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Chapter 1

Sunday evening

DETECTIVE SERGEANT RICK TURNER eased through the crowd to the bar. The place was heaving, but he was tall and broad-shouldered, and people gave way readily.

‘He’s here!’ someone shouted.

This prompted others to turn. ‘Oi-oi – thought you weren’t coming, Sarge!’

Soon he was running the gauntlet of backslapping congratulations from his colleagues. It was the night before the biggest day of his career and here he was, in a pub, smiling his thanks for compliments from people who a few months earlier would have crossed the street to avoid him.

I could be at home, watching a film, sharing a takeaway with Jess, he thought. But the boss had said he’d be here, and Rick had enough of a grasp of office politics to know that there are some invitations you can’t wriggle out of.

Relax – it might be fun.

Rick’s inner voice sounded a lot like Sam, his older brother. Mum, Dad, Granddad Turner – even DS Stott, his former mentor – would be more appropriate counsellors, but of all the people who might drop a word of advice in his ear, for some reason it always seemed to be Sam’s voice he heard.

‘Here he is, man of the moment!’

Jim Stott, in the flesh. In the last year, he’d turned grey, gained weight around the middle and lost a few centimetres of hairline. Glass-eyed, tie askew, top button popped, his booze-induced rosacea was aflare across his nose and cheeks.

Rick acknowledged him with a nod. ‘Jim.’ Catching the barman’s eye, he said, ‘Glass of Coke when you’re ready, mate.’

‘Put your money away.’ Stott waved a fiver at the barman. ‘Give him a proper drink – we’re celebrating, aren’t we?’

The barman raised his eyebrows in question. ‘Coke’s fine,’ Rick said.

‘You’ve landed yourself a big fish in this stagnant little pond, son,’ Stott said. ‘Let your hair down for once.’

The fish in question was Thomas Unwin, a barracuda of a businessman whose criminal interests had been impossible to pin down until very recently.

‘Thanks, Sarge,’ Rick said, knowing that Stott would be flattered by the use of his title, ‘but we’re some way off a verdict, and anyway, I’m driving.’

‘It’s a poor do if a man can’t buy his protégé a pint. This is huge, Rick – you’re playing with the big boys, now.’ Stott grabbed him by the shoulders and laughed hard into his face.

Rick caught whisky fumes, beer, and a whiff of desperation. But he smiled and tried not to grit his teeth. ‘I’m fine, honest, Sarge.’

‘Give him a pint of lager, mate.’

Rick opened his mouth to protest, but Stott cut him off: ‘It’s one bloody drink, Ricky.’ He forced another laugh, and this time the man’s anger and resentment was barely veiled.

As the barman began pulling Rick’s pint, Stott slapped a box of mint Tic Tacs on the bar. ‘Anyway, I’ve got you covered, mate—’ He leaned in close. ‘Just in case you get pulled over.’

Rick glanced down at the pack. ‘You do know mints won’t beat a breathalyser?’

‘Well, you’re the expert.’ Stott smirked, catching the eye of a few others bellying up to the bar.

This was an unsubtle reference to Rick having once arrested a fellow cop for drunk driving. Four times over the legal limit, the idiot had tried to mask the reek of whisky on his breath with half a pack of breath fresheners. Since then, the rattle of Tic Tac boxes had become a standing joke in certain quarters.

Rick grinned obligingly, tucking the packet into Stott’s top pocket. ‘Looks like you’ll be needing those yourself, Sarge.’

A spatter of laughter from the onlookers and DS Stott flamed red from the collar of his shirt to his hairline.

The barman set the pint on the bar and eyed each of them in turn. ‘Everything all right here, gents?’

‘Fine, mate,’ Rick said. ‘Just a bit of banter. Joke without a punchline.’

The barman’s mouth twitched, but he quelled the smile. ‘Let’s keep it that way.’

Rick ordered Stott a whisky chaser and carried the pint away to show there were no hard feelings.

DCI Kath Steiner was keeping a low profile at a table in the corner. It was standard protocol for a senior ranking detective to head up homicide inquiries, and Steiner was nominally in charge of the investigation. But she had been parachuted in late in the game, and only after it became obvious that Rick had a serious chance of making the case that two ‘accidental’ deaths were actually contract killings, commissioned by Unwin. In her early forties, a trim, strawberry blonde, her hair was cut in a neat bob and her makeup was, as always, perfect. Unlike most female detectives Rick knew who bought their workwear from Marks & Spencer, Steiner favoured Hobbs and Ted Baker.

