook his head. 

“I should go.”

He turned, but she caught his arm, tried to pull him back, but he wouldn’t come. He could feel her tears, and it was killing him. 

“You can’t do that. Can’t come here calling me a liar and not tell me why.”

He took a deep breath. She released his arm, but he didn’t go. A long pause dragged between them before he found his strength.

“Davis filmed you.”

Silence. This one so heavy he felt his legs fighting not to give way, his strength sapped trying not to look at her.

“Don’t you want to hear my side?”

Her voice was a whisper. The tears evident in her voice and growing all the time. He choked on his own words before forcing out the sentence. 

“I already did, didn’t I?”

“No. You asked why I saw Harris that night. You called me a liar. You didn’t ask anything about Davis because you don’t think you have to.”

“The video was pretty clear.”

“Was it? Oh good, so you’ve made your mind up, and my explanation doesn’t matter. Because I can lie, but the footage doesn’t.”

“Something like that.”

A loud sob met that, and he heard her fall onto the bed. He couldn’t help it, he turned and saw her, head in hands, tears rolling freely. As though sensing he had turned, she looked up. 

“Fuck you, James Perry.”

It was precisely what Nina had said, but it hurt so much more. 

“I knew you four days, and you can’t know anyone in that time,” she said. “But that didn’t stop me thinking of you these last months. Dreaming of you. Because you were different. Because you looked into my eyes and saw me. Knew me without me having to say anything. Guess I shouldn’t have let myself get duped, right?”

“So you weren’t lying?” he couldn’t help himself.

“I was lying,” she admitted. “You’ve never lied to me? I seem to remember ten months ago you told a big fucking lie and what happened when I found you in that alley, beaten half to death? Did I use that lie to hurt you? Or did I look at you, and trust my instinct? Trust you were worth caring about. Worth trusting even if you lied. I did that for you, but you can’t do the same because sex is involved. Because you’re just another jealous dickhead, who’d rather think me a lying slut than ask yourself why I did what I did. Because it’s easier for you and that’s all that matters, isn’t it?”

She could have taken a knife to him for an hour, and it would have hurt less than those words. He thought back ten months. To his lies and how she had taken him in after the beating. Hadn’t screamed and shouted, instead requesting his story, listened to it. How right she was. That video made him sick not because of what it might have meant for her, but what it meant for him. Because it made him jealous and angry. 

Now that anger dissolved.

“Megan, I’m so sorry.”

“I’m sure you are. Please leave.”

“Meg, no, I—“

“James,” she said, firm voice cutting through her tears. “You’re sorry, I get it. You hear me, and you’ve realised what a ginormous arsehole you were being, well guess what? You don’t get to say sorry and make it okay. I’m hurting. You’ve hurt me.”

She stood, drying her eyes with the back of her hands. Stepping towards him she placed her hands on his chest and looked into his eyes. 

“Every time we meet it goes so fuck up wrong it's unbelievable.”

This train of reasoning he wanted to cut off right away, but she silenced him with a hand and ploughed on. 

“I could be happy, walking away, but I don’t want to. In spite of myself, and in spite of everything, I want to give us a go. I want to see if we can take it somewhere. But I can’t talk to you right now. Can barely look at you after what you’ve said so, please, leave. Go home and do whatever you want to do and, when I’m ready, I’ll call you. Do you think you can do that?”

He wasn’t sure he could, but she was right. He wanted to say sorry and brush his idiotic moves under the carpet, but it didn’t work like that. She had sex with Davis, but he didn’t know why. Couldn’t fathom why so how could he have assumed?

But he had. It was too late to change that now.

“I can do that.”

“Good, because I will call you. I just need some time to think, and I need you to decide if you can get over what you know about Davis and me. If you can’t, you tell me when I call, and we can go our separate ways. I hope that doesn’t happen, and if I get my wish, and you decide you can cope with it, I need you to come back to me as the James you were before you saw that video. The one who looked at me and believed I was a girl he could fall in love with.”

“I—“

A hand stopped him going any further. 

“I don’t want you making any promises. Not now. Go home. Wait for my call. Make your mind up. We’ll talk soon, okay?”

He nodded, not trusting himself to speak. She smiled and kissed him on the cheek. Their conversation was over, now he had to wait, and hope he could avoid screwing up his next chance. 




He needed to devote some time to unravelling this mystery, or at least trying to. Work out how it all slotted together. Where this tape fit in, but he couldn’t. Not now. 

The cab took him to the fair, and his car was blissfully where he had left it, unmolested. His friend’s car was gone, reminding him he had not replied to the calls or texts. He sent a message saying he would get in touch soon, then jumped into his car, returning to the flat where he found the lights on and an attractive redhead on his sofa, one leg crossed over the other. 

“Hello, Melanie.”

Today she was wearing tight black jeans and a white blouse. Bangles encased her left wrist in which she was clasping a phone. Two large rings were on the hand in which she held James’ largest kitchen knife by the tip. The handle balanced on her knee as she twirled it. 

“Come in,” she said, placing her phone on the table. “Close the door.”

James hesitated, his hand on the knob. Mel lifted the knife by the tip, resting the handle on her shoulder. A throwers poise. Her eyes glinted.

“Go on,” she whispered. “Dare ya.”

James considered. Sure he could make it if he was fast. But… too risky. He stepped into the room and closed the door softly behind him. The flat was still a mess, but Mel had been kind enough to put the two sofas back together. She gestured to the one she did not occupy, and James stepped over as though to take a seat, stopping before he did.

“Can I get you a drink?”

“No,” she said without asking for options.

“Can I get me a drink?”

“Oh just sit down, I’ve places to be.”

He sat, situating himself as far as possible from Mel who leaned in but did not move seat. Now the handle of the knife swung between her knees, almost hypnotically. 

“You stole my key,” James said, after a longer pause than he could cope with. Mel smiled but said nothing, so James continued. “I guess you broke in then dropped the original back in my bag when you came to the bar. You’re lucky I didn’t go home in between.”

“Not really,” she said. “You’d have guessed you’d lost the key, called a locksmith or your landlord, come in, found the mess. Cue freak out and everything unwinds as it did. Sorry about the mess, by the way.”

“It was unfortunate,” James said. “I managed to leave everything in place when I searched Harris’.” 

“Well bully for you, but time was a luxury I did not have.”

“Why are you here?” he asked, and she gave a horror movie giggle. 

“You’re asking questions, like you’re the one with the knife, posing a threat. It’s as if you don’t realise I will slit your throat and leave you for dead, if you piss me off.”

“Yeah, have you killed before?”

“More questions. You’re a boy who likes to take a risk. That’s kind of hot.” She waited, but he refused to respond. Her smiled widened. “I don’t think you care if I’ve killed before. Not in a general sense. What you want to know, methinks, is whether I’ve killed recently. Very recently. You want to know if I killed Harris.”

James watched her. Those mad eyes and that wide smile. She had acted well in the cafe, hiding this. He didn’t talk. 

“Oh, aren’t you going to ask?”

“I thought I wasn’t allowed to ask questions?”

“That’s a question, smart arse.” She looked at the knife, he considered diving for her, she looked back. “I didn’t murder Harris. I have no interest in Harris beyond what he possessed.”

“Videos,” James muttered, remembering what Nina had said about Harris being obsessed with Mel when they had shared a school. Looked as though he had finally realised the ambition of his obsession, to Mel’s detriment.

“Video,” she corrected. No surprise, she didn’t seem the altruistic type. As long as she reclaimed any footage of her, the rest could be shown to the masses.

How might she have achieved this? First searching Harris’, leaving the door open as she rushed away. Later searching James’, frustrated again. Had she discovered who had taken the tapes?

“Did you kill Tahir?” he asked.

“No, no, no, that’s enough,” she said in mock stern voice. “There will be no more questions from you. I have the knife, and you have something I need. Where is it?”

“I don’t have it,” he said. “You broke in, found the money. That was everything I had.”

“Lies,” Mel said. “You took it from Harris. You must have. Now, you’ll hand it over.”

“Harris didn’t have it when he died,” James said. “It was gone by the time I found out about it so you can question me all you like. You’re wasting your time.”

Mel closed her eyes and let out a long, frustrated breath. 

“This is tiring,” she said. “There are two options. Either you claimed it after Harris died, or, Tahir had it. You were with him when he died, and I think he told you where it was. Whatever option, you know, and you’re trying to keep it from me which is as annoying as it is stupid.”

“You’re wrong. What reason would I have to keep it from you? You think I’m sitting up watching it? I’m not that bothered.”

A whip of anger smacked Mel’s face. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. Again James considered taking her out, grabbing the knife, but his chance passed in the consideration.

“You’re playing a dodgy game, James,” she said. “Pretending to work for the Chappells while whispering in the ears of the police. How long before they’re after you? How long before you run out of lives my little cat?”

“How long before you realise I’ve not got what you want?”

Her arm was a blur, swinging across his face with such lightning pace he didn’t feel the cut until a few seconds after the blade was gone. Then it was stinging, and his hand slapped to where a line of blood had begun to trickle down his cheek.

“Oh gosh, I’m sorry,” she said, rising and rushing to the kitchen area. “I did tell you not to ask questions. I have this temper, and sometimes it gets away from me but—” she was opening cupboards and looking through them with speed— “where is your first aid kit?”

“I don’t have one.”

She looked at him with mock shock.

“That is very irresponsible. What happens if you cut yourself chopping veg?”

“I don’t know.”

“Careless.” She was tutting as she grabbed a tea towel and came to him, chucking it in his face as she retook her seat. He pressed it to the cut but didn’t take his eyes off her, waiting. 

“I know you don’t believe me,” he said, trying to temper his tone, keep the questions at bay. “But you ransack my place. Come here to try frighten me—“

“Are you saying I’ve not succeeded?” she cut in. “Must try harder. How about this? If you don’t give me what I want, I will chop you into so many pieces you’ll fit down the drain.”

She stood. James held the tea towel to his face and looked to her, feeling pathetic. The deep throb in his cheek continued, and the tea towel was soaking faster than if he’d held it under the tap. Still, he tried for a defiant stare.

“I don’t have what you need.”

“Then you know how to find it.”

“I—”

“No more talking. I’m telling you I want the video and you know where it is because there is no other explanation. I’ve checked. So here’s what happens. I, being a Saint and feeling a little guilty for cutting your face open, am going to give you until tonight to find what I need. If you do, I’ll kiss your poor cheek better, if you don’t I will—” she thought— “wait, did I already make the chopping you up and throwing you down the drain threat?”

James nodded. 

“Right, well that. And worse. Get it?”

“I’m not going to be able to find what you need.”

“Fine, then I’ll kill you, but hey, don’t write your life off too soon. At least give it a try. I’ll be back later. Do your best, that’s all I can ask.”

“I’m not going to be able to find what you need.”

Mel rolled her eyes and leaned in. There were one too many buttons of her blouse undone, and he tried not to look at her cleavage. Before he knew what was happening she took his wrist and pulled. Panic as he the blade came for his exposed skin, before she twisted at the last second, pressing the hilt into his hand. A beat passed between them. James’ hand trembled. He could end this now. 

Mel kissed his head. 

“Just try your best, okay, sweetie? Don’t be so defeatist. It’s unbecoming.”

She stood, backing away. In a second she was out of his reach, and he knew his legs were too weak to carry him forward in attack. All he could do was watch as she walked to the door, swung it open, and turned back.

“Oh, and by the way, try run and I will catch up, and slit the throat of that pretty little girl you like in front of you. Okay?”

Now he was on his feet, but she was already slipping away. 

“Bye, lovey, see you tomorrow.”

The door closed, leaving James alone, knife in one hand, tea towel in the other.
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The flat might well have been cursed. 

He sat in the ruins and thought about tidying but couldn’t bring himself to. Mel’s appearance had him frightened, more so than Davis had managed. This was no veiled threat with an unquantified end. This was a knife to the throat, and a promise of bloodshed in a few hours was he unable to acquire what she wanted. 

Leaving the flat, he went and sat in his car. 

Now what?

His cheek stung, a constant throbbing reminder of Mel. Was it so simple as a sex tape? Sure, she would want to avoid its release, but would she kill to get it? She claimed she had not murdered Harris, but she was unbalanced, he would not put lying past her. There had been no definitive answer on whether she had killed Tahir. Though why? If she suspected him, why not threaten him as she had James? Unless he was seen as a softer touch.

Action was needed. Proof he was not a soft touch. Though if Tahir had the videos, likelihood was they were at the home he had recently been ejected from, and the thought of being seen by Emily terrified him.

Could he face her?

Not yet. Weak as that made him he couldn’t risk her wrath. Besides, there was more to this mystery. More leads to follow. Later he would return to the pub he had visited with Nina before their mugging, but first—

Withdrawing the slip of paper from his pocket he looked at the phone numbers of Ollie and Andros. Trying Ollie first, he leant his head against the cold glass window and listened as the dial droned on and on and on and—

No answer. No voicemail. James clicked off and tried Andros. 

“Hello, Andros Stevens speaking.”

James opened his mouth and carped, realising he had made no plans for this conversation. 

“Is anyone there?”

“Hello,” he said, sounding more like an automated salesman than intended. “My name is James Perry. You don’t know me, but I was hoping I might grab a couple of minutes to talk to you about something.”

“Let me put your mind at rest,” Andros said. “I’ve never had PPI, I’ve had no accidents, and I already contribute to many worthy charities.”

“Good news on all counts,” James said. “But I’m not calling about any of those things. I’m calling to ask about something that happened to you a couple of years ago, and how it might pertain to Harris Chappell.”

A pause, then: “Goodbye.”

“Wait, we need to talk.“

“Do not call this number again.”

“If you’ll just let me—“

Click. He was gone.

James called back, but the line was dead. A call handled as successfully as the Brexit negotiations. He sighed, slid his phone away, and went to grab a late lunch. 

After, he put the address Jane had given him for Ollie into his phone and set off, ready to question Harris’ old school friend. 

Ollie—or perhaps Ollie’s mum—lived down a quiet cul de sac comprised of small but cosy homes, occupied mostly by new or retired couples.

Ollie’s mother might have been the exception, but she kept her garden tidy and trimmed like everyone else, and parked a similarly small, affordable car in the drive. As James mounted the curb, she was approaching her car with sunglasses on and a wad of balled up bags for life under her arm.

“Afternoon,” he said with an awkward wave. Ollie’s mother lowered her eyes and stared as though he had offered to expose himself. 

“Can I help you?”

She said it so fast all the words seemed to fall into each other, making the sentence hard to decipher. James tried to ignore the jumping dogs at her window—who were acting as though they could not survive without her company—and focus on his question. 

“I was hoping to speak to Ollie. Is he here?”

There would be no straight answer. He could tell by the way her eyes narrowed, her hands going to hips, almost losing her bags for life in the process.

“Who wants to know?”

“James Perry,” he said, stepping forward, hand outstretched, only pausing when her expression made it clear they would not be shaking. “I’d just like a quick word.”

“Ollie is— stop it—“ it was one of the dogs, head-butting the window in its determination to get out. It caught her look and backed away, whining.  

“Who are you?” she said, stopping with her hand on her car’s door handle, in case she had to jump in for protection. “I don’t recognise you.”

James wanted to ask if Ollie’s mother recognised all her son’s friends, but decided that wouldn’t be the most tactic of comments. 

“I found a list with his name on,” James said, paused, wondered how to continue. “The list was written by Harris Chappell.”

Mrs Roberts’ skin went pale.

“You know him?” James asked.

“Of course I know him. He was friends with my boy in school. Inseparable for a while, there were, and a bad influence on each other.”

“You saw what happened to Harris?”

“Killed,” she said, the eyes narrowed again. “You’re not blaming my son?”

“No,” James said. He hadn’t considered that, but it made him think. “Why would I?”

“You wouldn’t,” she said. “Not if you had any sense. My Ollie is a good kid. A good man. He had his troubles when he was younger, but who doesn’t? Like I said, they egged each other on, him and Harris. Meant they did—well, they were always harmless, really.”

“But they misbehaved?”

“Teachers called it bullying,” she said. “But it was harmless. Boys will be boys and all that. Sort of thing no one would have batted an eyelid at when I was in school, but kids are getting softer. It’s the parents' fault. There is nothing wrong with my boy.”

“Mrs Roberts,” he said, trying to speak diplomatically. “Is Ollie in?”

“I don’t see that’s any of your business. You’ve still not said who you are.”

“I’m a friend,” he said, but she could see the lie.

“I don’t think you are,” she said, growing defensive. “I’d like you to get off my property, please. I’d like you to leave.”

James looked at his feet. He was on the road beside his car, a sound metre from her property. He doubted Mrs Roberts would care for the distinction.

“Mrs Roberts,” he said, still diplomatic, still holding it together. “Since Harris’ death, someone else who worked with him has been killed. I’m worried they may not be the last. I’m worried your son…”

He felt guilty implying something he had no reason to believe, but fear could be a powerful motivator. He didn’t need to finish the sentence. Her hand went to her mouth and tears trembled at the corners of her eyes.

“I don’t want anything to happen to Ollie,” James said. “If I can get hold of him, I can find out what’s going on. I can ensure no one else dies.”

She was shaking her head, scared. Maybe too afraid. He worried he had pushed too far, but he was patient. Waiting for her to compose herself. 

“This has nothing to do with my son,” she said. “They were friends when they were kids. Best friends, but only until they were fourteen or fifteen. They fell out, see?”

“What caused that?”

“Same thing that always causes teen boys to fall out. A girl. Ollie got her, Harris didn’t like it. So they fell apart, stopped talking. That was it. This has nothing to do with him. My son’s not here right now, and I’m glad. Glad if you’re going to come round with your accusations. Shame on you. Shame.”

She was babbling because she was scared. Because she was holding something back. It was obvious. James let her run herself down but remained calm. He kept eye contact even when she tried to lose it. 

“Mrs Roberts, are you telling me your son and Harris had not spoken to each other since they were at school?”

She looked away. She wanted to leave, but he couldn’t let her.

“Mrs Roberts, I am trying to protect your son. If you are lying to me, you could be putting him in danger. Do you understand?” Another flash of guilt. He forced it away. “I know you think you’re protecting him, but the only way you can is by being honest with me. I promise you that.”

“It’s nothing,” she said, almost a whisper. “They went to university together. Different courses. Birmingham is huge. They probably never saw each other. Ollie never mentioned him.”

This James knew. Jane had told him. The same place where Andros, the other name on the list, had been sacked for sleeping with a student. But what was the link?

“Was that the last time?” James said, but he could see from her expression it was not. “Please,” he went on. “When was the last time?”

“It doesn’t mean anything.”

“You’re probably right, but don’t you think it’s better to be on the safe side? Don’t you think it makes sense to tell me the last time he saw Harris in case?”

She spent a long time thinking about that, but finally, after much agonising, she nodded her head, tears still running down her cheeks. 

“It was a week ago,” she whispered. “Harris came to see Ollie. Came to talk to him.”

“What did they talk about?”

“I don’t know. Harris said he needed to apologise about something. I don’t know what but I let him in—why wouldn’t I? Ollie was upstairs, in his room. Harris went in but if he apologised Ollie didn’t want to hear it. They had an argument, then Harris stormed out. But that was it. They haven’t seen each other since.”

James nodded and thought, but didn’t say—that you know of.




This didn’t make sense. It wasn’t adding up. Where did Ollie fit into all of this? Where did Andros? He sat in his car, watching as Mrs Roberts drove away, and got his phone out again. 

Six times he rang before; finally, Andros picked up.

“Listen here—“ he started.

“No, you listen,” James said, aiming for anger he wasn’t feeling. “Harris has been murdered. Someone he works with has been murdered. I found a list of two names in the offices where they worked. One of those names is missing. The other is yours.”

James found his faked anger had affected him. He was breathing heavily as he waited for Andros to reply. This took a long time, but the call did not end. This was positive, even if Andros continued not to be. 

“I don’t know what you are trying to achieve,” said the snooty man. “I suppose you want to scare me, but it will not work. There is absolutely no reason my life would be in danger.”

“So you’ve not heard from Harris recently?”

Silence.

“I do not see how that is any of your business.”

“I’m just trying to make sure you’re safe.”

“No, you are not. You are trying to make me afraid. A fear you would leverage to get me to open up. Well, my mysterious friend, what do you intend to do if I do not fear your idle and unsubstantiated danger? What, moreover, are you going to do if I hang up?”

James fumbled over this. The fear angle had worked well on Ollie’s mother. He had expected the same with Andros. Not only was it not working, Andros had seen through the ruse, calling him on it. James sought another option. Found a possibility.

“Simple,” he said. “I have a meeting with a police detective in a few minutes. If you hang up, I will be sure to bring up your name in conversation.”

“And say what? The mean man wouldn’t talk to me? Oh, I’m sure they’ll be right over to arrest me for being such an impolite fellow.”

“Are you this sarcastic with everyone, or am I special?”

“You’ll never know. Goodbye.”

“Fine, but I’d fix your attitude before the police arrive.”

Yet more silence. James took advantage of it. 

“See, I’m not going to complain you won’t talk to me. I’m going to show the police the aforementioned list. I’m going to tell them Harris was speaking to Ollie and yourself in the days before he died and, with Ollie gone, it seems clear the killer must be the remaining member.”

“That’s not true.”

“No? Maybe not, but they’ll be interested, won’t they? Especially when I tell them it was Harris who got you fired.” The theory had popped into James’ head fully formed, and he grabbed it, taking advantage. Could be wrong, of course, but he suspected not. “Was it he who discovered your habit of sleeping with students? Did he ruin your career? Hey, starts to look like motive, doesn’t it? Certainly enough reason for them to talk to you. To dig into your life and past. Do you have a wife? Children? How will they feel when this resurfaces?”

This time Andros eschewed silence for a strange, strangled noise emanating from the base of his throat, presumably intended as the beginning of a gripping argument. 

“I thought you were going to hang up?” James said, feeling smug, and somewhat guilty. Less of the latter, considering what a prick Andros had been.

“If I tell you what you want to know, you won’t send the police?”

James considered.

“If I believe you had nothing to do with this, I see no reason to get the police involved, no. But if you lie, I can fast change my mind.”

Light breathing came down the phone. James could almost hear Andros thinking as he tried to decide what to say. James stayed quiet. He was in no rush.

“First off,” Andros said, breaking his silence. “You don’t have your facts straight.”

“No?”

“No.”

“You weren’t sleeping with your students?”

“I was sleeping with a student and not one I ever taught,” he said. “Perhaps you think that doesn’t make a difference, but it does to me. I took my job seriously. I loved teaching, and I loved my students. I did not want to do anything to jeopardise that, so I had never contemplated sleeping with a student before.

“I say this not to elicit sympathy, or to make you think I was wronged. I was not. I was in the wrong. I was seduced by a student, and I allowed myself to believe I was in love. That was what made me throw my career, my everything, away. That’s point one.”

“Noted.”

“Point two is it was not Harris who caught me sleeping with said student. Not he who beat me in anger and called the papers and university, destroying my career and life. That honour fell upon the boyfriend of my supposed love. She had been playing us. Rather humiliating for one as distinguished as myself. A published academic with awards and—“

James tuned him out, thinking. Harris had not caught him, but still, it had to be linked. It all had to knit together. Something clicked.

“Ollie.”

“What?” Andros was returned from his speech.

“The boyfriend was Ollie?”

“I believe that was his name, yes. Not that we had an awful lot of time to chat as he made me his personal punching bag.”

James tried to feel sympathy. Couldn’t manage it.

“How does Harris fit in?”

Andros paused. He did not want to continue, but James had found the right threat, so he would.

“Harris was a student of mine, and I had, on occasion, been so foolish as to make love in—“ he stopped, and James could almost feel the heat of his blush through the phone.

“In the lecture hall?” James asked. Andros didn’t answer, so James pressed on. “He saw you?”

“He must have. I stress I did not know at the time. All I knew is I was being blackmailed.”

At that James sat up. There was the connection. Harris discovers Andros is cheating, sleeping with Ollie’s university girlfriend, so begins to blackmail his professor. But—

“You said you didn’t know at the time?”

“I did not. As you might expect, the blackmailing stopped when the secret was revealed. I did not find out it was Harris until a couple of weeks ago when he called me.”

“Why did he call?”

“You probably won’t believe it,” Andros said. “I know I didn’t, not after so many months. Wasn’t sure why he would bother.”

“Bother with what? What did he want?”

“Well that’s just the thing,” said Andros. “He didn’t want anything at all. 

“He called to say he was sorry.”
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More theorising. Slotting the new information into what he already knew. Harris still robbed Davis after Michael’s murder. Harris was still killed by one of the girls he abused. Tahir was still the victim of framing before his own murder by said same girl. The information on Ollie and Andros didn’t necessarily change that. Harris discovers Ollie’s girlfriend is sleeping with Andros, but he is still angry at Ollie for stealing the girl he fancied while they were at school, so doesn’t tell his old friend. Instead, he blackmails Andros until Ollie learns the truth on his own. A few years later, Michael is murdered after telling Harris of his involvement with the police. Harris feels guilty, starts to reevaluate his past. Calls Andros and admits to his actions—apologises. Gets Ollie’s number too, and visits his old friend. Tells him the truth, apologises but Ollie doesn’t take it well. They leave things on a bad note. 

Could Ollie be involved? Possible. As revenge, he could have followed Harris, learned of his abusive ways. He could be behind the murder of Harris and Tahir, and that would mean he was behind Nina’s mugging. To find who ordered that, Ollie or not, would likely lead to the murder. Could wrap up this case and, if James managed that, he could ask Jane a favour. Deal with Mel. Save his life. That was if he couldn’t work up the courage to go to Tahir’s old home, try locate the sex tapes. One thing at a time.

First, a trip to the pub.

Stepping through the bar doors, James once again drew the eye of every man and woman there. This was a locals pub. Outsiders not welcome. If luck were with him, the mugger would have been one of those locals. If so, someone would know him.

At the bar stood the same man who had served James last time, looking on with the same distant friendliness he reserved for all non-regulars. 

“‘Member you,” he said. “Were in here the other night with that pretty lass. Ordered the fruity cider.”

More questions on his manhood. James ignored the jibe. 

“I’m looking for someone,” he said. 

“Oh, yeah? Things not working out with the little lady. I did think she was on the good side. For someone such as yourself, that is. Hope you don’t mind me saying.”

“I do.”

“Punching, that’s all I’m saying.”

“I’d like to.”

The man’s eyes narrowed. 

“You gunna threaten me in my own ‘stablishment? You wanna try throw a punch, you feel free. Lotta people here know me. See how they take it.”

“I’m sorry,” James said, placing his hands on the bar in what he hoped was a sign of his non-threatening intentions. “I’m not here to cause trouble. When I was here the other night, there was a guy—“

“Ah, I spected as much. Fruit drinks for a fruit, eh?”

James kept his hands flat on the bar to prevent twisting them into fists. 

“I see you’ve taken that PC course for small businessmen.”

“I don’t wanna be a cop.”

“That’s not what—“ James pulled up, struggling against the sticky wood to raise his hands from the bar. This was getting him nowhere. “I’m not looking for a date. The girl I was with the other day and I were mugged. Just before it happened, I saw a guy who’d been here. I think he might have seen something and I’d like to ask him a few questions.”

James thought this was a clever way of putting it. Make it seem as though the guy was an innocent bystander whose help James needed. Maybe illicit a more helpful response.

“I can’t help you.”

“Oh, but, I’ve not even told you what he looks like?”

“And I don’t want to know. Run a place like this it’s all ‘bout trust. The locals come here cause they feel safe. They feel safe cause they know their landlord won’t sell them out. You get that?”

“I do,” said James, trying what he hoped was a winning smile. Though in truth, it sounded like so much nonsense. “But if you could—“

“I ain’t helping.”

“I’m not helping,” James said. He couldn’t help himself. “Or even better, I will not help.”

A couple of stools away a big guy drinking alone chuckled. The bartender glared at him, then at James. He thought he might be kicked out, but the bartender had a high tolerance for those he disliked.

“You gunna order or what?”

Getting desperate, James reached into his pocket and found three twenty pound notes, placing them on the bar. He saw the eyes of the round man glint, but the landlord remained disinterested. 

“I just need a little help,” said James. 

The bartender didn’t even look at the money. 

“Out.”

Annoyed, but with no remaining tricks up his sleeve, James reclaimed the money and folded it. Started to turn from the bar.

“Woah, hold on.”

The large man had shifted from his seat and reached for James and the landlord, massive grin on his face, eyes flicking from bartender to money with alarming regularity.

“What?” said the bartender with the dry tone of someone who already knew the answer.

“Well, this here fella, uh—”

“James.”

“Right, James, my good friend James, owes me a drink, and you can’t kick him out before he’s bought us a round.”

The bartender gave him flat, dead eyes. 

“Order the drink,” said James’ new, round friend. 

“Well I’ll have one of those fruity ciders, please,” said James, trying not to enjoy the look on Mr Landlord's face. “And whatever my good friend is having.”

At first it seemed the landlord might kick them both out, then good sense triumphed, money changed hands, and drinks were poured, though the bartender looked the whole time as though he were being forced to serve a couple of Nazi officers. 

Drinks served, they took a table towards the back of the room. James placed fifty quid and change for a ten beside him as incentive and watched his new friend—apparently called Craig—drink half his pint in one go. 

“So, you want to find someone?”

“I do.”

“And you’re willing to pay for the information?”

“Yes.”

“Whether you find him or not?”

“Not a chance.”

Craig held up his hands in mock surrender. 

“Fine, fine, you find him you pay, you don’t you don’t. No win, no fee, I’m good with that. Tell me about your mystery man.”

James did, describing the guy as best as he could. Despite Craig’s confidence, James had been sure this would come to nothing. However, as his poor description unfolded, he saw Craig’s smile widen, and his hopes grew. 

“I know the guy.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah. Well, I know someone who fits the description. You say he saw you getting mugged?”

“I think so.”

“Right,” said Craig. He didn’t believe James, but that was okay. He’d turn a blind eye to murder for fifty and change. Throw in an extra tenner, he’d probably help. 

“That all you got?”

“I can throw on another twenty,” James said. “That’s it. And I verify it’s my guy before you get paid.”

“You musta lost a lot of dough in the mugging, make this worth your while.”

James said nothing. Craig watched him a little while, then shrugged. 

“Guy’s called Kev. Regular. Not so friendly but we all know him. Sits in that corner over there every weeknight and Sunday from seven till close without fail. Well, sometimes misses Tuesdays.”

James turned and saw the corner in question. A quiet booth out of the way. Perfect for someone wanting to sit and have a quiet drink without being disturbed. It was where the mugger had sat the other night. A positive sign.

“Thank you.”

“Cash?”

“After I’ve spoken to him.”

Craig’s look suggested he wasn’t a trusting person. James peeled off the extra twenty and placed it in front of him, then rose, taking the remainder. 

“You’ll have the rest when I’ve spoken to him. If I try to leave without paying, you can tackle me and steal it, can’t you?”

Craig smiled at the thought, left for the bar without another word. 

Kev was a punctual guy. James’ phone read 18:59 when the door opened, and the man who had attacked him and Nina came in, looking almost as uneasy as he had last time James clapped eyes on him. 

From his position one booth down from Kev’s chosen seat, James watched him hit the bar. Craig looked up, and James thought he might say something, then his head dipped. Mr Trust, the bartender, had not wanted to hear the description of Kev, so had no idea this was who James sought. 

Good.

Gripping his drink hard as he waited, head down, James thought it over. Seeing as this was the mugger he doubted it was the killer. James was looking at a stooge. A fall guy. Which was not to say he couldn’t point James towards the mastermind.

Kev ordered his drink, said a few friendly words to the bartender as it was poured, then wandered over. James dipped his head as far as it would go, hoping Kev wouldn’t look at him. 

Next door, James heard the booth seat compress. James gave him half a minute to get settled, then stepped from his booth to Kev’s dropping into the seat opposite his mark. 

“Hello.”

The muggers’ eyes widened in horror at the sight of James, and he went to stand. 

“If you leave, I’m calling the police,” James said. “I’ll tell them someone called Kevin who frequents this pub mugged my girlfriend and pushed me in a river a couple of nights ago. How long do you think it will take them to find you?”

Kevin hovered halfway between sitting and standing, then slumped into his seat, unable to meet James’ eyes. 

“Thank you,” James said, and Kevin’s eyes flicked up. There was fear there, and James wondered if this was how he had looked when Mel forced him to sit.

He tried not to feel bad. After all, James had only threatened Kevin with the police, not chopping him into little pieces. He wasn’t even holding a weapon.

James finished his pint. He had made it last a long time, guessing the bartender wouldn’t serve him again. Now he looked at Kevin’s drink with some envy. He could have used the confidence boost. 

“What do you want?”

James realised he had been hovering, not speaking, too long. This was not the intention, but it clearly wound Kevin into a state of fear, dwelling on what was going to happen. 

“Isn’t it obvious?” he said. 

“Not really. You have your information. You know my name and where I like to drink. You could have had the police waiting for me, but you’ve not. You’re here. So you must want something extra.”

“Very perceptive,” James said. He thought about it. How to play it. “Let’s start with this. I have no intention of seeing you locked up.”

“Because you want to meter out your own justice.”

“No.”

Kevin didn’t look convinced.

“Then what?”

James wondered how much to tell him. He didn’t want to give anything away to anyone who might matter, but he didn’t think Kevin did.

“The night you mugged us, someone was murdered,” James said, deciding on the fly to risk it. “You may have seen it on the news. Harris Chappell?”

Kevin nodded. 

“Well, the girl I was with was Harris’ aunt.”

He went white. The Chappell’s were well known in the local area. To learn you had pissed one off induced fear in many braver than poor Kev. 

“I didn’t know,” he said, his voice a hoarse whisper. 

“I can tell,” James said. “Like I say, I don’t want to get you arrested, and I don’t want Jane to know you mugged her little sister. What I need to know is why you mugged us.”

“Why?”

“You’re in no position to ask questions.”

He flinched as he said it, remembering how Mel had been with him. He sat back. 

“The night Harris was murdered his boss, Tahir, received a text. The text requested his presence at the bar where the killing took place. It looks like an attempt to set him up.”

“Tahir? I know that name.”

“He’s dead too.”

“Oh, God. But I still don’t—”

“It was Nina who text Tahir. Except Nina didn’t have her phone. It was stolen earlier in the day. By you.”

Kevin released a long, pained moan, and put his head in his hands. James didn’t say anything. Watched as Kev shook his head in his hands as though he could shake away his poor actions. He stayed this way for some time before forcing himself to look at James, his eyes wide and red. 

“I knew I shouldn’t have done it.”

“Mug someone? Well, no.”

“Not that. I’ve never done anything like that. I’m not a crook, I’m not a criminal. I’m an ordinary guy who’s fallen on hard times.”

“Aren’t we all?”

“I know, I know, it’s a pathetic excuse. Pathetic. But it was meant to be no harm done. I was told to push you in the river and take the girl’s purse. I know it sounds stupid to say that wouldn’t hurt anyone, but I was told you were rich folk. That a lost phone would mean nothing to you.”

James waited, giving nothing away, allowing the stupid rationalisation to wash over him until Kev broke and carried on.

“I regretted it immediately. I’m sorry. I’m really sorry.”

“Who made you do it?”

He shook his head. 

“I’d never met her before. Honestly.”

James considered, but Kev’s eyes were frightened, honest. James decided to believe him.

“How did it come about?”

Kev looked into his drink but didn’t take any. He clasped the glass, and his hands trembled. James maintained his quiet, letting Kev do the work of frightening himself. He glanced around the bar then gave a pathetic smile.

“They probably told you I sit here every day. I’ve always come here, but not always so often. A few years ago, I lost my job and had to take a significant pay cut to get back into work. Then I lost my wife and, after that, I started coming almost every day.”

“Except Saturday’s and some Tuesdays,” James added, helpfully. Kevin smiled a little, nodded. 

“Right. Well, I came here a couple of weeks ago, and this girl is sitting in my booth. Usually, I’m quite possessive about this seat. Don’t like it when someone else sits here but I couldn’t begrudge her. She was beautiful. Younger than me. Your age, I’d guess. I decide to take another seat. Somewhere I can see her. I’m no fool. I’d never find the courage to talk to her, but if I can see her, I can dream. Sometimes, that’s enough you know?”

James wasn’t sure if the question was rhetorical, and wasn’t interested in answering either way. He played with a beer mat, waiting for Kev to go on.

“Anyway, I’m about to sit down when she waves me over. I think this has to be some kind of dream, but she keeps doing it, so I sit with her. We get talking, and I think it must be some cruel trick, but she doesn’t seem the nasty sort. She’s quiet, though she speaks a lot, and nervous too. We get on really well, and she asks if I’ll be back tomorrow. I say yes—no shit, even if I hadn’t planned to come back I would have. I can’t wait to see her again, though I suspect she’s lying. She won’t be here. But she is, waiting again and we talk again and—“

“Skip the romance,” James said. There was nasty churning in his stomach he was attempting not to entertain. Kev saw the serious look in his booth buddy’s eyes and skipped to the critical events.

“I’d seen her a few times when she asked for a favour. Said a couple would be coming here soon and described the girl. Asked me to follow them once they’d left. Push the guy in the river, get him out the way, then steal the girl's bag. Once I’d done that, I was to chuck the purse in a bin down the road and walk away. Simple as that.”

Lifting his hand, he began biting his nails. James heard the click and tried to ignore the disgusting scene, focusing on the story.

“She say why she wanted the purse?”

Kevin closed his eyes. There were tears at the corners of his eyes. 

“You didn’t ask.”

Kevin shook his head.

“Cause you thought you liked this girl and allowed yourself to believe she liked you back.”

“Dumb, right?” he said, his voice barely more than a whisper.

“Beyond dumb,” James said, though he understood. It could be intoxicating for a lonely guy to believe someone was interested in him. Especially someone beautiful and out of his league. He must have known the truth, but didn’t he have to try? In case it was real.

“I suppose you haven’t seen her since?”

Another shake of the head. James gave a sigh, but it wasn’t in anger. More sympathy for this pathetic man in front of him, now sobbing, trying to restrict the noise.

“I’m sorry,’ he said. “I was fooled. I’m an idiot. A stupid waste of space.”

“Forget it,” James said, knowing to dwell on it was pointless, and if it was punishment he wanted, the man was already punishing himself enough. “What’s done is done. But this girl likely had something to do with Harris Chappell’s murder. Don’t worry, I’ll keep your name out of it, but I need your help finding her. Can you describe what she looks like? Did she give you a name?”

“I’m not great at descriptions,” Kev croaked, and James could sympathise, “but she was slim, stunning. Blonde hair past her shoulders, shining blue eyes. Gorgeous lips and smooth, tanned skin. Amazing body. Her chest was—“

“Okay,” James said, cutting him off. “And a name? Did she tell you her name?”

“Yeah, uh, yeah, she did.” He nodded dumbly and ruined James’ life. 