She raised her glass to Rick, turning away immediately, and Rick was relieved to have escaped the awkward necessity of making conversation.

Detective Superintendent Ghosh appeared two minutes later. Grey-haired, trim, fit, and smooth-shaven despite the late hour, he looked as much politician as senior police, which of course he needed to be at his rank. Rick left his drink on one of the tables before edging through the crowd towards his boss, doing his best to be gracious, counting the minutes till he could escape without raising too many eyebrows.

‘Good turnout,’ Ghosh said, shaking Rick’s hand.

‘You know this lot, sir,’ Rick said. ‘Any excuse for a booze-up.’

‘Neil is fine – we’re off duty now.’ Ghosh’s given name was Anil but, as the only Asian child in the rural Cheshire community where his father practised medicine, he had quickly adopted the anglicised ‘Neil’ – much to the chagrin of his parents. Or so he’d told a reporter for The Job, London Met Police’s newspaper. ‘And don’t sell yourself short,’ the superintendent went on. ‘The National Crime Agency’s been after Unwin for years.’

It was common knowledge in the job that Unwin’s criminal enterprises ranged from drug smuggling to people trafficking. But knowing something and proving it were two very different things. Until Rick Turner had linked those two apparently unconnected deaths. Tomorrow, Thomas Unwin would stand in the dock at the Old Bailey charged on two counts of ‘soliciting to murder’.

‘Get a conviction, it could drive a wedge between Unwin and his associates, give the Serious Fraud Office a way in.’

Ghosh was all but rubbing his hands at the prospect, but Rick’s stomach did a slow roll; putting a man in front of a jury was a long way from securing a conviction.

Surveying the room Ghosh said, ‘Where’s Steiner – keeping her head down, is she?’

‘She’s here,’ Rick said, noncommittally.

‘I’ll bet she hasn’t congratulated you?’

Rick wasn’t sure what to say; he didn’t want to disrespect his line manager, but couldn’t really take his boss to task, either.

Ghosh chuckled at his embarrassment. ‘She’s just sore that you managed what she couldn’t. You know she took a run at Unwin herself, last year?’

‘No,’ Rick said, but it did explain some of her resentment of him: Steiner was a fast-track promotee without the ambition or imagination to make a quality investigator.

‘Kath’ll do all right, though,’ Ghosh said, as though he’d spoken his thoughts. ‘With looks like hers she’ll make a move sideways into media and communications in a year or two, then land a nice job fronting true crime on TV before the bloom fades.’

Ghosh was one of just four Met officers who had achieved the rank of detective superintendent before the age of forty, and the first of Indian origin. He was widely tipped to make chief superintendent in the next couple of years, so who was Rick to argue?

‘Not that I’m sexist,’ Ghosh added, and Rick realised that he’d left an uncomfortable silence.

He shook his head as though his thoughts had been elsewhere. ‘I was just wondering if there’s anything we’ve missed.’

Ghosh patted his arm. ‘It’ll be fine; you’re thorough. Not one in a thousand cops could have done what you did – seeing connections – following up, ignoring the naysayers.’

He sounded sincere, but Rick hadn’t forgotten that Detective Superintendent Ghosh had been one of those naysayers up until a few months ago.

Meet him halfway, Sam counselled. This is modern policing, Rick – mavericks need not apply.

Like it or not, Rick would need Ghosh’s goodwill in the future, so he nodded his appreciation, though the bones in his neck crackled. ‘I couldn’t have pulled the case together without support,’ he said.

‘That’s the spirit,’ Ghosh said, relief flooding his face. ‘It’s all about the team.’ He leaned in and lowered his voice. ‘You know, there could even be a promotion in this for you.’

Smile, Rick – it won’t break your face.

He obliged, muttering something about not thinking beyond the trial, for now.

After an awkward moment, Ghosh said, ‘You’re not drinking. Can I get you one?’

‘I’m good, thanks, sir – I mean Neil,’ Rick amended in response to the superintendent’s chiding look.

Ghosh beamed his approval and moved on, putting in another ten minutes, doing the rounds of the troops like the good politician he was, shaking hands, delivering praise, asking after wives and kids and grandkids – and then he was gone.