“Her name was Megan.”
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Forget the investigation. Forget everything. A dizzy spell rocked him, sending him to ground as he burst from the pub like so many drunks before. Only difference being he’d had a single pint.

At last, he called Owen back. They arranged to meet at Jane’s bar. James needed distraction. There was the fear of Davis and Mel but what did that matter if Megan was the killer? Who cared, if the fantasy he had constructed of him and the girl he was falling in love with had been just that—fantasy. Over a drink, he could ask Owen to help him gain the footage Mel was after, but as he pulled into the bar, he couldn’t have cared less.

“You’re distracted,” Owen said. “Let me guess. Something to do with murder?”

Owen had heard the screams following Tahir’s stabbing and had come running. He had been caught up in the crowds but had stuck around until the police arrived, giving a statement to say he had come in with James and to put on record his belief James would not have killed Tahir. As it was, the cops had not suspected James anyway, but he appreciated the thought.

“I want it to be over,” James said.

“So find the killer. Easy.”

Was it? His fear was he had closed in on the truth. All this time trying to protect Megan by finding the truth only for the truth to be her. Had she been sleeping with Tahir as well as Davis and Harris? Had she wanted revenge on them all?

“What if finding the killer would ruin your life?” he asked. “That is if you don’t get killed anyway by one of the at least two people who want you dead. What would you do?”

“I—“ Owen said, picking up his drink. “Would get very very drunk, pass out, fail to find any answers, and wake up one day in time to have my throat cut.” He nodded. “Yeah, that’s me, but I’m no role model, nor someone to aspire to.”

James smiled, drank.

“Who is a good role model in these situations?”

“I don’t know. We are all a mess. We stumble through life hoping nothing goes wrong and, for some, it doesn’t. Some of us get ever so lucky.”

“And for you?”

“Oh, my life’s perfect.”

Owen smiled. Ducked his head. James waited.

“I got the same mistakes as anyone. Broken hearts, lost friends, disappointed parents. Sometimes I think I have nothing to live for, then I remember—”

He rose his glass, stared lovingly into it.

“There’s always something.”

“We are a mess,” said James, and they cheersed to that. 

“If I can help with anything,” Owen said, but James waved him off. 

“Nah, let’s forget it. Let’s drink and pretend life is okay. Pretend our hearts weren’t broken and I’m not going to be chopped into pieces by a crazy bitch. Let’s pretend life is fair. Besides, you already saved me from a kidnapping. Think you’ve done enough.”

They drank and chatted about other things. Pretending to have forgotten the darkness behind them, but it was clear pretending. Not enough to fool either of them. James’ mind kept drifting, and as he watched Megan flit between the bed with Davis to stabbing Harris to death, he saw Lars step out onto the bar floor. 

“And then I said — what you looking at?”

James barely registered Owen’s voice. He let his head turn, following Lars as he stepped closer. The lighting was low, but he had been right. Had seen what he thought he had seen when Lars first stepped into the bar.

The bartender swept past, working his way through the crowd towards the metal steps, heading to the mezzanine. James watched but didn’t realise he had stood until he looked down and saw his seat too far below. 

“I’m sorry,” he said to Owen. “I’ll be right back.”

Though he felt terrible, he couldn’t stop. He made his way through the crowd as Lars had done, rushing to the stairs and jogging up them as Lars disappeared into the staff area. Tripping on the top step, he drew the attention of those sitting there and looked for a moment to where Megan and Harris had sat. Then he was moving again, sliding through the door and down the corridor into the little staff area. 

“Lars.”

His target turned to see James and tried a little smile that did not quite carry. Not so genuine as those he had dished out the previous night. 

“Hey, man, how’s it going? You doing another shift?”

The door swung shut. James stepped into the room, closing the space between them. On one side of the room was a surface with the microwave on it. To the other were three chairs. James was fairly sure Lars had been about to take one, but he remained standing, and James did the same. 

“Not tonight,” he said. “Bit of a bad experience yesterday.”

“Oh? What happened?”

“I was kidnapped,” he said, matter of factly. “Three guys grabbed me as I was leaving the bar. Threw a bag over my head, tied my hands and chucked me in the boot of a car.”

“Oh man, that’s awful.”

“Yeah, it was pretty rough. Luckily these guys were morons. They didn’t tie my legs so when they pulled me out the boot, I was able to run. Unluckily, I still had the bag on my head, so I didn’t see the car coming.”

“Oh no, you were hit?”

“I was.”

“But you’re okay?”

“Still standing,” James said, holding out his arms to show off the full might of his standing prowess. “I was lucky the car wasn’t going faster though, or that I wasn’t hit dead on.”

“That is lucky.”

“But unlucky you lot left me.”

“Oh, yeah, sorry about that. We thought you’d gone.”

“Oh, right, you thought the place was empty?”

“Yeah, that’s it.”

“But you didn’t lock up?”

“I—“ 

James pointed to his eye. 

“Looks like you were in an accident of your own. What happened there?”

Lars’ hand shot up like he was planning to smack his head right off his neck. Covered the ring of black around his eye as though playing pirate. 

“I, um—“

“What? Walked into a door? Fell down the stairs. Come on, let’s have something out of the domestic abuse victim’s handbook. Or were you play fighting maybe, or mugged?”

Lars lowered his hand, showing off the shiner once again. He found a more aggressive, combative stance. James didn’t know if this was good or bad, but he wasn’t backing down. 

“What are you implying?” Lars said. 

“Who says I’m implying anything?”

“I dunno, man, sounds like you are. Talking about walking into doors and play fighting and shit. You ain’t given me a chance to tell you what happened.”

“Go on then.”

“Funny enough, you were right. We were play fighting. Greta clocked me one.”

“She does look like she has a mean right hook.”

“She does.”

“I reckon she could give you a black eye with ease.”

“Yeah.”

“But she didn’t.”

Lars didn’t respond. His face clouded over. He was trying to look angered but hit confused. Maybe upset he’d been rumbled. 

“I don’t know what you’re saying.”

“You do. It was you who tied my hands last night. You got that black eye when I elbowed you in the face. I should have seen it earlier. Should have suspected. Cool prank. I almost died.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Okay,” James shrugged. There was no time for messing here. He took out his phone and unlocked it. 

“Hey, what you doing?”

He was typing random numbers, but smiled as though something was going on. 

“I told Jane about my kidnap. She’s relatively sure it has something to do with Harris’ murder. Cause I’ve been looking into it, getting close. Stands to reason the killers would want me out the way.”

“But, wait, what?” Lars was fumbling over his words. He shook his head. “We didn’t have nothing to do with your kidnapping, man. Was just unfortunate it happened outside the bar.”

James looked up, nodded as though all was right with the world—“I believe you”— started typing again. 

“Hey, man, hey. What you doing? You said you believe me.”

“Well, I almost do. You seem like an honest guy, Lars, and I want to believe you, but that’s not the point. Jane told me if I had any suspicions about who might have kidnapped me, I was to tell her right away. That way she could come ask some questions, find out for herself. She’s much better than me at getting to the bottom of things. Give it a couple of hours and she’ll—“

Lars was moving. 

“Okay, stop that.”

James spun away as Lars came for the phone. He ducked slightly, hunched his shoulders and brought the handset closer to his chest to keep it from Lars, then brought his elbow up fast, hitting Lars in the eye he had missed the previous evening.

“Argh.”

Lars went back clutching his face. James returned to typing. Lars made to come for him again, but James raised a hand, faking confidence.

“What exactly are you going to do, Lars? Because if it’s not kill me the best you can hope for is delay. You can take my phone and smash it, and you’ll look all the more guilty when I talk to Jane. Why not let me do this, and start practising your genuine voice. Okay?”

Lars stared at the phone, then James. He wanted to come for it again, but James was making too much sense. Genuine fear crept into his eyes as James started reading his emails for something to occupy his time.

A few more seconds passed like this then—

“Okay, stop.”

James offered a quizzical look. Lars waited a few seconds then let out a groan.

“Fine, it was us that kidnapped you, but come on, don’t tell Jane. It had nothing to do with Harris.”

“That might be so, but you know it’s better safe than sorry. I—

“Please.“ He came forward, James looked up, he stopped. “I’ll do whatever you want. Please don’t text Jane that shit.”

James stared at his phone, as though trying to make the tough decision, then, slowly, to give the call more weight, he nodded his head.

“Okay, but I’ve got some question, and you’ve got to be honest with me.”

“I will. I’ll tell you what you want to know.”

“Fine.” James looked around. “Will we be disturbed in here?”

“Maybe, hey, this way.”

James expected Lars to lead him downstairs, but they went next door. Tahir’s former office. Lars looked at James, pulled a key from his pocket, unlocked it, and let them in.

“Take the sofa,” Lars said, then walked around the desk to drag the large office chair into the centre, facing James.

“You got me good,” Lars said, rubbing the newly hit eye. “Both times, I mean. Real slammers.”

He was faking bravado, and James didn’t give him any satisfaction by responding. He kept calm and quiet, his hands crossed on his lap, waiting for Lars to open up.

“Look, I appreciate you doing this,” Lars said, babbling a little. “Not telling Jane, I mean. I know we didn’t get off to the best start yesterday, and you’re pissed about what we did. But you know there wasn’t anything to it. Just an innocent trick, right?”

“An innocent trick that almost got me killed.”

“Okay, yeah, point taken. It got out of hand. But it was only meant as a bit of fun. We meant no harm.”

“Besides blinding me, trying me up, and dumping me in the boot of your car you mean? Oh, and driving me to the middle of nowhere?”

“I know it sounds bad,” he said, twisting his hands as though trying to solve an invisible Rubik’s Cube. “But you got to understand we didn’t think it would go like that. We were going to get you out the boot, take you to this nearby tree, pull off the hood and voila, you’d see us and know it was all a joke. We could have had a big laugh about it. It was like a team building exercise. Or something. You know?”

James wasn’t sure it would have ended that way but saw no need to pursue the end of their moronic game when there was a more interesting question.

“Why?”

“What?”

“Why did you do it? That’s not normal. You can’t be kidnapping every newbie. You’d be better at it for a start.”

“No, it’s not normal, course, but nor were you.”

“Excuse me?”

“You weren’t no normal starter, were you? You think we didn’t know?”

“So you did it because Jane sent me to find out about Harris?”

“Not just,” he smiled for the first time since they had entered the office. Leaning back, he folded his arms, looking a little too comfortable. James could have shaken him, but let him proceed unchallenged for the time being.

“When I was a teen,” Lars said. “I cheated on my girlfriend. Dumb move. She was so hot, and this girl I cheated with weren’t no comparison, but that’s not the point. Point is I came home one day and found my room ripped to pieces. Telly smashed, bed torn up, clothes ruined. Was horrible.”

He still looked bitter about what must have happened twenty years ago. James waited. 

“So I go downstairs and say to Ma, ‘what the hell happened to my room?’, and she tells me my girlfriend came round and asked if she could wait for me up there. Ma lets her up, and she starts destroying everything, just like that. I asked Ma why she didn’t stop her and ma gives me this look and says ‘hon, she told me what you did’. I’m stunned, then she imparts this wisdom on me. See if I can remember correctly.”

“Hell hath no fury,” James intoned, “like a woman scorned.”

“Yeah,” he said, clicking his fingers. “That’s it. ‘Cept she said have not hath. What’s hath? Don’t matter. My ma was always coming up with clever sayings like that.”

James began to break the bad news that Lars’ mother had not, strictly speaking, come up with the saying, but decided to let the guy have his falsely placed pride. Instead, he drilled to the point of Lars’ little story. 

“Nina asked you to kidnap me.”

“She came in crying. Said you’d ditched her and she wanted to teach you a lesson. Just a stupid game. Bundle you in the back of a car, drive you out to that massive oak outside the city. Scare you, nothing more. I weren’t completely sure, but she was so upset. I hate to see that.”

“You’re a top guy.”

“Take the piss, fine,” he said, with only a little bitterness. “I ain’t saying I’m no good guy, but I tell you what I wouldn’t do. I wouldn’t dump a girl the day after her uncle and closest friend died. I cheated when I was sixteen. How old are you now, making dumb decisions like that?”

James hung his head, feeling the shame of the decision. But it was what it was, and he found himself unable not to mount some kind of defence. 

“It would have been worse to wait.”

“Worse for who?” he said, then waved a hand. “I don’t need your explanations. Don’t matter. You should be thankful Nina asked us to get you back. Could have been far worse.”

James cocked an eyebrow, trying to unpack that.

“How so?”

Lars hesitated, perhaps realising he had given too much away, but it was too late now, and James already had him trapped. Having committed to honesty, he wasn’t going to back out.

“You know about Nina and Harris?” he asked.

“I know they were close before Jane went to prison,” James said. “But he ditched her pretty fast when he came home after his second year.”

“Yeah. Poor girl. Look, I really liked Harris, I did, but he hurt her bad when he ditched her. She was so excited he was coming home, but from the day he arrived, he didn’t want nothing to do with her. She told herself he’d come round. He didn’t want to be friends with anyone at the time so she could deal with that. Only it didn’t go down that way.”

James felt himself leaning forward, though it didn’t feel as though he was in control of the move, as if Lars’ narrative was dragging him in.

“Michael and Harris becoming best pals is what hurt her, and it got even worse when she tried to make friends with them both. From what I saw, Michael liked her, was happy to include, but Harris wasn’t having it, so what does she do? She lashes out, spiteful like. Punishes Harris and it were far worse than what you got. Didn’t affect only him, either. That was the worst of it.”

“What—“ James stopped, thinking on that. Imagined Harris and Michael sitting in the office next door, talking through important matters. Michael bearing his soul. They think they’re alone but—

“She heard his confession,” James muttered, more to himself than Lars but he was heard, and Lars took up the tale.

“Came in, all angry. I saw her barrel upstairs, and followed her. Found her listening at the door, tears in her eyes. She bursts in, and Michael is handing Harris something. She sees it, and she screams ‘traitor’. Harris is up and trying to get her but she’s gone, and I’m slipping into the staff room sharpish, so no one sees me. I hear Michael coming out, and Harris is telling him everything’s going to be okay. You already know that ain’t true though. You know what happens next.”

“Davis,” James muttered. “How soon?”

“Very next day—“ he snaps his fingers— “no more Michael. You can imagine what Harris thought about that.”

Heart pounding, head throbbing. Without thinking he was standing and Lars was staring up at him. Fear touched his eyes.

“Hey, I use that to illustrate a point. That don’t mean she’s no killer. She’s not. You’re not going to tell her what I told you, are you?”

“No,” James said. “I know Nina didn’t do it. I was with her right before it happened. She didn’t have time.” 

Making for the door, stopping as he reached it. Another niggling question, one this nosey bartender might well have the answer to.

“Megan and Harris,” he said, planning to form a question but nothing came.

“Yeah,” Lars said, nodding. “I didn’t know why you would have dumped Nina when she came in, then I saw you with Megan, and all became clear. Weird move, ditching a dead man’s auntie to date the dead man’s girl.”

James closed his eyes, denying it

“Megan and Harris weren’t together.”

“Yeah? Whatever you say. mate.” 

The smug look on Lars face made James want to hurt him, but he shook his head, kept hold of the door as though afraid an airlock might open and suck him into space. 

“You don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said. “You don’t know what Harris was doing.”

A strange look passed over Lars. Nothing sinister. Something close to confusion. 

“He was pressuring girls into sex. Filming them and using the videos to taunt them. He would have done the same to Megan if he hadn’t died.” Or might already have done, James thought.

For a while, Lars didn’t say anything. But James could see the confusion morph into something far worse. Pity.

“Megan tell you that?” He shook his head. “I thought better of her.”

“Megan didn’t tell me.”

“No? Well, how about this? I knew Harris since he was a kid. I know what he did to Nina weren’t great, but he was a good guy. A top guy. He didn’t date so much when he came back, but, when he did, he treated the girls right. Far better than I ever would. Far better than you, I’d wager, given what you did to Nina. Did he have a few flings? Yeah, who hasn’t? But film it without them knowing? Pressure them into sex? Do me a favour.”

There was such derision in his tone James had to fight to stay seated.

“Maybe you didn’t know him as well as you thought you did.”

“Knew him better than you,” Lars returned. “And I don’t know who’s feeding you this shit, but our Harris was a good guy. Ask Megan, if you think she can be honest. When she came here, he helped her out. Did he fancy her? Hell yeah, but you get that. Did he ask her out a few too many times? Probably, but she kept saying no and eventually he got the message, stopped asking.

“Then, the day he died, he’s here working, and Megan comes in. She asks for a quiet word, but they don’t go far, and I can hear everything. She says she wants to go out with him. Wants to be taken on that date he keeps talking about and he isn’t sure, thinks she’s messing but she insists, so he says cool, he’s pretty busy, how about some time midweek?

“Know what she says?”

James only stared, heart pounding, praying Lars would not say what he was sure he was going to say next.

“She says ‘nah, Harris, it has to be tonight.’”

Lars leaned back smiling.

“So, lover boy, what do you think of that?”
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Idiot. Fool. Moron.

How many lies had he told? How many warped webs spun? Yet he still couldn’t see it being done to him. Harris had slept with Megan, filmed her, left her seeking revenge, and revenge she had taken. Convincing him to date her again, dragging him to the bar and killing him. A risky move, but she had taken precautions. Had Nina’s phone stolen so she could lure Tahir to the bar as she committed her atrocious act. The intention had been for him to take the fall. When that hadn’t happened, she’d killed him too.

The other stuff? Trappings. Unimportant. Mel wanted her own sex tape and would kill James for it. Davis had been robbed. Nina had caused Michael’s death and orchestrated James’ kidnapping. Harris had felt guilty over his past actions and had apologised to Andros and Ollie. Had probably wanted to make amends for filming the girls too. Hence his reticence to date Megan again. None of it mattered. What mattered was he had risked everything to protect Megan, and she had played him for a fool.

Without another word, James left the recently deceased Tahir’s office, pausing in the hall as his misery threatened to consume him, then pressing on, barging people from his way as he clattered down the mezzanine stairs and only glancing at the back of Owen before departing into the night.

Stop. Decision time. Megan had betrayed him. Broken his heart with her lies. He wanted to run screaming into the night. To abandon this investigation now it was at its conclusion, but he couldn’t. There were still plenty of dangers to consider. Mel being the main one. Davis a close second. To remove them both from his back, he had to get the former the sex tape she so desired and convince the latter he was no killer.

Stepping back into the bar he approached Owen, who looked up, eyes widening in shock to see James come through the front door when he’d not seen him leave.

“I thought you went—“ he pointed up.

“Yeah, that was me,” he hesitated, then dived right in. “I need to get anyone who wants to kill me off my back. You still up for excitement?”

“You know it.”

“It’s dangerous. I can’t promise nothing bad’ll happen.”

“And I can’t promise I won’t get drunk and throw up everywhere, but I’m still willing to give this thing a shot if you are.”

James smiled, trying not to feel guilty for dragging Owen into this, however content his companion might be to put his life at risk.

“It involves breaking and entering in the dead of night.”

“Best time for it.”

“Meet me at midnight, same place we went before the fair?”

No hesitation.

“Deal. What are you going to do first?”

“I got to see the girl I thought I loved.”

His eyes widened. “Nina?”

“Megan.”

Part of him still wanted to leave. To high tail it out of there and never look back, but it wasn’t the right way. He was terrified of, and for, Megan. He hated her, but if anything happened, he would hate himself even more. It was all going to come out now. Even if he tried to hold it back, someone would follow the leads. Jane or Davis would unravel it, and she would die.

Even now, James couldn’t let that happen.