That wasn’t so hard, was it? Five more minutes, you can be on your way.

Sam again. But the cold reality was that Rick had no family he could talk to. His parents were both dead – his brother Sam, too, for all he knew. Despite the noise and beery camaraderie, he felt completely alone. His phone buzzed and he slipped it from his pocket. A message from Jess:


—How’s it going?

—It’s hell, he replied, tapping the message in with both thumbs.

—But I’ll be home in fifteen.



She sent a sad-face emoji, then:


—Cheer up. I’ll have something nice on.



He smiled, because she wasn’t talking about food, and all the tension of the last half-hour dropped away.




Chapter 2

A MAN SITS IN AN ARMCHAIR just beyond the restaurant area of a London hotel. In thirty seconds, a waiter will wheel a trolley from the kitchen and head to the bank of lifts nearby. The man has acquired many skills in his thirty-plus years, the most useful being the knack of invisibility. It’s a nice hotel, in an affluent area of London, so he’s smartly dressed to blend in. His black trilby hat and cashmere overcoat suggest that he’s about to leave; he is well padded, even paunchy: the inevitable weight gain of ten years of business lunches and constant travel, perhaps. He seems purposeful and focused, scrolling through his mobile phone, his body language sending a clear message to the ever-vigilant waitstaff that he does not require their attention.

And here he is – right on time.

The man hears the trolley’s merry jingling a moment before it turns the corner. It is decorously linen-draped; white wine in a bucket, plated food a tantalising secret under the gleaming dome.

He times his arrival at the lift doors to the second, moving with surprising agility for a fat man, darting inside with a cheery, ‘Going down?’

Startled, the waiter reaches to hold the doors, but the businessman parries the move with practised grace.

‘No need,’ he says. ‘I’m quite safe.’ Although that would depend on your point of view.

He slides past the trolley and stands behind the waiter, his hands clasped behind his back. ‘Haven’t I seen you before?’ He has a pleasant voice – cultured and musical – hinting at someone who is easily moved to laughter. ‘George, isn’t it?’ He’d read the name on the waiter’s lapel badge as he stepped into the lift.

‘Yes, sir.’ George has a high-pitched voice, somewhat nasal in tone. ‘I have been working here since two years.’

Since two years, the guest notes.

Well mannered and beautifully trained, George begins to turn to his interrogator.

‘Did we miss our floor?’ the guest says, to redirect his attention.

George glances at the floor indicator. ‘No, sir,’ he says. ‘Four more to go.’ He pronounces the word ‘four’ as ‘foor’, which means the name on his lapel badge has been anglicised. But the accent is hard to place. Slavic, maybe? Or Portuguese? They can be oddly difficult to distinguish.

‘Ah, here we are,’ the guest says, as if he is delighted by their timely arrival.

He watches George rattling the trolley over the lift door sill, turns sharp right as George turns left, returning when he hears the trolley rattle around the corner into the west corridor. He glides like a shadow after the waiter, ducking into the fire escape stairwell at the end of the lift bank. Easing the door open a crack, he has a good line of sight to room 612, the first door at the end of the west corridor, where the waiter is headed.

George knocks and announces, ‘Room service, Mister King.’

The door opens. A glimpse of King’s grey head, then George rolls the trolley inside. A minute later, the room door opens again, and a rather flustered George exits, apologising – apparently not for the first time – promising to return in two minutes. Mr King must have noticed the absence of a wine glass.

The man allows the fire escape door to close under its own weight and raises his left hand from which hangs, inverted like a bell, Mr King’s glass, filched from the trolley. He flicks his nail against the good crystal, and it rings a perfect middle-E.

George makes his way back to the lift, muttering, and the man waits until he hears the lift doors open, then close. George is an optimist – it will take him at least four minutes to make the journey to the kitchen and back – even so, there’s no time to waste.

The man sets the timer on his watch, walks swiftly to Mr King’s door, and knocks softly. Standing erect, holding the glass upright by its base in his left hand, he tucks his right hand, waiter-style, in the small of his back.

‘Your wine glass, Mister King,’ the man says, in a passable imitation of the waiter.

A rumble of noise from within: the toilet flush. Then: ‘Wait a minute.’

King is wearing a white bathrobe as he opens the door. He looks puzzled to see a man dressed in overcoat and hat, holding a wine glass in one hand.