Outside Megan’s temporary home. His heart had not stopped thudding for hours, and it was draining, pumping all that blood around his body at such speed. He looked at the window behind which she was no doubt trying to sleep and wondered how long it would be before Davis came to call. No matter how little she might have enjoyed their last tryst, this would be worse.

Out of the car, he strode up the driveway against his own inner monologue, held his fists to the door and paused. 

It was late. He didn’t want to wake Megan’s landlady. She seemed a sweet old lady. Probably had no idea what a venomous, evil, lying little—

“Megan.”

She had swung open the door and stood before him, wearing a baggy T-Shirt and pyjama trousers with ponies on. Her hair was a mess, and she was the most gorgeous girl in the world. Their eyes met, and as ever it was a punch to the gut. His breath left him, and he could only stand speechless on the step. 

“James, I told you I need space.”

A deep breath, a wave of love. His mind made up.

“You’re in danger. We need to go.”

If he thought she would need persuading, he was wrong. She nodded and rushed back upstairs. Five minutes later they were on the road. James driving, Megan beside him, nervously playing with the chain of her bag and biting her lip. 

“Where are we going?”

“Hotel.”

Emotional turmoil. He couldn’t keep up with his feelings. One minute he hated her, the next he felt nothing but love. One second he wanted to ask why she lied, the next he was thinking of getting down on one knee and requesting her hand in marriage. It was making him dizzy, and tired. Concentrating on the road was becoming a struggle.

As the car shot along, James expected questions. He waited for Megan to ask how he knew she was in trouble, who she was in trouble with, why he was helping her. Every mile that slipped by his hands gripped tighter to the steering wheel, always waiting. But she said nothing, and she did it with such perseverance he snapped. 

“I know you lied,” he spat. “You arranged for Nina’s phone to be stolen so you could set up Tahir. You convinced Harris to meet you at the bar that night, not the other way around. If I know, Davis and Jane will soon find out, then you’ll be dead.”

Looking to her. Waiting for denial or tears or anger or anything, but she stared ahead, said nothing. He gripped the steering wheel tighter still, as though he were trying to pull it off. Searched for calm as a child seeks a lost teddy, but found nothing. Felt the anger build towards explosion.

“You had me running around like a headless chicken, trying to protect you. Putting my life on the line to find the murderer to clear your name. You could have got me killed.”

She pondered this, still playing with that chain. The way it rattled through her fingers was almost soothing. James loosened his grip on the steering wheel and tried to focus.

“You’re right,” she whispered. “I could have got you killed. I deserve to be punished. Why didn’t you leave me at home? Why are you taking me to some fucking hotel?”

He stared at the road as though trying to use telekinesis to destroy it, but didn’t need to avoid her eye. She looked out the window, unable to turn back to him. She was angry at him for protecting her when she didn’t deserve it. It should have made him madder, but he felt the anger deflating.

“I’m a mug,” he said. “I build all this hate for you, and it burns so strong. Then I look you in the eye and it’s like boom, a shot of love to heart. I can’t breathe for wanting you, for needing you to be safe, no matter what you’ve done. How messed up is that?”

Megan wanted to say something, but couldn’t bring herself to. She stared at him a while, then turned away, sobbing. He heard her press her forehead against the glass and chanced a look at the back of her head. He wanted to kiss her hair, and he wanted to drive them into the nearest tree. He did neither, putting his focus back on the road and keeping his mouth shut until they reached the hotel.

“Come on.”

“Wait.”

Her arms reached out but didn’t quite touch him as he opened his door. Closing it again he turned back to her.

She didn’t know what to say, and he wished he hadn’t looked at the devastation on her face. It broke his resolve, and he reached forward, putting his hand on the back of her head and bringing her towards him. When she pulled back, he fought for the words he needed to say.

“Tell me,” he said. “Tell me what you did.”

For a long time, there was nothing. He looked at her, and she looked at him. Tears traced her cheeks, and she thought to keep her breathing steady. Finally, she took his hands, and he clutched hers, waiting.

“I killed Harris,” she said, her voice stronger than expected. She said it, her eyes never leaving his and, as she spoke, he saw the truth.

Leaning against the door, still clutching her hands, he gave the smallest of smiles.

“I’m a liar,” he whispered. “I’ve done so many terrible things and lied about them all. You’d think I’d be well practised, and maybe I am, but I never feel comfortable doing it. Makes me sick, to be honest. Makes me hate myself.” He titled his head, looking at her. “Gives me experience though. Experience enough to know you’re lying now.”

She was shaking her head but sobbing too hard to say anything. He shhed and held her close, wrapping her tight into his arms for several minutes.

“You didn’t do it.”

“I did. I did it.”

“No,” he said, looking past her shoulder to the lights of the hotel. “Let’s get inside.”

The slightest of pauses then:

“You’ll come with me?”

“Yes,” he said, easing her back as though afraid she might snap at the middle, tipping her chin, so her eyes met his. “But only if you tell me the truth.”

She wanted to dip her head, but he wouldn’t allow it. His finger held firm and although she tried to flick her eyes from his, they kept coming back. 

“Megan?”

“Okay,” she conceded. “I’ll tell you everything.”

“Good. Now, come on, let’s go.”

The room was a replica of those in chain hotels up and down the country. One double bed, bedside table either side, counter with a telly perched on top, tray, kettle, tea bags, plus a chair facing a mirror for applying makeup and whatever else. One wardrobe with hangers attached to the rail so no one could steal them and a door into a clinically clean bathroom. 

Megan went straight for the bed, sitting on the edge and going to chewing her nails before stopping herself. James hovered nearby, standing, watching her. She looked back with pleading eyes. 

“Come, sit.”

She slid her shoes off and moved back on the bed, leaning against the headboard, legs pulled close, arms wrapped around them. James kicked his own shoes off and sat at the other end of the bed, legs crossed, hoping he didn’t forget where he was, lean back, and fall off.

“I’m glad you came up,” Megan said. “I need you.”

James nodded but didn’t know what to say so stayed quiet. He hoped he looked as though he was willing to listen and let her in. Not that she was looking at him anyway. Clearly, she didn’t feel she could tell her story while making eye contact.

“They made me do it,” she said. “Warned me to tell you I killed him. Said I’d better make you believe it. Guess I failed on that one. They’ll make me pay.”

“Don’t worry about that now,” James said. “Just tell me everything. Tell it from the beginning. Leave nothing out.”

She nodded, shuffled to get comfortable, cleared her throat.

“A lot of what I told you was true,” she began. “I came here, hoping to start a new life, and I struggled. I got a job at the bar, but the rest of the staff were cruel and cold. They made me feel unwelcome. As I said, it was only Harris who was kind to me, and as I said, he grew to wish we could be more than friends. He asked me out multiple times, and I always said no. Always said things were better as they were. I’m not sure he accepted it, but he did stop asking.”

This was where the story diverged. Harris hadn’t kept pushing until she agreed. Something else had happened. James leaned forward but tried not to look as though he was judging her with every word spoken.

“A few months back, we were invited to a party, everyone who worked for Davis and everyone who worked for Jane, at Davis’ house—if, that is, you can call it a house.”

James smiled, knowing what she meant. She glanced at him for the first time, wanting to talk about the size of the house. Wanting to seize the distraction. James refused to take the bait, so she went on. 

“I wasn’t keen on going, but Harris begged me. He wasn’t talking to Nina and Michael was looking after his nephew. He was always in a bad mood, and I think I was the only one who could cheer him up. I wasn’t sure, but he seemed to need me, so I said okay.”

She looked to the tray with the tea set up. There were two glasses. 

“Can I get a drink?”

“I’ll do it,” James said.

“Thank you. Anyway, I arrive, and Harris is already drinking. He gets drunker and drunker, and before long I’m looking after him. He’s in a bad way. Tells me he’s made some fucked up decisions because he let himself be led. Tells me he wants to be better. He talks a lot about the bar, about making it work. Says he’s sad I don’t want to go out with someone, but he hopes he finds someone like me who will.

“I stay with him as long as I can. Nina comes over, brings me alcohol, him water. Eventually, he passes out. Nina and I talk for a bit, but she’s tired too, so she heads upstairs where she’s staying.”

James returned with the waters. Took his place on the bed and watched as Megan half downed her glass in one go, placing it on the bedside table. She twisted her hands again as she tried to go on. 

“I can’t remember much of what happened after that. Didn’t think I drank too much but I must have. Think someone convinced me to stay and I must have hit the booze table hard. Too hard. It was all free, but I’m usually good about drink. Guess I forgot my limits.”

James felt the anger rise within him. 

“Or you were spiked.”

She couldn’t look at him and didn’t nod. It was clear she wanted to move on.

“Next thing I remember I’m upstairs. Same night, but later. I’m looking for a toilet, I think, but I hear an argument. I should have walked away but I was drunk, and I guess drunk makes me nosey. I follow the voices and end up outside Davis’ bedroom. There’s this crash, and I hear a voice I don’t recognise, and he’s saying—“ she strained to recall. Closed her eyes to go there. “I’m not sure. Something about not getting away with whatever he wanted. About hurting and killing people. About someone in particular. Yeah, he said Davis was going to get her killed, and he wouldn’t allow it.”

James tried to piece this together, but couldn’t make it fit. He was still trying to work it out as Megan continued.

“Then the door swung open, and I fell over as some angry blonde man shot out. He looked at me with such loathing in his eyes and then he was gone.”

“Blonde man,” James thought, feeling a tingle of anticipation. “Stony face?”

“I don’t know,” Megan said. “He was angry. Got to be lots of blonde guys out there.”

Maybe, James thought, but he wondered. Thought about Lindelof, the policeman who had been in contact with Michael about testifying against the Chappells. What had triggered this need to put Davis away? Someone he cared about being threatened by the crook, perhaps? 

A sob brought him back to Earth. He had allowed the thought of a possible argument between Lindelof and Davis distract him from what this story was about. From what he knew had to happen next.

“I was trying to get up when Davis appeared,” she said. “He held out his hand and said he was going to get me a drink. No arguments. He pulled me up and dragged me into his room, and I didn’t resist. I didn’t tell him no.”

There were tears on her cheeks. Her whole body was trembling as it prepared to go to pieces. James could no longer sit by and do nothing. Propelling off the bed as though on a spring, he walked to the end of the room as though he was going to burst out and go looking for Davis. Then he stopped.

Selfish.

He could go after Davis, he could attack and kill the old bastard, but who would he be doing it for? Not for Megan, that was for sure.

Turning back he strolled towards the bed. There she sat, head still bowed, crying and shaking. He felt the anger fade and his heart break. Approaching, he sat on the edge of the bed, reaching out and cupping her chin, lifting her head.

“I’m sorry.”

She shook her head.

“Not your fault.”

“Not your fault either.”

“I shouldn’t have stayed. Shouldn’t have drank.”

“No,” James said. “Don’t think like that. Don’t you ever think like that. What he did to you—“ again, he couldn’t get through the sentence. “It’s not your fault. Nothing you did. You understand? Tell me you understand?”

She nodded and came forward. He wrapped his arms around her and held her close, sliding further on the bed and holding her as he had held the morning after Harris had died. He had thought she had been open with him then. Had thought he knew everything, but it had turned out—

No. Stop. It wasn’t worth sitting here thinking like that. He loved her. He wanted to trust her, so he had to take the risk. Had to trust this was it.

“It goes beyond that night,” she whispered. He began to shh her, but she went on. “You need to know everything. About what happened next. About Harris.”

“No,” he said. “I don’t need to hear anything you don’t want to—“ 

“It’s okay,” she said, pulling back a little, giving herself the space to speak. “I need to say it. I need to tell you everything.”

She reached across him and took her glass, finishing her water. He offered to get her another, but she declined.

“There’s not much more to say. I woke up in Davis’ bed feeling sick. He asked if I wanted to stay for breakfast and I ran out of there. I went home and cried and cried. I was going to quit. Was going to leave and never come back. I couldn’t stand the thought of spending another second in this fucking city. Then, that evening, the video came through.”

James saw it, that video, the way she had laid beneath Davis. Now though, he saw it for it what it was. A sober, perverted monster on top of a girl so drunk she was almost passed out. There was that anger again, and it took everything he had to hold it back.

“What did they want?” he asked.

“The message just said ‘Stick Around’.”

Pushing his thoughts from Davis on Megan, knowing it would only drive him into fury, he considered who had the video. Who had filmed her? Who needed to keep her around? Why? Ideas started to form, piecing it together.

“I’m guessing they didn’t get in touch again until recently.”

“Just over a week ago,” she said. “Three more messages came through. The first told me to get talking to Nina next time she was in the bar. It told me I was to suggest Nina go to this pub with her boyfriend. The second told me to get in touch with some guy called Kevin. A frequent at that bar. I had to—“

“I’ve spoken to Kevin,” James interjected. “You got him to steal Nina’s bag.”

“And push you in a river,” Megan said, hanging her head again. “I didn’t know it was you. Not that that makes it any better but—“

“Don’t,” James said. “You did what you had to do. I understand. After the mugging, Kevin dumped the bag in a bin. You told him to do that?”

“Yes.”

“Did you collect it?”

“No.”

“So you have no way of knowing who asked you to do it?”

“No, I’m sorry.”

He thought about it.

“The third message asked you to get Harris to take you on a date to the bar?”

“Yes,” she was crying harder. “I should have known. Should have guessed something horrible was going to happen, or why would they needed me to do it? It’s my fault he’s dead.”

James held her closer.

“It’s not,” he said. “You did the only thing you could.”

Except hadn’t he told Kevin the opposite? That he should have guessed something was going to happen and was therefore responsible. The difference was Kevin was doing it for romance and Megan out of fear.

That was a big difference. He wanted to re-evaluate his theory but made himself pause.

“Megan,” he said, making his mind up. She waited a while before looking into his eyes.

“Yes?”

“I’m leaving this city tomorrow.”

She nodded, understanding. He kissed the top of her head. 

“I want you to come with me.”

For a long time, they looked into each other's eyes. 

“I know it’s stupid,” James said. “That we hardly know each other, and it will probably go badly, but I like you. I like you so much, and we both need to get away, so why not give it a try? Why not—“

She put her finger to his lips. For the first time that evening a small smile came to her lips. 

“You don’t need to convince me,” she said. “I’m in.”

They both smiled, then leaned in, and kissed. A long, perfect kiss he would have been happy to never see end. But it did, and when she pulled away, hands on his face, there was worry in her eyes again.

“Why don’t we go now?”

“I wish we could,” James said. “But there’s one more thing I have to do first.”

“What’s that?”

“I’m going to find out who killed Harris,” he said. “And I’m going to stop them.”
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The theory, so well constructed, had crumbled in his hands like an ancient statue under a mighty hammer. It had fit together so sweet, so neat. Now it was in the wind, and he was glad. Ecstatic, even. Megan was innocent. That was what mattered and, if he could find the real culprit, and shirk Mel from his back at the same time, perhaps they could still have that first date.

Leaving her was hard, but necessary. She clung to him, wishing there was another way. Wanting to run, but they couldn’t. He pulled back and kissed her lips, promised he would return, then fled into the night.

Driving into the city, he unpacked what he knew, taking this new evidence and reworking it. Analysing the situation and now, something was appearing. Paint splashed on canvas, shifting of its own volition into a clear pattern. A pattern spelling out a new, potential truth.

Driving too fast into Jane’s road he slammed on the breaks, almost crashing into a small wall bordering a garden a few doors from his destination as his back end spun. Leaving the car parked at a horrible angle, he jumped out texting as he rushed to the Chappell front door, arranging a meeting to follow this one. Banging, hopping from foot to foot as he waited for Jane to greet him. Planning to unravel his theory with her.

“James, what are you doing here?”

It was not Jane, and that threw him for a few seconds, but he regained composure and kept his look sturdy for Nina.

“I need to speak to Jane.”

She rose her eyebrows.

“Business or pleasure?”

“Business.”

“Pity,” Nina says. “Either way, she isn’t here.”

A long, frustrated groan as he staggered from the door, Staring down the street as though he might see Jane approaching, perhaps running, having sensed James came with information. There was no one there, but James needed to talk.

“When will she be back?” he asked, then: “it’s about Harris.”

As he had, Nina looked down the street, shrugging to show she was none the wiser. He turned again, thinking, but before he could draw any conclusions her hand was on his shoulder.

“Come in.”

In her bedroom. James had expected to be led into the living room, but she head straight upstairs, and he didn’t have the confidence to call her back. Here he stood, nervous as she perched on the bed, watching him. Part of him wanted to jump into why he came to see Jane, but he wasn’t sure he should talk to her and, in any case, there was something he needed to say.

“I need to say sorry.”

She gave him a long, piercing look.

“What for?”

“For being an idiot. You had lost your nephew, and I chose that time to end our relationship. It was stupid. Selfish. I know how close you were.”

She stared at her wall. James followed her eye and saw pinned up pictures. All seemed to be of Nina and her family. Most of her and Harris. James approached, examining them in closer detail. Here were Nina and Harris in school uniform, arms around each other. Here they were at a bar, racing to finish their respective beers. Here was Nina dressed in black gown, having graduated university, Birmingham Town Hall in the background. Harris at her side in a suit, Jane nearby. This before she went to prison. Before Harris dropped out of education and into his downward spiral.

“I’d say he was my best friend, but that implies there were others,” she said, tears welling in her eyes. “He’s the only person I ever cared about, and now he’s gone, and I feel lost.”

James took a step towards the bed, then stopped. He didn’t know what to do or say. It wasn’t like being with Megan. It wasn’t easy. He turned back to the pictures.

“You know what the worst thing is?” she said. He shook his head. “He died angry. We were inseparable since the day he was born, but for the last three months, he could barely stand to look at me. Then he died, and we never got to make up. You can’t imagine what that feels like.”

James bowed his head, thinking of Michael. Remembering what she had done. It should have made him angry, but he hadn’t known Michael and couldn’t find the strength for hatred. Not now.

“He didn’t hate you,” James said, a hand sweeping over the photos. “Look how close you were. He could never hate you.”

“Maybe,” she muttered.

He dropped his hand from the photos and glanced at her. She was holding tight to Mr Black, pressing her face into his soft white head. She looked so young. So fragile. James could have held her but stayed where he was. Forcing himself to focus.

“What did you want to tell Jane?” she said.

Stepping towards the bed James looked into her red eyes, trying to assess her state of mind. Not sure she could take what he had to say about her father, but needing to tell someone. To expound. He bit his lip as she looked expectantly to him.

“I think I should wait for your sister.”

Nina shook her head.

“Jane loved Harris,” Nina said. “I know that. She was his mum, but no one loved him like I did. No one was as close to him as I was. She’s not the only one who needs to know what happened.”

Still, he was unsure but knew she was right. Nina cared about Harris like no one else. To the point her jealousy had led to her getting Michael killed. His stomach churned thinking on that, but he made up his mind. He would talk it through with her. See what she thought. It might be hard for her to take, but he wouldn’t know until he gave her the chance.

“I think your father had Harris killed.”

Half expecting hysterics or laughter, he waited but received neither. Instead, she shrugged her shoulders.

“What’s new? Jane said you had him on your list from the start.”

There was no emotion there. Nothing on her face that suggested misery her father might have murdered her nephew—except, a trembling lip. Only slight, but hard to miss once spotted. James coughed, trying to decide whether to proceed, but she had asked for this, and he needed to run it through with someone.

“I suspected him from the start, yes,” James confessed. “But the evidence is more concrete now. Obviously, I can’t be sure, but it’s coming together.”

“Tell me,” she said. No hesitation, though the tremble held and he thought her eyes were beginning to glisten. All of which he tried to ignore.