The man offers King the glass with a courteous bow, and King accepts it, as he’d known he would.

The assassin swings his right hand from behind his back and aims a semi-automatic pistol at Mr King’s chest. The gun coughs, twice, and as King staggers back into the room, the gunman steps inside, closes the door, and shoots his victim in the face. King falls forward and the man moves nimbly aside; a second shot to the back of the head ensures the job is done.

He removes the suppressor from the pistol and pockets both items inside his overcoat, then takes out a mobile phone, clicks off a few photographs of the body, sends them, and turns the room thermostat up to its highest setting. His phone buzzes: payment made, contract completed. He retrieves the glass, happily still intact, and takes a napkin from the table. Suddenly ravenous, he checks under the dome on the service trolley. What he sees disappoints him: bland fried food in prodigious quantity – and the wine isn’t up to much, either. His background checks had King pegged as something of an epicure but apparently he had been more gourmand than gourmet.

The assassin covers the food again and wipes the dome for prints, then wraps the glass in the napkin and slides it into the flap pocket of his overcoat – no sense in making it easy for investigators to connect the affable gentleman in the lift to Mr King’s mysteriously truant wine glass.

He checks the corridor through the peephole before opening the door, hooking the Do Not Disturb sign from the door handle, and heads for the fire escape, not wanting to bump into George on his return journey. As the fire escape door closes behind him, he stops the timer. All done in under ninety seconds.




Chapter 3

RICK TURNER WAS GETTING READY to say his goodbyes and head for home when his phone buzzed again.

The caller introduced himself as Detective Inspector Irons from MIT4, one of the major investigation teams that worked in rotation on serious crimes across London. ‘Am I talking to DS Turner?’

‘You are. What can I do for you?’ he yelled over the noise.

‘Bad news, I’m afraid,’ Irons said, then something Rick couldn’t quite hear; it sounded like ‘The King is dead,’ and for a second, he thought it was another wind-up. But DS Stott was holding forth to a group of young detectives a little way off, apparently oblivious, and no one else seemed to be watching for his reaction.

Rick was standing shoulder to shoulder with an older detective who was regaling a couple of admin staff with a story about five cops trying and failing to handcuff a one-armed druggie off his head on PCP.

Rick turned away, stuck a finger in his right ear and pressed the phone to his left. ‘Say again?’

‘I said we’ve got a DB,’ Irons repeated. ‘Looks like Austin King.’

King dead? No.

‘How?’

‘Shot.’

Jesus. The noise of the bar seemed suddenly overwhelmed by the rush of blood in his ears.

‘Looks like a professional hit,’ Irons continued.

‘Where?’

‘The Royal Somerset on the Strand.’

Rick knew it: an ex-mansion house, recently converted to a high-end hotel.

‘You said “looks like”. Don’t you have a positive ID?’

‘It’s his room, but the face is a bit of a mess,’ the inspector said. ‘We’re checking his prints. We do know that King ordered room service shortly before he was found, and the waiter who delivered the order says a guest rode up in the lift with him. He had to go back to the kitchen for a wine glass he swears he’d put on the tray before heading up.’

‘The “guest” swiped it,’ Rick said. ‘King was expecting the knock, so he didn’t bother to check before opening up.’

‘That’s the way I see it,’ Irons agreed. ‘I’ve requested CCTV recordings, the Crime Scene Unit is already searching the lift for trace, and the pathologist is on his way.’

‘I’m in Richmond, right now.’ Rick checked his watch: seven-forty-five, traffic shouldn’t be too bad. ‘I can be there in forty minutes – an hour, at the most.’

‘Okay,’ the inspector said. ‘We’re rounding up everyone who interacted with King at the hotel as we speak.’

‘Can you hold off interviewing them till I get there?’

‘Sure. I won’t be here, but I’ll let my team know to expect you.’

Rick ended the call and the noise swelled around him again. He’d need to let Ghosh know, but until he was sure that King really was the victim, the others might as well enjoy their celebrations.

‘You all right, mate?’ The yarn-spinning detective was staring at him with some concern.

‘Gotta go.’ Rick was already looking for the quickest route out, but he only managed to get a few feet towards the exit when he was confronted by DS Stott.

‘You can’t be leaving already, mate,’ Stott bellowed over the clamour of voices and laughter.

‘Something came up,’ Rick said.