“Okay, it goes like this: For a long time, the police try to put away Jane and Davis Chappell. Yang has a case built, but the Chappell’s become aware of it. They pay people off, make evidence and witnesses disappear until the case collapses. The police believe the case is dead, but there’s a lucky break on the horizon. Michael.”

He paused, expecting a reaction to the name and getting one. Closed eyes and a shiver throughout her body. James gave Nina a few seconds to compose herself, then proceeded when she looked up.

“Michael informs on Jane, getting her jailed for three years. Michael presumably receives some kind of pay off and, importantly, he gets away with it. Must have been scary though, so he decides he doesn’t want to do it again and, for a couple of years, the police leave him be.

“But their dreams of putting the Chappells away don’t fade, and, when Davis’ actions place someone a Detective Lindelof cares about in danger, he has had enough. He lets his temper get the better of him and confronts Davis. Stupid, and once he gets his emotions under control, he searches for another avenue. Once more he tracks down Michael, and convinces him not only to inform on Davis but to get hold of hard evidence which can be used against him.”

This was important, and he ran it through again before speaking it. He had always assumed Michael was only an informant, and that led to some incorrect assumptions, but Lars had said Nina had not only heard Harris and Michael talking, but had seen Michael hand Harris something. It was this knowledge, added to what Megan had revealed, that started to clear the fog.

“Your nephew wasn’t perfect,” James said, giving Nina a look he hoped was comforting. “But people have been trying to paint him as far worse than he was. They’ve been saying he pressured girls into sex, filmed the encounter, and used it to taunt them.”

“No—“ a hand shot to Nina’s mouth, almost obscuring her words. Her eyes mixed anger and desperation as she shook her head as though trying to detach it. “Harris would never.”

“That’s what Lars said, too, and Megan implied the same. I believe both of them, and I believe you. I don’t think Harris would do that.”

“Then why would they—“ she broke off, shaking her head again, drying her eyes.

James took a step forward, then a step back. Raising her head, Nina saw the indecision in his eyes.

“What?”

Still, he paused, but now she wouldn’t look away.

“What?” she repeated.

“To answer why they would do it I need to talk about what you saw and overheard,” James said, ducking his head, unable to look at her. “What you told Davis.”

For ten seconds or more Nina held a calm, reasoned face, nodding her head slightly as though she understood, it was okay. James waited, counted off the time until, as he expected, the veneer shattered, the tears flooding free.

“I’m sorry,” he said, and she mumbled something in return, but with her head buried in her hands he couldn’t make it out.

This was awkward, uncomfortable. Standing watching a girl cry, shifting from foot to foot with no idea what to do. Duty caught him, and he stepped forward, sitting on the bed beside her and putting an arm around her shoulder. As he did her hands came out and clutched his top as a frightened toddler will clutch the leg of her mummy. Sharp nails dug into his skin, but beyond a small wince of discomfort, he tried to ignore it.

For some time they sat that way. James wanted to push on but didn’t feel he could prod her into speaking when she was so upset. So, he waited until, after several minutes of crying, she began to calm, and lifted her head to face him, ready to talk.

“I told myself I did it for my sister and father,” she said, her voice croaking but understandable. “I stormed out saying Michael had betrayed us and he deserved to pay, but it wasn’t that. I mean, I was angry at Michael for his betrayal, but it was Harris too. He was my best friend in the world, and he cast me aside like I was nothing. I looked at him with Michael, and I was sick with jealousy, but Harris didn’t care so when I told dad what Michael did, that would serve Harris right.”

She clutched tighter, almost tearing his shirt off and looked desperately into his eyes.

“I never wanted anyone to die, you have to know that. I thought I could scare him. Make him see he’d hurt me and think about what he had done. I wanted to punish him, but I didn’t want anyone to die. I’d never want that.”

A few more seconds she held his eye, then buried her face in his T-shirt, wailing once again. Still, he clutched her shoulder, but he was thinking, turning it over in her mind.

“I think,” he said, speaking with slow care, “in future when someone hurts you, you need to think long and hard about how you are going to deal with it.”

Waiting. Staring at the top of her head, patient, unwilling to speak until she looked at him. Eventually, she did.

“Your anger at Michael got him killed,” it was harsh but needed to be said. “Your anger at me—“

She closed her eyes. Again he waited until she found the strength to look at him.

“I told you,” he said. “What I did was wrong. I was a prick for the way I handled the end of our relationship, but your kidnapping trick almost got me killed. Your jealousy over Michael and Harris did get Michael killed. You can’t keep overreacting like that.”

Nodding, agreeing with him.

“I know, I understand. Oh, God, you must hate me.”

“No, I get it,” he said. “You’re not the only one who has felt anger so strong over a betrayal that you’ve overreacted, to the point where—“

He stopped but didn’t need to say it. As she had pointed out on the riverside, she had heard his dreams. If she didn’t know all the details, she could have guessed. Worked out he was saying she was not the only person who had made mistakes leading to death.

“I guess we both need to be better,” she whispered.

“Yeah.”

A long, charged pause. She was looking into his eyes, and as she tilted forward a little, he saw what was happening. A pat on the back diffused the situation, and standing broke it completely. She fell forward as he did but steadied herself. Tried to hide her hurt.

“I didn’t bring this up to hurt you,” he said. “It’s all part of the theory.”

“I get it,” she said. “Go on.”

“I’m guessing you told your father Michael had handed over physical evidence to Harris.”

Head bowed again, an almost imperceptible nod following. James considered waiting until he had her eye back, then ploughed on without.

“Davis wanted that evidence,” James said. “Would do anything to get it. I think he reacted by paying an attractive girl to seduce Tahir, sleep with him, and feed him stories about Harris’ supposed filming of girls.”

Nina gasped, getting it.

“She begged him to get it back,” she said. “He thought he was falling for her so went into Harris’ safe and stole it.”

“Right,” James said. “Plan being that Tahir would hand it to this girl—“ Mel, he thought, though he didn’t say it—“and Davis would have it back. Only it didn’t work like that. Harris called Tahir to warn him the girl was lying. Tahir is unsure, now, who to believe, so what can Davis do? Steal your phone, text Tahir, persuading him to come to the bar that night, then—“

He stopped, considering.

“I still struggle to believe Davis would have his grandson killed. Maybe the plan was to kill Tahir and frame Harris, but it went wrong. Harris heard someone in his office and went to investigate. Got into a fight and got killed, so the plan had to change. Yeah, that works.”

“Hang on—“ Nina was looking at him again with wet-eyed confusion. “My phone?”

He explained to her about the fake mugging, and she fell back onto her bed, groaning.

“Oh, God, oh, God, my phone? My phone? Oh, God.”

James waited for this to pass, and held the story to the light, analysing it, searching for holes.

“What about Harris?” Nina said. “How would dad get him to the bar?”

“Blackmail,” James said, then off Nina’s look, trying to keep his temper in check: “he spiked one of Harris’ co-workers and slept with her, filming it. This was months ago so he wouldn’t have planned to use it for getting Harris, but it came in useful for that. Likelihood is everything he accused Harris of he took from personal experience. Then, when the time came to frame Harris, he used this tape to blackmail the girl into setting up your mugging and getting Harris to the right place at the right time. It’s—“

Stop, right before he could describe it as clever because it wasn’t. Here was a rapist murderer. Here was a disgusting, disgraceful human being who needed to be punished. That was on James’ list of things to achieve.

Nina sat up, staring at the wall. She had listened to his theory and wasn’t screaming that he was a maniac. She looked defeated, broken.

“It’s all my fault.”

“No—“

“It is. If I don’t tell dad about Michael and Harris having that evidence, he doesn’t die. It’s my fault. It’s my fault. It’s—“

She collapsed into tears and once more, James came to the bed, putting an arm around her shoulder, pulling her close.

“Why didn’t Harris hand over the evidence?” she moaned. “Why would he keep it? What would he be so fucking stupid?”

These considerations had not passed James by.

“The money,” he said, still holding her. “Davis said Harris wouldn’t be able to rob him, and I guess he wasn’t lying. Harris didn’t rob him. Didn’t need to. Instead, he used that tape to blackmail his grandfather. Davis paid while he planned his next move, but it was that, not what you did, that got Harris killed. In the end, he bit off more than he could chew.”

They fell into silence, Nina sobbing into his shoulder as Megan had. James covertly checked his phone. Realised it was time to go.

“I need you to tell Jane,” James said. “I can’t wait around anymore. I’ve got someone else to see.”

“Who?”

“She’s called Detective Yang. I’m going to tell her everything I’ve told you, okay? You tell Jane I’ve done that. It’ll be up to her to decide if she wants to move against her father, or leave it to the police.”

Still, Nina sobbed, she didn’t want him to leave, but he extradited himself from her clasp.

“Please, stay with me a while longer,” she said, face wet and red for tears.

“Sorry,” he said. “I got to go. I’ve got to finish this. It has to end.”
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“That’s some story.”

Retelling the tale had been more difficult than the first run through, with Yang making a more passive partner than Nina. Though she had also remained calmer, no tears, and he had not been called on to comfort her. All positives.

“Not much concrete evidence, either,” she continued. “Lot of hunches.”

James did not look at the detective. Her eyes were fixed on the beauty of the lake, stretching out in front of him. So calm. Peaceful. Hard to believe he had been so frightened on being pushed in two nights ago. Hard to believe lakes like these had been causing him nightmares for what felt like years.

“If you don’t believe me,” he said, “you don’t have to do anything.”

“I didn’t say I don’t believe you,” she returned. “I’m merely pointing out there is not much I can offer a court of law. You must remember Davis has been slipping out of the police forces’ grasp periodically since he was a teenager. Men and woman alike have gone mad trying to lock him up.”

Smiling, James thought of a stony-faced blonde man throwing Davis against a wall.

“Your partner being one of them?”

“My partner is not the only blonde man in this world.”

“Don’t forget the sour expression. In my experience blondes are usually smiley.”

“It’s because they’re dim.”

“Hey, at least my stereotype was positive.”

Hard eyes and she smoothed her jacket. He wondered if she had left family to visit him so late. Doubted it. She came across as a lifer. Someone who gave everything to the job and had little time for a social or love life. Lovely as she was, he hoped he was wrong about that.

“If it was him,” James said, “at least he was proactive.”

Yang rolled her eyes.

“Telly watchers love the idea of Lindelof. He’s emotive, he likes to charge in, be rougher with suspects than he should.”

“Like Jack Bauer.”

“Exactly, but that mould doesn’t fit with modern policing.” She sighed, closed her eyes. “I shouldn’t bad mouth my partner in front of near strangers.”

“It’s okay, I didn’t like him.”

That drew a smile. Her eyes found the lake as he had. He could see it reflected in her eyes and thought she understood its beauty. Maybe police work wasn’t all that mattered.

“There are plenty of people like that on the force,” Yang said, mildly. “When I was building my case against Davis and Jane I faced problems from the impatient. People like Lindelof didn’t want to wait, to do it right. In the end, my case fell apart and everyone said I told you so, while Lindelof was lauded for finding an informant who would put Jane away for three years, but it didn’t have to go that way. People took their eye off the ball. The case fell apart when we lost information internally. How can we be expected to take down the baddies when we’re working against ourselves?"

Pulling her eyes from the river she flushed red, realising what she had said, as though she had become hypnotised by the calm water.

“It’s okay,” said James. “I get it.”

That wasn’t the problem though, and he knew it. She smiled and shook her head.

“It’s because I’m tired,” she said. “Too many late nights. Not enough sleep. Not enough downtime. I am too hard on my partner. Chris has it harder than me. He has a family, and things have not run smoothly for him. I believe it was him your friend saw at Davis’ party because I know he has had problems with his daughter becoming wrapped up with some nasty people. I cannot imagine what that must be like for any parent, the constant fear of what horrible things might befall your child, but for a police officer, who sees right into the heart of the darkest organisations every day, it must be soul destroying. So I cannot blame him for his anger, or for seeking any way he can to put Davis away. I only hope I can help him out.”

She rose, letting her eyes drift back to the river, then tugging them away, scared of getting caught. As James untangled himself from the park bench, she held out a hand.

“Thank you for what you’ve told me tonight,” she said. “Rest assured I will look into this. No hesitation. I said there’s nothing concrete here but it is an excellent jumping off point, and if it stacks up, there is an excellent chance we will finally get the bastard.”

“I hope so.”

They walked away from the river, to the small parking area off the main road. At Yang’s car, she faced him.

“You need to get out of this,” she said. “No more messing around. No more investigating. I’m going to get to the bottom of this case, but you are not safe here. I appreciate everything you’ve told me but now is the time to step back.”

He didn’t respond. He was looking at where he had been pushed into the water. Reliving the fear as he dropped below the surface, sinking into murky depths. He felt the air restrict as he allowed himself to imagine the water consuming him again.

“James?”

Back to reality. He looked to the concerned eyes of Yang. Saw fear and worry there and nodded his head very slowly, very deliberately.

“You’re right,” he said. “I need to get out.”

“You’ll leave the city?”

“I’ll leave the city.”

Still, she watched him, her eyes not boasting trust, but that was okay. After all, he was lying. Running wouldn’t help. Mel had said she would come after him and, now he suspected her of working for Davis, he trusted she had the means to do it. So he would assume Davis would not be caught and would try to protect himself. Time to visit Tahir’s once again and locate that evidence.

Then, and only then, could he leave the city for good.




As he worked his way down a street made narrow by two walls of cars, he could not help but think of Emily and her boy, huddled together, broken, beaten by the death of Tahir. Emily would move on, eventually, but the kid would have permanent scars. Deep running wounds for which both would know who to blame. James.

Shuffling into a tight space, he looked at Emily’s home. Dark. Quiet. He prayed she would not be in, fearing bumping into her more than he feared falling into the clutches of Davis or Mel in their most murderous moods. Were he to see her, he hoped she would scream and yell and try to kill him. If she crumpled beneath the weight of her grief, falling to the floor in unstoppable tears, no one would need to kill him. Death would be metered out on the sword of his shame and grief.

It was twenty to midnight when he arrived, ten to when Owen pulled up, knackered, worn, but with that ever-present glint of excitement in his eyes. James felt the apology build as they stepped from their respective vehicles, but could not stop it.

“I’m sorry about this.”

“You know,” Owen said, looking at the house. “I’m starting to feel this relationship is take, take, take. I save your life. I keep a lookout. When you gunna get my back?”

“What do you need?”

He thought about it. 

“For you to purchase another round would be nice. Sit and finish it with me, even better.”

“You have my word,” said James, though he didn’t mean it. He liked Owen but had every intention of flying soon as he was squared with Mel. Guilt spread at the lie, but it was a necessary evil.

They stepped towards the house like two ordinary blokes out for a late night stroll, rather than a couple of burglars. At the door, they surveyed their surroundings. The street was dark, bar a few lights dotted here and there, all of which were covered by curtains. James lifted his hand to ring the bell but paused when he arrived, heart pounding, seeing Emily before him, crying and crying and crying and—

“You forgotten how it works?” Owen asked. Leaning in he did the job for James, jabbing the button and stepping back.

“What now?” he asked.

“She comes, let me do the talking. She doesn’t—“ and he was hoping she would not— “uh, do you know how to pick locks?”

“What I look like to you?” Owen said. “Some sort of common crook? I’m neither, and I don’t know how to pick a lock. I do know something about people though.”

James raised his eyebrow, but Owen was already at work. Crouching and searching under the mat, a couple of ornamental rocks, and through the bushes in front of the living room window, rising with a glint in his smile and his hand.

“Here you are.”

A key.

They listened at the door but could hear nothing within. James rose his hand and pressed the bell again, made nervous as it rang through the street. A glance left and right, seeking twitching curtains, opening doors, but there was nothing.

“Let’s go,” Owen said, but James raised a hand. 

“No, just me. Too much of a risk having us both in there. I don’t want you getting in trouble with the cops.”

“Well that’s sweet, but I’m not a child, and you ain’t my pa.”

“I know, but still.” He looked back onto the street. “If you want to help you can stay here, keep lookout and text if anyone comes.”

Owen’s face soured fast.

“Sounds riveting.”

“I know you don’t like it—“

“You promised me exciting.”

“I know—“

“So far it’s been about as fun as jury duty. Hey, best bit was when you got kidnapped. When’s that happening again?”

“Knowing my luck, not too long,” James muttered, placing the key in the door, facing Owen before unlocking. “Will you do this?”

He did, earning James’ eternal gratitude. Maybe there was a point in having friends after all.

The door opened without a creak, and James slid inside as though there was far less of a gap then there was. The same hallway Emily had led him into, but darker. Peeking into the living room he tried to think logically about where the evidence might be. It could have been hidden in any room, but many could be ruled out pre-search. Tahir hadn’t wanted his wife to know what he was doing and wouldn’t want his child to find what he had stolen. So, it was unlikely to be in any communal area—bedrooms, living room, kitchen. Anywhere Emily might relax or cook, anywhere the boy might play or sleep.

All guesswork, but he thought the most likely location was some kind of study, if there was one. He looked up. This was a three bedroom. One for the parents, one for the kids and—

Upstairs, he tiptoed like a cat burglar from a cartoon, sneaking towards a diamond, scared of alerting the guards. Toilet to the left, kids bedroom straight ahead, right next to parents’ room. He poked his head into all of these then moved on, heading to the final door along the hall, sliding it open and slipping inside.

Empty. Dark to begin with and not much better once James flicked the light on. The thick black curtains and silver walls seemed to turn bright light into gloom. The heavy material of the lampshade didn’t help. Stepping in, examining the room. A sofa one might turn into a bed with a degree in quantum mechanics. A desk atop which sat a monitor, beneath a computer and filing cabinets. A wardrobe and three shelves of books.

Sliding open the filing cabinets he found them empty. He removed the cushions from the sofa and looked under the computer and behind the monitor, but all of this was too obvious. Guests or Emily might see anything hidden here.

What wouldn’t they use?

The bookshelf. He allowed his eyes to scan it. Three shelves, each taken by one member of the family. Or so it seemed. 

A raft of colour made up the bottom shelf. Big books with patterns and animals and large smiling faces on the front. Large font and pictures on the inside. James made for it and pulled one of the books free. Looked upon a boy and a dog and tried not to think of the little boy who would try to read this book. Whose father had probably read it to him, and who would never have a book read to him by that father again. Because of James.

No good. No, no, no, it was no good. He put the book back and examined the second shelf. Murder mysteries. All murder mysteries. And Harry Potter. That could be Tahir’s shelf, and yet, he thought not. Tahir struck him as too serious to be interested in something so fanciful as —well —fiction.

That meant shelf three.

Biographies and autobiographies. Mostly football based. Some cricket. One golf. Clearly, Tahir wasn’t too fussy about which sporting legends he read up on.

The shelf started at James’ head height. The books mostly hardback and of varying sizes, creating contours as they ran from one end of the room to the other. James touched the first book, pressed, then went along each and every one, pressing, feeling the resistance of the hard wall behind each volume until—

There. A book on Leicester’s unlikely Premier League triumph gave way, falling towards the wall. The book next to it, on a golfer James had never heard of, gave as well. After that, they were back to hard wall. 

Withdrawing the books from the shelf, he tossed them aside, as though they were on fire. Reaching up was a struggle, and hurt his side, but on tiptoes, he was about able to reach far enough into the gap left by the books to feel that yes, there was something there.

Side still aching, and thinking the kid would never have found this, James managed to drag it back, slipping as he did and collapsing into the sofa as the object of his desires smacked him in the face. 

He lay in a heap on the floor, breathing as though he had run a half marathon but feeling a strange sense of victory.