‘What could be more important than this?’

Rick hesitated, and Stott squinted at him. ‘Wassup, son?’

If he was sober, Rick might have taken Jim Stott aside and told him – even have asked for his advice – but drunk, Stott was not a man to share confidences with.

‘Nothing. I’ll see you in the morning, Jim,’ Rick said.

‘Nah, nah, nah … You finished your pint. I’m just going for one—’ He waved in the general direction of the bar. ‘Lemme getchoo another.’

Slurring, and it’s not even eight o’clock.

‘Have one for me, Sarge,’ Rick said. ‘I’ve really got to go.’

Stott wasn’t having that. He flung his left arm over Rick’s shoulder in an action that was meant to look friendly, but he was already tightening it into a headlock. Rick acted without thinking, bringing his right arm up, under Stott’s grip, squeezing the sergeant’s palm with his right hand as his left held the wrist. With his right elbow now at Stott’s chest height, Rick turned his whole body, ducking free of the lock.

Off balance, Stott barged into someone’s back. Beer was spilled and a couple of shouts went up. Rick held the wrist lock just long enough to prevent Stott from pitching headfirst through the crush of bodies, and as he released it, he put a steadying hand on the sergeant’s shoulder.

Heads were turning, so Rick pasted a smile on his face and shouted, ‘Oopsy, Sarge – I’ve got you! Someone make sure Stotty gets home safe, eh?’

He was out of the door before Stott’s addled brain could work out exactly what had just happened.

The voice in his head said, Would it have killed you to have one drink with him?

Sam, the voice of reason.

Probably not, Sam, Rick thought. Probably not.

There again, the last time Rick saw his brother, he’d watched Sam calmly slide a knife into the heart of an unconscious man, so who was he to talk?




Chapter 4

THE HOTEL MANAGEMENT HAD QUIETLY cleared the rooms on the sixth floor, upgrading the occupants from executive to premier standard and arranging to have their belongings packed and moved with minimum fuss and maximum discretion. Nevertheless, Rick Turner heard a hum of conversation as he stepped out of the lift. A constable in uniform was waiting to shepherd disorientated guests and hopeful journalists back inside, but he gave way when Rick showed his warrant card and announced that he was expected. The lift car in which the suspect had ridden with the waiter stood open, and fully kitted CSIs were busily fingerprinting its burnished bronze interior. Rick knew that they would already have vacuumed every inch of it with even greater rigour than the hotel’s punctilious cleaning staff in the hope of gathering tell-tale traces of the killer.

The fire escape door was propped open, as was the door to 612, and he noted grey-black smudges of fingerprint powder on the key touch-points of both. Rick registered mechanically the dull metallic scent of blood in the air. The west corridor was cordoned off with scene tape, and he wouldn’t be allowed inside the room until the CSIs were done, but he had a good line of sight to 612 where one CSI, looking like a curled white grub in his Tyvek coveralls and mask, knelt with his back to Rick, blocking his view of the interior.

A detective sergeant from MIT4 was hovering at the edge of the tape, and he turned on hearing Rick’s name.

He was winter-pale, despite the seven days of unseasonably warm October sunshine they’d just had, and Rick guessed that he was one of the unlucky types who copped more than their fair share of night duty.

They shook hands and Rick said, ‘Pathologist been, yet?’

The sergeant grunted. ‘Been, stated the bleedin’ obvious, took a few snaps for his memoirs, and left the CSIs to it.’

Rick nodded. Obvious or not, the law required a qualified doctor to pronounce life extinct. The CSIs would process the body as far as possible before they shifted it – too much evidence could be lost in lifting and bagging it.

The sergeant eyed him curiously. ‘This must be a sickener for you. Wasn’t King your star witness?’

Rick looked into the sergeant’s face. It was broad and apparently innocent of all consciousness that a question relating to a sensitive prosecution on the brink of trial might be impertinent. His bland expression might even fool some into thinking he was a little slow, but his small dark eyes were sharp and inquisitive, and Rick wasn’t fooled.

‘I expect we’ll manage,’ he said, switching his gaze to the huddled figure collecting evidence in the doorway of the murder scene.

The CSI suddenly stood and backed into the corridor, revealing the body lying face down just inside the doorway. There was a lot of blood; the man’s white bathrobe was steeped in it, and more of it pooled on the plush grey carpet around him. In the room beyond, Rick glimpsed two more CSIs bagging evidence and speaking in low murmurs.