He had it. At last. The evidence that would save him from Mel or give Yang what she needed to arrest Davis. Relief flooded him as he held it up. A silver object as long as an iPhone and a little narrower. On one side a row of speakers, a microphone, and the lens, on the back a screen with simple buttons to play, fast forward, stop, and rewind. A simple spying solution. A micro USB on the end allowed the user to upload the footage to a PC, presumably for blackmailing purposes.

His finger hovered over the button. He felt the cool of the little play symbol. 

“Well, hello there.”

James froze,  not even blinking, as though to be still was to be invisible.

“Come on, get up.”

James hesitated a second longer, then did as he was told, sliding the device casually into his pocket as he did. He turned to a smirking man. 

“You think I didn’t see that?”

James said nothing. The man wore a smart suit and slick expression. His hair was swept back, and he was what James considered to be modern handsome. He was perhaps ten years older than James and a hell of a lot nastier. Though James doubted he had wracked up so many kills. 

“Doesn’t matter,” James’ new friend said. “You and your little device are coming with me. The boss’ll be so pleased you found it. Not sure it’ll persuade him to forgive you for Mel, but it’ll stand you in good stead.”

“Forgive me?” James asked, confusion washing over him. “I was going to take this to her, that’s why I’ve come.”

His captor snorted. A look of derision appearing then fading as he examined James’ confused expression.

“You don’t know?”

“I don’t know.”

Still, the man watched, not sure whether to believe. Deciding against it.

“Whatever, man. Let’s go.”

Hesitation. Deciding if running was an option. It worked during the kidnapping, but this wasn’t Lars. This was, sad to say, a professional.

“Where are we going?”

“No questions,” he said, echoing Mel even if he didn’t know it. “Let’s go.”

“What’s wrong with Mel?” he said, holding his ground. His new friend sighed, reached into his pocket and withdrew a phone.

“I still reckon you know,” he said, smiling. “Trying to play me but whatever, it won’t work. You stay where you are and look. Try come at me, I’ll stick a knife in you.”

Another few seconds. Trying to decide if this was the right move. Then, he shrugged, finding what he wanted on his phone. Valuable seconds with his eyes off James, but he was on edge. Likely to react if James so much as blinked. No the right time to make a move.

“There.”

The screen was in his face. Three seconds passed in which his jaw dropped, then the phone was gone.

“Right, that’s it, you’ve had your fun, now let’s go.”

“I didn’t. It wasn’t—“

“Whatever, discuss it with Davis. I just need you to move.” 

The man stepped back and allowed James to step in front. The moment he had done, James felt a heavy hand in his back and went sprawling to the floor face first.

“Oops, sorry.”

James was supposed to be riled by this, but he wasn’t. His head was pounding with that image, pasted behind his eyes. All the blood, the torn clothes, her pale face, gaping mouth. The shock. Mel had come to James’ house to collect her prize or take his life—she wouldn’t leave with her own.

Out the front door and into the street. James looked to Owen who smiled before spotting the man. Shock crossed his face, and he went for his door, but James shook his head, silently pleading he stay put. No one else needed to get caught in this.

“Hey, I’m over here.”

James stopped. He had half stepped into the road. His new friend was pointing to a car right outside Emily’s. James thought of the picture again. So like Harris’ murder. The sheer brutality of it. Someone not content with one or two stab wounds. Someone who wanted to make sure the job stayed done. How had it happened? No time to think about that. James took another step back, into the middle of the road. 

“Don’t be an idiot, man,” said the guy. “You’re in trouble, but it ain’t nothing fatal. Not yet. Not unless you try fuck with me. You got to get that.”

Still, James didn’t approach the car. He saw the guy click his jaw, then sigh. Again James glanced towards Owen who was still sitting with his hand on the door, watching. 

The man approached. James took another step back. 

“Go on,” he said. “Try run, but you know what—“

Taking a leaf out of James’ kidnap escape playbook, the kidnapper shot forward before finishing his sentence.  James tried to turn but tripped over his own feet. Almost went down but a powerful hand wrapped under his arm, holding tight. James’ attacker pulled him close, and there was a glint of metal, and something sharp poked James’ stomach. Nice and light, but with enough pressure to cause a twinge.

“That,” his new friend said. “Was a fucking mistake. ‘Bring the lad here’, I was told, ‘unless, he causes you trouble. He causes you pain, you deal with it how you see fit.’

“Mate, you gunna wish you got in the car.”
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The blade withdrew. Somewhere nearby a door clicked open, but Owen wouldn’t reach him quick enough. His time was up unless—

An approaching car. Swinging around the corner and driving straight down the tunnel of parked cars towards them. The attacker looked up, eyes narrowed, distracted enough for James to place two hands on his chest and shove hard.

Attacker fell back, emitting a nasty, angry noise. It looked as though he might topple, but he kept his balance. Fists clenched, he came fast for James, stopping as he glanced in the car. Like a magic trick, the blade disappeared, along with Attacker’s rage.

James took a step back and out of the road, Attacker remaining, waiting until the car stopped an inch from his knees.

It was police.

Attacker muttered something under his breath. 

Out stepped Chris Lindelof, blessing Attacker with his stony expression before switching to James, treating each of them as equal scum. 

“Officer,” Attacker said, nodding a greeting. 

“Paul. What’s going on here?”

James felt his stomach lurch. If these two were friends, the cop might walk away, leaving James to the mercy of Paul. But Lindelof didn’t look as though he liked Paul. Then again, James got the impression Lindelof wouldn’t look as though he liked the love of his life.

“I’m on a job,” Paul said. “Nothing to worry about.”

Lindelof looked at James. 

“I need to talk to Mr Perry here, so you’ll have to wait.”

“I can’t do that. You know what it’s like. Boss wants something, boss gets something. I come back and say, ‘sorry you’ve got to wait’, I’ll be flayed alive.”

“Well then, guess you’ll be flayed alive. Perry, in the car.”

James didn’t hesitate. He stepped towards the car and Paul stepped towards him. Lindelof got in the way. 

“I won’t warn you again.”

“No worries,” Paul said. “He’s got something of mine. A recording device. I’ll just grab it and be on my way.”

“You’re not grabbing anything.”

“Fine, fine. He can chuck it me. Oi, Perry, send it over.”

He stepped forward, and this time Lindelof pushed him back. Here came that anger again and James caught the twitch of Paul’s hand, but the knife remained hidden.

“You don’t want to do this, Mr Officer of the Law.”

“Yes, Paul, I think I do.”

They got in the car, leaving Paul glued to the road, angry eyes fixed on them as they reversed away. He seemed stuck so fast if another car sped this way, James doubted he would move, even if the car hit him. That was fine. James was glad to be gone.

“Thank you,” he said. 

Lindelof didn’t answer, but that was okay. They drove in the direction of the police station, and James was glad, relieved. Before there had been a dilemma. He knew the right thing was handing the device to the police, but for his safety, he needed to give it to Mel. Now Mel was gone, and while Davis would still be after him, there was less of an immediate threat there, especially if Davis was arrested.

He retrieved the device, turning it over and over in his hand. Staring at the screen. His finger travelled towards that play button again, determined to ensure he had the right item. 

In the rear view, Lindelof’s eyes caught his and narrowed. 

“What are you doing?”

James didn’t answer. His finger was on the button, and before he could second-guess himself, he pressed play.

Low grunting. Bad lighting. An old man in the throes of passion on a girl who might have been passed out.

The tape finished. It had been at the end already.

“What the hell was that?”

Lindelof spun and almost drove straight into a tree. James grabbed the seat in shock as Lindelof regained control of the car. The device flew from his hand, and he had to scrabble on the floor to get it.

“Wrong one,” he muttered.

Wrong one. Wrong one. He had the Megan-Davis sex tape. The last thing he needed to see and why did he have that? How did Tahir get it when Tahir was supposed to have the evidence against the Chappell’s? Had he fucked his theory again? Where had it gone wrong?

The ideas churning yet again. Placing each component into the machine for processing. Piecing them together in different ways. Trying to work out where he had gone wrong. He was close. Sure of that. He glanced down at the tape in his hands. It had been right at the end.

The pieces began moving, rolling, tumbling over each other and falling into place. Lindelof was staring at him in the rearview again. His hands clasped tight to the wheel, going white. The car sped past the crammed together buildings of the city and towards open land in the distance. 

“Yang told me a bit about you,” James said, still staring at the silver device in hand. “Told me you weren’t doing so well. Impulsive. Impatient. Struggling to find that work-life balance. Must be difficult, being a dad and a cop.”

Lindelof’s eyes were on the road, but if possible his hands were clasped even tighter to the wheel. The skin even whiter, threatening to rip from his knuckles.

“It must have been difficult watching Yang doing so well when you couldn’t get it right. Hard watching her put together the catch of the decade. Nabbing Jane and Davis Chappell on substantial sentences. I hope you were supportive?”

James stared at the back of Lindelof's head. 

“You weren’t though, were you?”

Still, the car flashed on. The last of the buildings left behind. City fading into the distance, countryside popping up from nowhere. James withdrew his phone and sent two texts. Lindelof didn’t appear to notice. Or, if he did, he’d decided it no longer mattered.

“How did you do it?” James asked, then. “Actually, doesn’t matter. I probably wouldn’t understand anyway. I can be a little thick.”

He drummed his finger on the seat beside him. Trees and bales of hay whipped past. It was crazy how fast the city disappeared, and the countryside took over. 

“Yang thinks she’s surrounded by incompetence. Told me her case collapsed because evidence was lost from within, but she doesn’t get it, does she? Evidence wasn’t lost it was taken. Made to disappear. You destroyed the case that had been built and then—with everyone down in the dumps, you found a new source. They wouldn’t be able to get back the lost sentences, but they could secure a few years behind bars for Jane Chappell. It was nothing compared to what you would have had, but with things being as they were, it was a major victory. You got the plaudits, and overtook Yang. You must have been pleased.”

James had started to wonder if Lindelof would drive forever, but that wasn’t the plan. They pulled into a lay-by. To their right was a fence that led into a field and up towards a huge tree. Lindelof stepped out of the car and James tried his own door. It wouldn’t open for him, but it did for the cop. 

“Arrest a lot of children, do you?”

He was faking confidence. His heart was hammering, his terror compounded when Chris reached into his jacket and pulled out a handgun.

“Tell me that’s a water pistol.”

“Get out.”

James didn’t move.

“This isn’t America. Why do you even have a gun? Come on, what are you playing at?”

Lindelof gave him dead eyes, then his hands came out, grabbing James’ shirt and yanking him forward with surprising force. He felt his back hit the fence and cried out. Then the gun was in his face. 

“No more chances. Get up and get over that fence or I’ll shoot you here. I’m not bothered.” 

James stood, tried to think of the magic words, couldn’t. He climbed the fence.

“I don’t understand why you’re doing this,” James said as they walked. Babbling, which he wasn’t used to, and couldn’t stop. “I get why you want to get rid of me, but why you? I mean, Paul was going to take me away. Going to deal with me. You didn’t have to get involved, so why bother?”

“Stop here.”

They had reached a tree. James stared at the bark. A lovely dark brown, and any second it would be coated with the red of his blood. James thought the mix would probably work. Not that he would get the chance to enjoy it.

“Turn around.”

James hesitated, then did as he was asked, literally staring into the barrel of the gun. 

“Why are you doing this?”

Lindelof didn’t say anything.

“Come on, this is really because I found out you’re a bent cop? Really?”

“It has nothing to do with that.”

“Then what?”

“No more,” the gun came up, then went down. “On your knees.”

“I’ve never understood why people say that. Why does it matter if you shoot me standing, on my knees, or on my front? It’s a movie thing, right? Sounds good. Builds suspense but really, what does it matter?”

“You’re right. It doesn’t.”

The gun came up, barrel pointing at James’ forehead. His heart hammered and his stomach churned. He tried to piece together what was happening. Why did Lindelof want to kill him? Had he seen something? 

The cop was breathing heavily. Any second he would shoot. 

Why was this happening? It had to do with the tape because James understood that now. Davis’ abuse of Megan hadn’t been the point of that tape. It was an added bonus. It had been set up to capture something else. The conversation between Lindelof and Davis. That was what Michael had. That was the evidence Davis was after, not because it would get him thrown in jail as had happened to Jane, but because in it Davis confessed to being the one to inform on Jane.

But why did that mean Lindelof had to risk everything killing James when Paul would have done it anyway? What else was on that tape? The confession, the sex, and Harris threatening Davis over—

And he understood. 

“Stop,” he said, and Lindelof hesitated. “I get it. I know what you’ve seen, but it wasn’t me. Paul showed me the picture of Mel, but I didn’t kill her. I never even saw the body in person. Lindelof, I promise, I didn’t kill your daughter.”

He flinched, his features contorted with rage as James spoke the name. Confirmation if confirmation was needed, but it wasn’t. Yang had told him Michael’s daughter was involved with some bad people, and Nina had said Mel rebelled in school because of her cop dad. Despite everything else, Lindelof had wanted to protect his daughter, and he’d failed. Now he thought James was the killer, and James didn’t know how to convince him otherwise.

“Liar.”

“I’m not. She came to my flat and told me she was going to chop me up. Said she was coming back this evening, but she wasn’t the only one after me. Someone was waiting, and when she arrived, they stabbed her to death. It wasn’t me.”

“Liar,” Lindelof said again, but he wasn’t sure. His voice was weaker, his hand trembling a little. He hadn’t been sure about killing in the first place, and the seeds of doubt were hurting his chances further. He swayed, and James still didn’t know what to say. He didn’t want to overdo it so stayed quiet. Waited for Lindelof to speak again.

“My little girl. I failed her. I failed her.”

James stayed quiet, but Lindelof let out another roar and came shoved the gun into James’ face.

“You didn’t fail her,” James said. “She was snatched from you, wasn’t she? It wasn’t you she was working for when she came to my flat. It wasn’t you who turned her into someone happy to hurt people. You know it wasn’t. 

“It was Davis, wasn’t it? Davis who gave up his own daughter to save himself from prison. Because Davis doesn’t understand the bond between father and daughter. Doesn’t feel it. That was why he was happy to take your daughter from you. It’s him you need to blame.”

“Maybe,” Lindelof said. “But I’ll deal with him later.”

The gun seemed to press deeper into James’ skill, and he closed his eyes, waited for the end, willing himself not to cry.

“Or you could deal with me now.”

The gun left James’ head. He allowed himself a deep breath of release and opened his eyes to see Davis and Paul strolling along the grass.

“Davis,” Lindelof said, his voice hoarse. 

“Of course,” Davis continued, “if you’re going to deal with me, I’ll have to deal with you too. You got in the way of my man doing his job. I cannot allow that.”

“Fuck you.”

“Excuse me? Don’t talk to me like that.”

“Why not?” Lindelof was swaying a little, the gun waving back and forth. “All I wanted was a bit of respect. A chance to move forward at work. I deserved it. I asked for one thing from you, and when I got it, I was satisfied. But that’s not you, is it? You couldn’t take what I offered and be happy. You had to keep taking and taking and taking. My dignity, my self-respect. My daughter.”

Davis put his hands in his pockets, the mark of the unconcerned man. 

“I’m sorry, Chris, but when you make a deal with the devil, you have to be aware of the small print. Though you can hardly play the injured party. As I remember, you’ve had a nice bonus on your pay packet these last few years. So let’s not suggest I was the only one taking.”

“I took money,” Chris said. “Fine, but you’ve taken my daughter.”

“No. Your daughter was an adult. She chose to work for me, and she knew the risks. It is a shame. I cared about her very much—”

“You don’t know the meaning of the word.”

“Please, Chris, don’t interrupt. You’d say I don’t love my daughter because I sent her down for three years, but if I hadn’t acted, we both would have gone down. In fact, my actions reduced her sentence. Because I love her.”

“What about your grandson?” This was James, and three sets of eyes found him. Davis still looked amiable on the surface, but there was something darker beneath. 

“I didn’t kill my grandson if that is what you are implying.”

“But you knew he was the one who blackmailed you?”

“A nice little racket they had going,” Davis said, reducing the bitterness in his voice as far as possible. “Well hidden too. Had Nina not tipped me off, I’m not sure I would have learned the truth.”

“They—“ For a second, pure confusion, then he remembered what he now knew. Michael hadn’t captured evidence against Davis to offer to the police. Five months ago he had filmed Davis’ confession, but this he had used to blackmail the eldest Chappell, and, if Davis was to be believed, he had done it with Harris. Which meant Nina had tipped him off about both of them.

No wonder she felt so guilty.

But still, it wasn’t adding up.

“On the night in question,” Davis proceeded, once it became clear James’ sentence was not going to progress, “I sent Chris to Harris’ flat to collect any evidence. But I was out of town, I’m afraid. That was why I had to leave Jane’s party early. So I could not have killed him and would never have killed him. Now, Chris, can we please put down the gun. You know what needs to happen. We need to destroy the evidence. Clear our names. Let me deal with James. I make him disappear, and none of it will come back to haunt us. If you carry on this way, you’re going to get us all thrown in prison for a long time. Is that what you want?”

“My daughter is dead,” Lindelof repeated. “I don’t care about anything else.”

“I know it seems like that now, but you will change your mind. You will see there is life beyond grief.”

“You don’t understand.”

“I do. Now please, let my man take the evidence.”

Lindelof wavered in indecision, but his arms lowered slightly. Davis took this as consent and nodded to Paul. James began to panic, feeling no one had his best interests at heart.

“You don’t want to let him take the evidence, Detective Lindelof,” James said. “You don’t want to let him destroy it. Or you wouldn’t, if you knew what was on it.”

“James?” Davis questioned. “What are you doing?”

James ignored him.

“That camera was set up in Davis’ room a long time,” James said, making it up as he went along. “It didn’t only catch your conversation. There was more.”

“James?” Davis repeated. “What are you doing?”

Paul paused, a few feet away. James sensed he didn’t have long. 

“He was also filmed having sex with the girl I love—”

Davis laughed.

“—and your daughter.”

Davis didn’t stop laughing quick enough. Chris Lindelof span from James to the elder Chappell and even once Davis had the laugh under control his smile was too broad. 

“Oh come on, Chris. You don’t seriously—”

Lindelof lifted the gun and shot Davis Chappell in the head. 

“Holy shit.”

Paul had his knife out. Lindelof turned to face him. 

“Hey man, I’m nothing to do with him. Come on.”

Lindelof stared. Paul tried to run but was shot three times in the back before he’d made it past the large oak tree James now stood against. 

Then the madman with the gun was facing James again. His weapon was by his side, but he did not look as though he was finished. He cocked his head, gave James an appraising look. 

“Your turn,” he said.

James shook his head.

“I see no reason to tell anyone what I’ve witnessed. These were bad people. I think you've done the world a favour so if we could—“

“I don’t believe you didn’t kill my daughter.”

“But I didn’t. I can find out who did but please—”

“No.”

Chris raised the gun. 

James charged. 

As the weapon came to James’ head height, he dived, aiming low. He heard the bullet leave the gun and felt it soar over his head before crashing into the tree. 

James collided with Chris, sending him to the ground with a roar of anger and confusion. 

“Bastard.”

Chris still had the gun. He was swinging it around. James clambered up Chris’ body from where they were on the ground. He got on top and elbowed his would-be-killer in the stomach then the face. Chris gave a roar of anger and aimed the gun. Badly 

Stars. The gun had hit James’ skull, and he tumbled to one side. It came again, and the world went fuzzy. Then both men were claiming to their feet.

Chris swung the gun once more, and this time James shoved him in the chest. 

The cop went nowhere, and the arrival of several vehicles failed to distract him. 