‘Do we know if it’s King, yet?’

‘It’s him all right,’ the sergeant said. ‘Fingerprint results came through just before you got here.’

Rick stared gloomily through the doorway. King was Unwin’s right-hand man – so hardly a friendly witness – but since there was no chance that Unwin would take the stand, King had been the closest they would get to questioning the man himself. The prosecution barrister’s case relied heavily on the questions he’d planned to fire at King as Unwin’s surrogate. Questions that had been carefully worded to construct the narrative around Unwin’s criminal empire. It wouldn’t have mattered if he’d lied – the jury would draw their own conclusions.

Rick stared at the mess inside the doorway of 612 and felt a familiar chill, recalling another body in a hotel room almost eighteen months earlier, and his conflicting sense of dread and longing as he’d braced himself to look at that other scene.




THEN




Chapter 5

Eighteen months earlier

A COLD AND SHOWERY APRIL EVENING, still light at eight p.m., and Rick Turner was off duty. Even so, he turned up uninvited, just as he’d turned up uninvited to many other suspicious deaths since becoming a detective. He’d made excuses and lied to gain access to scenes, and if that failed, he’d found ways to steal a look at the body in a mortuary, or via the investigating teams’ records. When he was challenged – and he had been, several times – he’d claimed crossed wires, snafus at the Force Control Room – anything that would keep him the right side of a disciplinary sanction.

Rick showed his warrant card to the constable taking names at the hotel room door.

The pathologist, dressed in a beautifully tailored tuxedo, stood at the entrance to the en-suite bathroom and he turned at the sound of Rick’s voice.

Rumour was that in his younger years Dr Pritchard had been quite the heartbreaker. But age and alcohol had taken its toll and with his staring eyes, untamed brows and boozer’s nose he would be a fair double for a gargoyle at Westminster Abbey.

‘Sergeant Turner,’ he said, his expression sour. ‘Must you turn up to every sudden death like a sin-eater at a wake?’

This was an exaggeration – it wasn’t every sudden death – Rick’s interest lay solely in white, male victims, aged mid-twenties to thirties.

Aware that he was here under sufferance, Rick answered with a civil: ‘Dr Pritchard.’ He made a quick visual sweep of the hotel room. No signs of disturbance; no tell-tale odours. So the body was fresh, and the mode of death perhaps gentler and less bloody than he had feared.

‘I suppose you’ll want a squint at him?’

‘If you wouldn’t mind,’ Rick said, choosing his words carefully. This wasn’t his case, and he might have to account for anything he said if his inappropriate presence came to the attention of his superiors.

‘Oh, I mind,’ Pritchard grumbled. ‘I mind being dragged out of a Rotary Club bash I’ve been looking forward to for months. I mind letting down the fellow Rotarians to whom I promised an after-dinner speech. But nobody seems to care what I mind.’

Rick suspected that the pathologist was more disgruntled by the fact that he had been called away from an evening of good food and a captive audience, than by a genuine concern for having let anyone down. But he knew better than to comment, and instead gave the pathologist a sympathetic look.

‘Must be some sort of death obsession,’ Pritchard muttered.

Rick accepted this dark pronouncement with a tilt of his head. Pritchard had a point: no matter how many times Rick told himself that he was being unprofessional, that what he was doing was madness, he could never let an opportunity pass.

Finally, shaking his head, Dr Pritchard stood aside.

Rick hesitated, his heart thumping painfully in his chest. What if this is it? What if it’s him? Do I really want to know? Can I live with knowing that he’s dead?

In truth, he couldn’t have answered that last question if he’d had a gun to his head.

You can do this, he chivvied himself. It’s just another body. But there again, it might not be. It might be that of all the sudden deaths he’d attended like some thrill-seeking rubbernecker, this body really was Sam, his brother, dead.

Pritchard vented an irritated snort at the delay, and Rick realised that he couldn’t bear not knowing. So he took a breath and peered inside the small hotel bathroom.

He swallowed a gasp of relief.

Not Sam. He stared at the corpse a moment longer. It’s not Sam.

Rick let his breath go slowly, keeping his shoulders squared, and forced himself to assess the scene.

The tub was sunk into a marble-tile surround, creating a shelf, on which lay a steel-barrelled pen. A small towel was folded at one end of the tub, as though the dead man had been leaning back against it, sitting up to read. A second towel, now siphoning water from the bath, was draped over the side. The man’s left arm was flung out over the tiled rim, and a broadsheet he’d been reading had dropped to the tiles; the distinctive pink sheets identifying it as the Financial Times. The corpse was partially submerged, his eyes wide open.

‘Do we have a name?’ he’d asked, looking at the body to avoid Pritchard’s busy gaze.

‘The hotel has him registered as Charlie Haskins.’

‘Who was he?’

The pathologist considered the remains. ‘Nobody.’

‘Nobodies die in bar fights, or crossing the road,’ Rick said, stepping back into the main room. ‘They fall downstairs; they take a dive off a hotel balcony because they’re so drunk they forget which way is up and which is down. Nobodies do not die after a slip in a bath in a five-star hotel, circling rising stocks in the Financial Times.’

The pathologist shot out his lower lip. ‘Did you see the empty wine glass by his bedside?’

Rick nodded.

‘And did you happen to notice how much was in it?’

The glass was empty, and Rick said so.

‘Suggesting he’d had a drink. Maybe one too many.’

‘I don’t see a bottle anywhere.’

‘Well, perhaps it’s in the fridge,’ the pathologist said with testy pragmatism.

‘So, you think he drowned?’

The doctor gave him a disparaging look. ‘When will you police learn that the science of forensic pathology requires a post-mortem examination to establish cause of death?’

Rick was on the point of apologising and quietly withdrawing, but the great man turned to the body and began to expound: ‘Empty wine glass. No blood. No signs of struggle …’ He paused and inclined his head as if conceding a point. ‘He is, clearly, under water … But there is a definite depression in the region of his right temporal lobe.’ He tapped the side of his own head, just above his right ear, and shot Rick a quick, humorous glance.

‘Note the bath towel.’ He jerked his chin towards the sopping towel trailing over the side of the bath. ‘There’s a towel rail on the wall above the taps.’

Rick edged forward again but Pritchard waved him away.

‘Take my word for it,’ he said. ‘The rail … is empty. Like the wine glass,’ he added with heavy emphasis.

Rick quirked his eyebrows in question and Pritchard gave another impatient snort.

‘Mr Haskins drinks his fill, decides – somewhat intoxicated – to take a bath, but as he stands to get out, he slips, cracks his head on the deplorably sharp edge of the tile bath surround, slides under the water—’ he pursed his lips in an insincere gesture of regret ‘—and stays there.’

Rick regarded him with quiet interest. ‘Alternative scenario: someone cracked Haskins over the head with the wine bottle, posed him in the bath, and took the murder weapon away.’




Chapter 6

THE CAUSE OF DEATH WAS DROWNING. Two months after Rick had gate-crashed the death scene, he’d attended Haskins’s inquest – also uninvited. Dr Pritchard testified that Haskins had suffered a depressed fracture of the temporal lobe during his slip-fall in the hotel bath, had lost consciousness, and slipped under the bath water. His blood alcohol was virtually zero when he died – Pritchard had been wrong about him being drunk – but Mr Haskins had worked a long day and tiredness might have been a factor. He’d also had a slight ear infection at the time of his death, which Pritchard said might have resulted in dizziness. The coroner ruled Charlie Haskins’s death a tragic accident.

Rick tried to let it go – he really did. Working punishing shift rotations as well as covering for staff absences, he could do without the extra work. But he kept coming back to that little tableau in the hotel bathroom: the dead man, his arm flung out, the towel draped over the edge of the bath, wet and sagging, seeping water onto the floor. It reminded him of a painting – he didn’t know what – something he’d seen on TV maybe; one of the arts programmes Jess liked so much. It looked dramatic – artistic, even – and Rick had attended enough sudden deaths to know that mostly they were sad, ugly, and often sordid. There was nothing tangible, nothing to suggest that anyone else had been involved, but it troubled Rick, and he couldn’t let it pass.

The detective tasked to investigate Haskins’s death would not be pleased to learn that someone was snouting around his nicely boxed-off case, so Rick had to base his investigation on information gathered from the public domain.

The coroner had touched upon Haskins’s finances at the inquest. As a senior adviser for one of the city’s big wealth management firms, the accountant’s client list included successful business types, footballers, TV celebrities, an artist, bankers – even an earl – yet his earnings didn’t seem a true reflection of his status.