Stepping forward, Lindelof smacked James around the face. James span then felt the ground jump to grab him. He lay on his back and stared at the gun in his face. 

“For Mel,” the cop whispered. 

“Chris Lindelof put down the gun.”

Armed police flooded out of vehicles, jumping the fence and rushing towards the scene of the crime. James used the distraction to roll, trying to stand but Chris roared once more and lashed out with a foot, connecting with James’ stomach and sending him sprawling over. The gun was in the air, and he cried out again. 

“Chris put the gun down. Put your hands on your head. It’s over. Don’t make this any worse than it has to be.”

“Any worse?” 

Chris gave a strangled cry, and there was such pain on his face that James almost felt sorry for him. Tears ran down his cheeks, and he shook his head madly. James got a sense of what was about to happen. 

“Don’t do this,” James said. “You don’t have to do this.”

“My daughter is dead.”

“I know, but you don’t have to—“

“I won’t get a shot off, don’t worry.”

“I know you won’t. Just put the gun down. You don’t have to—“

Chris swung the gun around, and something hit him hard in the side before James heard the pop of the gun going off. The police officer was thrown violently to the right, leaving James staring first forward at the tree by which Paul lay dead, then, as he let his head collapse to the ground, up at the sky. The beautiful blue sky. 

The police began to swarm towards him, but James didn’t move, didn’t look at them. He looked at the sky and saw Megan. Saw her beautiful face and smiled at her. 

Surrounded by bodies and cops he may be, but he was alive. Alive and it was all over. 

Well, almost.
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Sitting in the back of another cop car, this one taking him in the right direction, It occurred to him he might be chucked in prison for Mel’s murder but it was a thought that fluttered in then out again, like a scrap of paper caught in a stiff wind, and there was no worry attached. He was drained, tired. He had survived, but it didn’t feel like it. Prison was fine. No more than he deserved.

As it turned out, he had as strong an alibi as it was possible to have. At the estimated time of death, James had been with Detective Yang. Beyond that witnesses had seen a hooded figure enter the building shortly before Mel, and leave shortly after her supposed time of death. Five minutes after his witnessed departure from the building, they had camera footage of him walking into a corner shop. They had yet to catch the killer, but Yang was confident they would have him or her before long.

“I hear you made a call. Should we expect your hotshot lawyer?”

James looked up from his hard chair to see Yang at the door. She had a strained look on her face but was trying to smile. 

“No lawyer,” he said. “I was calling—a friend.”

Megan had sounded beyond relieved to hear from him, though she denied believing he had been in any danger. He told her he wasn’t sure he would make dinner but would be there tonight. They could leave first thing in the morning. She had been so relieved she had burst into tears. Now he just wanted to see her. 

Soon.

“I know you might not want to go through it all so soon—”

“It’s fine,” James said as Yang sat, setting up the tape and notepad. “Were you close?”

She didn’t look up. 

“Not really. But I knew him a long time. Worked alongside him a long time. But I never suspected. Imagine that. What a wonderful detective I am.”

She gave a bitter, sarcastic smile. 

“No way you could have known,” James said. “And you obviously are a good detective. Otherwise, he wouldn’t have felt so inferior. So determined to undermine you.”

“Thank you,” she said, then, wanting to brush past the kind words—“are you ready to begin?”

“Yeah. Let’s get this over with.”

After, he sat on the steps of the station and waited for his lift to arrive. Somewhere behind him, Yang was putting all his evidence together and trying to see what the picture showed. Though the likelihood still seemed to be that Davis had sent someone to murder his grandson, out of fear his role as the grass would be revealed. James wasn’t so sure about that, but he had not offered his own opinions. He was not, as Chris Lindelof had once said, a cop or even a private detective. 

A car pulled up so close he almost ran over James’ toes, and the door swung open to reveal the smile of Owen. 

“Still alive, then?”

“Just about. Thanks for coming.”

Owen shrugged, and James got in the car.

“Where to?”

“My place.” 

They head towards his flat, James wondering why he couldn’t go straight to the hotel. Why he wouldn’t leave it. 

It just wasn’t his way. 

“This is it,” Owen said like a true cabbie. “What do you say I help you pack, then we go for a farewell pint?”

James looked at him. 

“Yeah, yeah, I know you’re leaving. Why wouldn’t you? This place is tainted, right? Evil. You should just go, you know? After a pint I mean.”

“I can’t,” James said. “Harris’ killer is still out there.”

“You’re a strange kind of human,” Owen said. “But I respect that. The need to find the truth. To help a guy you only met once. Not sure I’d have the strength to be so good.”

“It’s not me being good,” James said. “It’s just—well, no one likes loose ends, do they?”

They made their way into the building, towards where James had made his home the last few months. He felt his heart pound as he went, and could not help but think of Mel on the floor, the blood spreading. Somehow it had been worse than Harris, although Harris had been kind, and Mel evil. He supposed it was the sheer brutality of it.

At his door he stopped, resting his hand on the handle and breathing deeply. Owen stopped nearby, James slightly twisted the knob, then stopped, dropped his hand.

“What’s up?” Owen asked.

“I was never quite sure on irony,” James said. “How it works I mean, the exact definition. Having ten thousand forks when all you need is a knife is not irony, right?”

“Uh, maybe?”

“But what about a man coming to take my life, and saving it when Mel turns up? Is that irony?”

Owen shrugged. 

“I’m not the brightest.”

“Oh don’t say that,” James said. “Don’t be so hard on yourself. Besides, not everyone can be a genius. We all have different talents. Mine appears to be the ability to get myself into mysterious and deadly situations, and the luck to get out of them unharmed. Not sure that’s what I’d pick but we don’t get to choose, do we?”

“No, although I would still pick great lover if I had the chance.”

“Great lover,” James echoed, and chuckled. “See, I was going to say great actor.”

Owen raised a questioning eyebrow. He shifted a little but resisted the urge to come forward. 

“What do you mean?”

“You brought me to my flat,” James said, taking the conversation a different route. Owen appeared confused.

“Yeah, that’s what you asked.”

“It was, but, how did you know where my flat was?”

“How did I—“ he searched for something clever to say. Couldn’t. For once.

“I mean after you hit me with your car, you took me back to my car at the bar. You’ve never been to my flat, and I never told you where it was, so how did you know?”

Owen carped a few times before shaking himself, getting back on track.

“Sounds like you’re flirting with an accusation here, James.”

“Oh, I am,” James said. “See I was thinking about who it could be. Who could have killed Harris and Tahir. I replayed everything I knew and everything I heard and I remembered the conversation we had last night.”

“What conversation was that?”

“The one where I asked you to meet me at Tahir’s. But first, I said, I had to go and see the girl I thought I loved. Remember what you said?”

“I don’t—“

“Nina. You said Nina. Only how did you know about Nina?”

“You must have mentioned her.”

“Maybe, but not in the context of dating her. I never associated her name with my breakup. Not once. You didn’t know through me, did you, Owen?”

He said nothing.

“Except, you’re not Owen, are you?” James continued. “He’s a fine construct, is he based on anyone?”

Still, Owen said nothing. 

“Only criticism, and it is minor, because I never did realise—is that Owen and Ollie are quite close. Both begin with an O. Did you consider other names. Phillip maybe, or something out there—like Button. I went to school with a Button. Was a girl though so maybe not.”

Owen was breathing more heavily. His face didn’t change, and also it did. There was something there now. Sick anticipation. He was excited.

“I heard murder was like Pringles. Once you’ve popped you just can’t stop. I’ve never found it to be like that. Might have been different for you. You certainly seemed to enjoy yourself with Mel—or should that be me? How many stabs was it before you realised you’d got the wrong person?”

For a second James though Owen/ Ollie wasn’t going to answer, then he shrugged. 

“Three or four, at a guess. Obviously, if I’d have realised I would have left her to it.”

James closed his eyes and sighed. 

“There are so few motives, right? It could have been Davis because money is a powerful motivator, but so is jealousy, and love, right?”

“You think so?”

“I do. You never could forgive him, could you? You were in love in university, but she was cheating on you, and Harris knew, and he never told you. Did you know at the time how involved he was? I’m guessing not. Otherwise, you would have acted sooner. But when Michael was killed, Harris started reassessing his previous actions. I guess they were working together to blackmail Davis and he felt guilty that his friend was dead and he wasn’t. It made him remember the last time he was involved in blackmail. Made him feel guilty for what he had done to Andros and you, so he comes to apologise. Andros is baffled but accepts it but you, you couldn’t, could you? Couldn’t take his sorry and move on.”

“You wouldn’t understand,” he whispered.

“You’re right. I don’t.”

“Because you don’t get true love. The kind that suffocates. The kind that sucks you in and refuses to let go. From the second I walked into that room, my world was torn to pieces. Every second after my heart ached, my lungs were restricted. Life was hardly worth living and I only just held on.”

“That’s a healthy attitude,” James said, “You should hold on to that feeling.”

Owen chuckled and now did step forward. James held his ground and tried not to notice that Ollie had a hand behind his back. He tried not to think of how Tahir and Harris and Mel had died. 

“You don’t want to mock me.”

“Oh, but I do, because it’s pathetic. Because you lost the girl you loved, but you could never find a way to let go. So when Harris came and opened up, you pretended you understood, but you didn’t, do you? He told you how he was blackmailing Davis, and he told you how he’d accidentally acquired a tape of the girl he fancied having sex with his father, and how he’d used that tape to keep her around. He poured his soul out to you, and he apologised, and you pretended you got it. But you didn’t.

“Not didn’t,” Ollie said. “Couldn’t. There was no choice. He destroyed my world. Took from me the only girl I had ever loved. I had to make him pay.”

“She was cheating on you,” James roared. “Harris or no Harris, she didn’t want you.”

“An older man took advantage of her,” he screamed. “If Harris had come to me I would have handled it better. I would have saved her from Andros. Because he kept it to himself, I walked in on them, and I lost my temper. I reacted like an idiot, and it was that what drove us apart. That ruined everything.”

Ollie was getting so worked up he was practically frothing at the mouth, but James was still trying to puzzle it out, and fighting to stay calm while it did.

“So what happened?” he said. “You found out about the Megan tape, and used it to your advantage? Blackmailed her into getting Harris into the right place at the right time so you could kill him?”

Ollie didn’t respond, he was swaying a little with his madness, a smile flickering on his lips like a light bulb on its last legs.

“Makes sense,” James said. “But why Tahir? I guessed it was to put someone else in the frame, but it only put you at greater risk having him there, didn’t it? Meant you had to come and kill him at the fair because you were worried he saw something. And Megan would have been suspect enough. No—you wanted Tahir there for a reason, didn’t you? He was important.”

Ollie’s arms were shaking, the left looking as though he was gripping whatever he had behind his back tight enough to break it. James was not sure how much longer he had, but he had to push. There was no button which would stop him.

“Who was the girl you loved, Ollie?” Still working it out. “You said she was the only girl you ever loved and it was her all through, wasn’t it? The same girl you and Harris fought over in secondary school was the girl who was sleeping with Andros in university. Harris didn’t catch Andros sleeping with a student—the student told him. That’s what made it hurt even worse, wasn’t it?”

“He never loved her,” Ollie whispered. “Not like I did. He didn’t understand her. Wouldn’t accept her as she was. He wanted to change her, but I loved her for her.”

There were tears in the mad killer’s eyes now. He was shaking even worse.

“Except it wasn’t just Harris she picked over you, was it, Ollie?” he said. “In university there was Andros, and later on there was Tahir. She was sleeping with him, wasn’t she? She was the one having the affair. That was why Tahir had to go. I’m right, aren’t I?”

Still no answer, but tears were rolling down Ollie’s cheeks.

“She knew I would do anything for her,” he whispered. “Anything.”

And she had slept with Tahir, which meant she had wanted the tape stolen from Harris which meant—

“It was Mel?”

Ollie look down, and James gave a long breath of understanding. “You were paranoid about her. Tahir, Harris, Andros, she’d proven she couldn’t be trusted. That there would always be other men. You dealt with Harris and Tahir was on your list, but you were following her. You saw us together at the cafe, and you began to panic so—“ thinking, thinking, click—“You planned to kill me the night I was kidnapped. You asked me about love in the bar, and later you followed me. I guess you didn’t plan to hit me with your car. Must have caused panic but you could have done it then. Why not? Did someone come?”

Ollie nodded.

“They saw you, so you called an ambulance. Then when you drove me home, we spoke again about love, and you found out it wasn’t Mel I loved, but Megan.”

“See,” he said with a shrug. “I don’t kill because I enjoy it. Tahir and Harris had to go, but I liked you. So when you said you weren’t in love with Mel, I let you go.”

“For a while—“ James pointed at his door. “Have a change of heart, did you?”

“Not me. I’m not the one who broke my word. You were supposed to love Megan, so why didn’t you leave with her? You kept pushing and pushing and pushing until—“

“It stopped being about her,” James interjected. “You were trying to protect yourself.”

“Everything I do, I do it for her.”

“Did it for her,” James corrected. “You came here to kill me and not only did you inadvertently save my life but in doing so, you killed the girl this was all for. That has to be irony.”

“Shut up,” Ollie hissed.

“No, I won’t, but you should take heed from this. Listen. It’s okay because you’ve thrown your life away over some obsession, but it’s never been about her.”

“You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Of course I do, it’s clear as day. Because I’ve seen the lengths people will go to take control of people they think they love. Like you, running through town slicing up every guy who comes in between you two, and how fucked up is that? But how did you think this would end? Did you think she would find out what you’ve done and fall into your arms? Because she wouldn’t have. She didn’t want you. She never wanted you so it’s lucky she’s dead because now you’ll never have to face her. Never have to accept the truth that you threw away your life for a girl who never gave a shit about you.”

The anger broke, and Ollie came forward. James didn’t move, allowing Ollie to grab him by the throat and slam him against the wall. 

“Have you heard the expression, if you love someone, let them go?”

“She didn’t want letting go. You don’t understand her. She pretends to be strong, but she isn’t. She needs to be loved. She needs to be protected.”

“Maybe,” James said, “but it’s too late now.”

The knife came up, its’ glistening point aimed at James’ forehead. Still, he did not react. 

“I’m trying to help you, Ollie. Your mother is worried about you. She missed her boy. Why not go to her?”

“I will,” Ollie said, “once this is done.”

James shook his head.

“Please don’t do this. Please show me you’ve only ever acted out of passion. Show me you can think things through and realise what you are doing is wrong.”

Ollie retreated from him, and for a second, James hoped. Maybe this would be okay. Ollie would go to prison—that much could not be avoided, but there needn’t be any more killing. Then—

“Inside.”

James nodded sadly, put his hand on the door handle once more, unlocked it and paused.

“Last chance,” he said. “This doesn’t have to end like this.”

“Yes,” Ollie said. “It does.”

James sighed a long sigh, and opened the door, stepping over the threshold and moving straight for the sofa. Ollie followed him, knife pointing at James, determined look on his face until—

“Hello, Oliver,” Jane said. “It’s been a long time.”

Oliver’s mouth became an “O” of surprise before cold metal pressed against his head.

“Drop it,” said the dark voice of Jane’s man in his ear. Ollie stared at the ceiling, then at Jane.

“You’ll kill me anyway.”

“Correct.”

“I might as well try take someone out.”

James took that one.

“You might. And I imagine you’d go for me and might even succeed. After all, Jane isn’t going to have her man shoot you in the head. So you could attack, but why? You said yourself you only killed to protect Mel, but Mel is gone. There is nothing left to protect. You have to let her go.”

“You’re wrong,” he said, tears in his eyes.

“Fine, if you want to have a go, have a go. I won’t stop you. In fact, I welcome it, because it’s more confirmation you deserve everything you’re about to get. So, please, do it.”

A long silence dragged between them. Jane grew agitated, and her man’s arm had to be aching. James knew his were, but he did not drop them. Waiting, instead, for Ollie to decide. 

At last, the knife slipped from between his grasp and landed with a dull thud on the carpet. For a few moments no one moved, then Jane stood.

“We heard a lot of what was said,” she said. “Even James’ attempts to give you a run at freedom—“ she gave him a hard look—“but I would like a confession straight from source if you wouldn’t mind.”

“Fine. I murdered Harris at the bar. I killed Tahir at the fair. I stabbed Mel in this flat. That good enough?“

James turned to see Jane’s eyes well with tears, but still, she tried to make light of it. 

“You had me at Harris.”

It pained James to see Jane like that. Made him hate Ollie with all he had and made this whole thing somewhat easier. Though only somewhat. 

“I’m done,” he said, and made for the door, hoping he wouldn’t be followed but knowing there was little chance of that even before Jane’s footsteps followed him through the room.

“Get Ollie seated and ready, would you?” she said to her man as they went, then they were out in the hall. He turned to her, and she gave him a hard look. “I need to know you’re okay with this.”

“No, you don’t. You need to know I won’t say anything, and I won’t. Though I’d appreciate it if you didn’t leave any evidence in my flat.”

“You have my word.”

James was not sure how far he could trust her word, but seeing as he didn’t have much of a choice, he decided to try his best.

“Besides, we won’t be keeping him here long.” She knocked behind her. “Thin walls.”

She attempted a smile, but it wasn’t working. Jane may have thought this vengeance was going to help, but her son’s death had broken her. She would never be the same again. 

“You will be leaving the city tonight?” she asked. 

“Yes.”

“Good. I understand what happened with my father. Many will not. Many will blame the last man standing. Your safety rests on you being a long way away when they start thinking about it.”

He nodded. The conversation was awkward. He wanted out. 

“Goodbye, Jane,” he said.

“Goodbye.”

She turned from him and, as he stood in the hallway watching, she stepped into the room where she would try to gain some measure of comfort over what had happened to her son, via a nasty dose of vengeance, and closed the door. 

He left. 
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A man of his word, James head without delay for the hotel where Megan was waiting. 

The sky was darkening. The streets quietening. Day collapsing into night and it was finally over. 

For him, at least.

In the carpark, he found a spot close by the door and stared into the glow of the lobby. Out of sight was a desk but he would not be seen unless someone walked from the receptionist's desk—or the restaurant behind it—to the lifts and stairs that led to the bedrooms.

Adrenaline spiked as he thought of Megan. The girl of his dreams. Finally, they would get the chance to try it out. To see how far things could go. He was excited and terrified but, most of all, he couldn’t wait to get started. 

Stepping from the car, he did the James thing and summoned the negatives. They barely knew each other and, what, they were going to live together? With no money? Talk about a baptism of fire. There would be stress and, if they weren’t going to work, they would soon know it. Even if they were meant to work they might not under such conditions. That was scary, but not a reason to stop, or give up. 

Also, there was the tape. He pulled back the hotel door as the image floated into his mind and felt sick reliving it. No doubt he would see it again and again, but he would have to find a way to move past it. What had happened had happened, and there was no use wishing it had never been sent to Jane in the first place.

James stepped into the lobby. 

Froze.

Blood roared in his ears and his heart pounded so hard he was sure he was on the verge of a heart attack. From within the lobby, he could hear a blurred, distorted sound. Then a shape was moving. One he couldn’t make out until she was right in his face, waving. Now he forced himself to focus on her. 

“What?”

“I said are you okay? You need to sit down or something.”

He stared at her as the pieces fell into place. Properly this time. Once more he had to force himself to remember he was not alone.

“I missed something.”

“You what?”

“Sorry, I forgot something. I’ll be right back.”

Her look said she hoped he would not be, but he wasn’t paying attention. He rushed back to his car, and threw himself into the driver's seat, turning the ignition.

He had missed something. Or some things. He was a stupid, moronic idiot. 

He had said he would leave the city and he would but, before that, he had one more stop to make.

Through the growing dark, wondering how far through her revenge process Jane was. Knowing he would have plenty of time before she returned home. 

Good. 

He parked a little way down the street, in case she did return. He didn’t want her to realise he had broken his promise before he knew she was home. Besides, the night was warm, and the walk gave him time to think. Good for working out the truth, bad for his temper, which continued to rise.

After he knocked, he did the casual glance around the street, as though Jane might have spies waiting to see him break his promise. Looking away from the street lamps he bowed his head and waited for Nina to open the door. 

“James,” she said when the door was flung open. “I’m so glad you’re here.”

She threw her arms around his neck and held him tight. He did not push her away but did not return the hug either. Waiting it out.

“How are you doing?” he asked when she pulled away. A stupid question. Her eyes were red. She looked tired, and her skin was drawn. Not so long ago she had been crying. 

“My father,” she whispered, then stopped. “Come in. Come on.”

They went to her bedroom, and once more he found himself standing by the bed as she took up her white bear, holding it close and sitting on the quilt. Her eyes were still red, and she didn’t quite look at James as she spoke. 

“I know he was a cold man. Not much of a father really. More a strict teacher whose love you crave.”

“Jane thinks you were his favourite,” James said.

“Of course she does, but it’s rubbish, isn’t it? He respects her. Trusts her—“ her face seemed turned paler. “Respected. Trusted, I suppose. He saw me as some useless little girl. He patted me on the head and patronised me then gave her the keys to the Kingdom.”

“He put her in prison.”

Nina smiled. 

“She was his favourite daughter, but not his favourite person. For Davis Chappell, no one came above Davis Chappell. No doubt he would have had us both executed if it got him off a thirty-day community service order.”

James could almost believe that.

“Still didn’t want him dead though, did I?” she went on. “He was my dad, and I loved him no matter what. Now, he’s gone. First Harris, now dad. How will I ever get over this?”

She looked at him, tears rolling down her cheeks. He didn’t even attempt a sympathathetic expression.

“You know about Ollie?” he said.

She looked at him. Then bowed her head.

“Yeah. Jane rang after you called her earlier.”

James backed up a little, found the windowsill and perched. He stared at this woman, holding her bear and looking so young, so afraid. It almost made him want to comfort her.

“Was he like that, back in school?”

“A killer?”

“Mental.”

She shrugged.

“Not so you’d notice.”

They drifted into silence. James waited until Nina could handle it no more and looked at him.

“I’m glad you’re here,” she said. “But I’m surprised. I thought you’d disappear as soon as you’d told Jane about Ollie. Have the police asked you to stay?

James shook his head. Flashed back to his youth—before he even caused the death of his good friend Toby. To nights where his father sat beside his bed and read to him. But not the kids' books many children were read. Something else.

“You ever read Sherlock Holmes?”

It took Nina a second to get over the out of the blue question, then she shook her head. 

“I’ve seen the TV show—Sherlock. But don’t think I’ve read the books.”

“You should,” said James. “They’re good.”

“Right,” she said. James decided to put her out of her confusion. 

“One thing Sherlock Holmes likes to say is that—and excuse me if I don’t get the quote exactly right, not that you’ll know—it is a capital sin to theorise before one has data. Insensibly one twists theories to suit facts, rather than facts to suit theories.”

He spread his hands, as an actor having finished a speech might prepare to bow, and receive the joy of the audience. But James’ audience looked blank.

“See, I learned Davis was the grass, and Chris Lindelof was working with him. I learned Davis’ house had been bugged and that was how Harris, our blackmailer, got evidence of his and Chris’ deal, as well as his having sex with Megan. I learned Ollie had killed Harris and Tahir. I discovered how Michael fit in, and the importance of Andros the professor and it all seemed to wrap up nicely. I had my grass, and I had my killer. What more was there to do?”

“Well?” she said, after some time. “What more?”

Clearly, she did not want to play the guessing game.

“That’s the thing, isn’t it?” James said. “That is the point of what Sherlock is saying. Because I had my grass and my killer, I let all the conflicting pieces of evidence go. I ignored them like a lawyer trying to throw evidence he doesn’t like out of court and, even worse, I twisted some of the evidence I did have to include until it fit what I already had, rather than looking at the problems of it.”

“Such as?” Nina asked though he wasn’t sure she wanted to know. 

James stood, began to pace.

“Such as Tahir’s appearance at the bar, the night Harris died. At first, it seemed clear he had been brought there as a fall guy, but I knew that wasn’t right, so I searched for something else. I took the facts I thought I had and twisted them into new theories. I decided Ollie must have lured Tahir there to murder him because he was angry that Tahir was sleeping with Mel, the girl Ollie loved.”

“And now you don’t believe that?”

“No. Because after Ollie killed Harris, he had Tahir trapped in the office next door. He had a knife and Tahir had nothing. So why not go in there and go for the second murder? That had been the plan all along, after all, so what changed? Why flee and leave Tahir for another day?”

“Maybe he realised it was too risky?” Nina tried. “Tahir might have got the knife and killed Ollie. Maybe he thought it was safer to wait for another time?”

“Could be,” James said, not buying it. “But that’s not all, is it? What about Harris’ door? When I arrived the night of his murder, I found a bag of money, but it looked like someone had been there before me. My latest assumption was that it was Mel, looking for the evidence, but hang on, aren’t we now saying Mel was sleeping with Tahir? We are because that’s what Ollie inferred, but if that was the case then it was her who persuaded Tahir to steal the evidence against Davis, and if it was she who did that why would she need to break into Harris’ flat? After all, she didn’t take the money. Furthermore, why did she come after me? She would have known Tahir had it so if she was going to threaten anyone, why not him? See, when you really start to look into it, holes appear at an alarming rate.”

“Are you saying Ollie might not have killed Harris?”

“No,” James said. “I’m looking for a reason someone might have broken into Harris’ flat if not to take the money. It could have been Ollie looking for the evidence, I suppose, but at this point, Ollie had already used the threat of the evidence to blackmail Megan, he never needed to possess it because she knew it was out there. Why now go to the bother of getting it?”

“I guess you have a theory,” Nina said.

“Right. What if someone came earlier in the day and broke into Harris’ flat, not to take something—but to plant something. Say, evidence that Harris was the blackmailer when it wasn’t him. In actual fact it was—“

“Ollie.”

James stood, doing a sort of motion you might expect to be accompanied by a ta-da. Nina looked at him, and he couldn’t believe she managed to continue getting paler and paler. 

“I’m glad Jane is going to make him pay,” Nina said, and James smiled a little. 

“But we’re not done.”

“What?”

“I mean, it makes sense that Harris was framed as the blackmailer. Davis said he received a tip-off on the night in question it was Harris, that was why he sent Chris. If I hadn’t arrived Chris would have found the money, and all would have been clear to Davis. Harris was the blackmailer. But, why did someone want Davis to believe that? Harris was killed that night anyway. Michael was dead already, so the only reason I can see to frame Harris is that someone feared Davis would learn the truth—that someone else was working with Michael. That could have been Ollie, but that doesn’t fit. Davis was being blackmailed for months. How would Ollie become such close friends with Michael during that time without Harris knowing? And why bother blackmailing Davis at all? He wasn’t aware anything was amiss until Harris swanned back into his life with a confession and that was much later.”

James moved across the room, walking past the bed and towards the window looking onto the street, looking up at the photos on Nina’s wall.

“I assume,” she said. “There is a point to all this?”

“I’m just throwing things out there really,” James muttered, approaching the photos. “Talking about all the bits that don’t quite add up. Everything I’ve already said and there’s the contradiction that made me come back here when I was ready to leave for good.”

“Yeah?” she asked. “What’s that?”

James didn’t look at her, he could feel himself drifting out. He smiled a little.

“I spoke to Ollie about love and obsession. Tried to explain love is about letting people go if they don’t want you, but obsession, obsession makes you push on and on because you think eventually there is something you can do to make your obsession want you back.

“For Ollie, this meant killing Tahir and coming after me. But, when he got to me and realised I loved Megan, not Mel, he let me live. Why? Because if I was in love with someone else, I wasn’t a threat.”

“He came to your flat to kill you,” Nina said, dryly. 

“Sure,” James said. “But only when I got too close to the truth. Before that, someone sent the tape of Megan and Davis to Jane. Why? They must have known one of two things was going to happen—either Jane would find and hurt Megan, or show the tape to me. Put yourself in Ollie’s position. If he is the killer, what’s the benefit?”

Nina couldn’t answer. It was a trick question. James went on. 

“There isn’t one. You could argue it was to make Megan look guilty, but if Jane or I question her, there is every chance the truth about her being blackmailed comes out, putting either of us that little closer to finding Ollie. No good for him—so who would it benefit?”

He pretended to mull it over, as though he had asked the question not knowing the answer. Then, he clicked his fingers, like he’d got it.

“Well, someone who wanted to be with me, of course.”

Nina stood. 

“Get out.”

James didn’t move.

“I didn’t think you wanted me to leave?”

“You’re a piece of shit. Get out.”

“Not until I’m done.”

Her eyes flared with rage, and for a second he thought she might lash out, but she held her temper. Kept her breathing ragged but in check as James went on. 

“I think about the two times Ollie came to kill me. When were they? First, after I was kidnapped, but who was it who arranged my kidnapping in the first place? Second, after I come to you and you realise, I’m closing on the truth. You sensed the walls closing in, didn’t you, Nina? You saw it all unravelling, and you sent your attack dog. Because there was another thing, I missed. Ollie stood with me and told me he would do anything to protect the one he loved, then when I guessed Mel he said yes, but he was lying, wasn’t he? Protecting his obsession yet again. An obsession that wasn’t Mel. 

“It was you.”

This was the point where Nina was supposed to burst into tears and confess her crimes. If she didn’t want to cry, that was okay, but she did neither. Instead, she rested a hand on his cheek and gave him the look of a kind patron pitying the mentally unstable.

“You think rather highly of yourself, don’t you?”

She said it softly, reasonably. It made James smile. 

“No, see, that’s the thing. We’re applying Sherlock’s maxim, aren’t we? Trying to avoid twisting theories to meet data. My theory has always been that no one could want me, but that doesn’t fit the data here. You’re the only one who could benefit from sending the tape to Jane if you wanted me, and if you had a copy of that tape, that meant you had a copy of the Davis evidence. That means you are the one who was working with Michael. You’re the blackmailer.”

He reached out, and she flinched as though he might hit her, but he had no interest in hurting her. He clasped a picture on her wall and pulled it free, handing it to her.

“I know that,” he said, tapping it.

“My graduation,” she whispered. “So what?”

“Your graduation from Birmingham University,” he said. “Back in school, Harris got angry when Ollie started dating a girl. I assumed it was because Harris loved her too, but you know what they say about assuming? Truth was, he didn’t want his best friend dating his aunt, and who can blame him? You met Ollie, got him to become obsessed with you then dumped him when you went to university. Fast forward to your third year. Harris joins, and you tell him a professor has been giving you the eye. You formulate a plan where you seduce said professor and Harris blackmails him. Harris agrees, and all goes well until Ollie, who has followed you to university, steps in and spoils everything. Isn’t that so?”

He took the picture from Nina’s grasp and studied it, but there was nothing to learn so he tossed it aside. She was staring at him. Afraid. That was good.

“Then comes Michael, and I suppose it was familiar for anyone in the know. As with Ollie, Harris befriends him, then in you come. He falls for you, and you use that. You’ve already shown me how angry you are that your father favoured your sister. He thought you were a sweet girl, not capable of being ruthless. You thought he was wrong, and wanted to show him.

“On the night of the party you see Chris enter and you plant your little recording device in his bedroom. You take the evidence back the next morning—Megan told me you were staying the night—and put it on your PC. You give Michael the original and convince him to use it to help you blackmail your father.”

At this he stopped, allowing her a chance to respond. He thought she might go on the attack, but instead, she collapsed onto the bed and looked at him. 

“Well?” she said. “It’s such a good story. What happened next?”

“Obvious, isn’t it? Now we’re looking at the data properly. Michael’s sister already told me. He got guilty and confided in Harris, handing over the original. You caught him doing so and, being spiteful and hating to lose, decided to punish Michael. Same as when you had me kidnapped and sent Ollie. But then you didn’t have Ollie. So you used your father. How good did that make you feel?”

Her eyes were glistening in tears again. Maybe she was pretending, maybe she really did hate herself for what she’d done. It didn’t matter.

“I don’t know if you regretted it or not, but I doubt it was your biggest worry,” he said. “What mattered was you had incited Harris’ hatred by getting his best friend killed, and you needed to make sure it wouldn’t come back to haunt you. You seduced Tahir and fed him stories that Harris was pressuring girls into sex and filming it. You persuaded him to steal the evidence, and he did. You might have thought that would be it, but Harris was fighting back. He’d apologised to Andros and gone to Ollie to do the same. I’m guessing he knew Ollie wasn’t over you. Ollie probably said as much, so Harris tried to warn his old friend away. Told him what you were like, what you had done, and how Harris was going to get you back. He might have thought he was doing his old friend a favour, but he was only putting the nails in his coffin.”

“Stop it.” Now her head was down, and he didn’t think she was faking anymore. There was pure misery and regret there, and he knew why.

“Almost at the end,” he said. “Harris is on to you. He calls Tahir to warn him you are lying and Tahir isn’t sure who to believe. He refuses to give you the evidence, and you start to panic. Everything is going wrong. Ollie comes to you with Harris’ threats and, as the shit icing on the shit cake, you could sense me slipping away. The man you had turned into your salvation.”

“You arrogant piece of shit. You don’t know what you’re talking about. You don’t.”

James sighed and turned from her. He reached into his pocket and pulled something out, scrolling to her name and clicking it. 

“What are you—“

From somewhere nearby a ringtone began to chime. He recognised it. A song he had never known. Had only heard in one situation. When Nina’s phone was ringing.

“Get it back, did you?”

She stared at him with wide eyes. 

“You told me you’d forgotten your purse that night, and you asked me the time instead of checking. In fact, you didn’t look at your phone once, which was most unlike you.”

“I was giving you my full attention.”

“No. You didn’t have it. You’d sensed me slipping away and like we said, even if I can’t believe it, the data suggests you were obsessed. You couldn’t face me leaving so what could you do?”

“This is wrong. You’re wrong.”

“You said yourself you’d heard me talking in my sleep. God knows what I said, but it was enough to give you the idea to insist we go walking by that river. I think about the instructions Megan had to give Kevin. It wasn’t 'get the guy out the way and steal the girl’s bag.' It was 'push the guy in the river.' So specific. You wouldn’t have thought something like that would be significant. Unless that is, you were looking for a particular trigger.”

He put his phone away, felt the anger come again. 

“You wanted to make me weak, so you could manipulate me. Same way you were trying to manipulate me by sending the video to Jane, and you know what makes me the angriest? If it hadn’t been for Megan, it would have worked, your little river trick. I would have allowed myself to believe you were the only one who could have helped me and I would have been lost to your games. Until you got bored of me or your mad ex came and killed me or—“

Stop. He realised he had been moving towards her with his arms outstretched and made himself stop. 

“This isn’t about me. This is about what else happened that night. It was killing two birds with one stone. Manipulate me on the one hand, while manipulating Megan, Tahir and Davis with the other. You told Megan to sleep with Harris in the office, and you asked Tahir to meet you at the bar. When he arrived, what he saw would convince him you had been telling the truth—Harris was pressuring these girls and filming them—so he would give you the evidence. Meanwhile, Ollie broke into Harris’ flat and planted the money, and you tipped off Davis that Harris had been working with Michael. If not for me, Chris would have found that money and all would have been confirmed. Davis would believe Harris was the blackmailer so you wouldn’t be suspected, while Tahir would believe Harris was the monster you had painted him as. His revenge plot would crumble in his hands.”

He stepped forward, crouched on the floor in front of Nina. Put his hands on her knees as she sat on the bed and looked into her eyes.

“Only you made a mistake, didn’t you?” he said his voice only a whisper. “You did love your nephew. You wanted to punish him. I don’t believe you wanted to hurt him. All of this was to frighten him. That was all. Problem was, you failed to recognise quite how obsessed with you Ollie was.”

She was clinging her teddy so close it looked as though it might rip. 

“Ollie couldn’t stand the thought of you sleeping with Tahir, and hated what Harris was doing to you. He went to plant the money but couldn’t leave it at that. He raced out of there in such a rush he left the door open. He went to the bar and snuck in before Harris arrived. Maybe he only planned to kill Tahir. Maybe he always meant to do both of them but, whatever the case, he got Harris, stabbed him to death. Became a murderer.”

Finally, the bear was put aside. Nina was looking at him and aiming for determination. 

“I never meant him to die.”

“I believe you,” he said. “But you let loose a maniac like Ollie, what did you expect?”

She shook her head. She had no excuse.

“It was an accident. A mistake. I just wanted to scare him, like you said. I told Ollie to stay away, but I never got it. You were right. You were, but this wasn’t my fault.”

“I’m sure your sister will see it that way.”

He turned and heard her stand.

“You can’t. She won’t believe you.”

James turned back to her. 

“Maybe.”

“Definitely.”

“We’ll see.”

“Fine, go to her,” Nina stormed. “And I’ll go to the police.”

James was at the door, he had it open. 

“Turn yourself in. That’s even better.”

“I’m not turning myself in. I’m not giving up my life over this.”

“Then what?”

“I told you. I heard you in your sleep.”

“Right? And what did I say?”

“A lot more than you would hope, I’d imagine. Not enough to fully incriminate yourself, but maybe enough to start a proper investigation into the deaths of your uncle, your childhood friend, your adult friend. How would you like that?”

“You think they’ll believe you?”

“I recorded you.”

“That won’t stand up in court.”

“Probably not. But like I say, it might be enough to start an investigation. How confident are you you’ll get away scot-free after that?”

James sighed. He rested his head against the open door. 

“What are you suggesting?”

“Leave the city, as you planned. Let Harris and Ollie take the fall for the blackmailing and the killing. Let me get on with my life, and I’ll let you get on with yours.”

He could almost feel her smile as she finished. 

“It’s your only choice.”

He sighed again. Closed his eyes and thought it through. It made him sick.

“This is all so familiar,” he said at last.

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, ten months ago, I stood before a killer and had to let them walk away because they knew my secrets.”

“At least you’ve had practice then.”

“It made me sick.”

“That’s sad,” she said. “But what choice do you have?”

James gave a sad, resigned smile. 

“Oh, Nina, your own experience must have taught you by now… there’s always a choice.”

With a soft touch, he closed the door. Then, with one last deep sigh, he turned and walked towards Nina Chappell. 




He sat on the bed, kissed her head, and waited as she groggily came around. Her hand reaching up, feeling his face, then coming to the lamp, switching it on. 

He smiled as her eyes scrunched against the onslaught of light, then ran a hand through her hair. 

“Hey, handsome,” she said.

“Hey, beautiful.”

They smiled at each other, then she turned and looked at her phone, checking the time. 

“James, it’s late. What have you been doing?”

“Sorry,” he said, instead of answering. “Had to get something done. took a little longer than expected.”

Her eyes narrowed. 

“You weren’t out with some lady of the night were you?”

“You’re the only lady I need,” he said. “Night or day.”

“You’re a soppy prick.”

He smiled, leaned in and kissed her. When he came away, there was uncertainty in her eyes.

“It’s over?”

“Completely.”

“Now what?”

“Now,” James said, and allowed himself his first smile in some time, “we go on that first date.”

And he leaned in and kissed her again. 













— END OF BOOK TWO —
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