Rick couldn’t approach Haskins’s old firm in an official capacity, but Haskins’s acrimonious divorce had been touched upon by the coroner and excluded as irrelevant to the circumstances of his death. Local news sites had reported on his arrest for breach of the peace eighteen months earlier and his divorce had followed soon after. Up to that point, he’d broken no rules and spoken to no one directly, relying on the sad truth that death lays bare a man’s life. Contacting Haskins’s ex-wife would take him over the line, but his inquiries would stall without details of Haskins’s business and finances, so Rick went in search of Ms Haskins.

She’d kept the marital name, which helped. Name-dropping her ex’s glittering client list to business associates must have been worth the pain, Sam whispered in his ear. Rick was just grateful he didn’t need to access the Police National Computer to find her – that would be illegal, and could get him sacked.

Ms Haskins was eager to talk. She told him that her ex had rented a flat while the divorce went through. She smelled a rat when he vanished the day after she’d signed the consent order that would effectively sever their financial affairs permanently and irrevocably.

Always suspicious of his comparatively meagre declared earnings, Ms Haskins had immediately hired a private investigator.

The PI, a man named Wilson, had traced Haskins to a tiny studio flat in Harlesden, paid for on a fifteen-year mortgage. Two months after the divorce settlement, he’d bought the rest of the occupants out and purchased the leases. By the time he’d died, Charlie Haskins owned the entire house and work was well under way to convert it back to a single dwelling with a loft extension.

It crossed Rick’s mind that knowing all of this, Ms Haskins might have wanted her ex-husband dead, but armed with the evidence the PI had gathered, she was certain that her challenge to the divorce court would succeed – she even gave Rick her divorce lawyer’s contact details.

So, Charlie Haskins had been hiding money – a lot of it. And if the PI had uncovered Haskins’s illegal accounting, he might have exposed the accountant’s clients to scrutiny as well. In Rick’s experience, people with wealth and power did not like exposure. Was that what had got him killed?

Rick couldn’t talk to the solicitor without first telling his boss about his highly irregular off-the-books inquiries, and all he had right now was a divorcee hiding assets from his embittered ex-wife. He wouldn’t risk losing his chance at reopening the inquiry into Haskins’s death on so slight a premise. So he’d smiled and thanked Ms Haskins, tilted his head on one side and said, ‘You wouldn’t happen to have the PI’s address, would you?’




Chapter 7

THE PI’S OFFICE WAS ABOVE A TINY PORTUGUESE COFFEE SHOP in Old Compton Street. Rick buzzed but got no answer. He tried ringing the mobile number Ms Haskins had given him, but it went straight to voicemail.

Access was via a door to the right of the coffee shop; three doorbells, one for each floor, he guessed: PRW Investigators, a chartered accountant, and a third bell with no name on the buzzer. He bought a coffee and hung around. Forty minutes later, a woman came out, and he caught the door before it closed, flashing her a winsome grin. ‘Mr Wilson about?’

‘How would I know?’ she’d answered with a cold look. ‘I’m not his secretary.’ He thought himself lucky that she didn’t slam the door on his fingers.

Wilson’s place was locked up as tight as a drum. Rick peered through the frosted glass at the top of the door, cupping his hands to reduce the glare, but could only make out a few blurred shadows. Back downstairs, a few months’ worth of mail was stacked on top of the meter cupboard in the communal hallway.

Returning to the coffee shop, he asked for the manager.

The boss was a small, clean-shaven man in his mid-forties. Kitted out in white T-shirt and trousers, he came to the counter wiping his hands on a pristine towel.

Rick flashed his warrant card. ‘Can’t get an answer at Mr Wilson’s office,’ he said.

Suspicion flashed across the man’s face. ‘Show me card again,’ he said.

This time, Rick held it up next to his face, knowing that this guy would not forget Sergeant Turner snooping around asking questions. Still, he needed to see this through to the end – whatever that might be.

Finally, the manager nodded, and Rick pocketed his ID.

Now, he seemed more outraged than suspicious. ‘How you don’t know Mr Wilson is dead?’ he demanded.

Rick’s heart slowed. ‘What happened?’

‘A car! Ran him down. Right in front of here.’ He gestured angrily, as though the violence of Wilson’s death were a personal insult.

‘When?’

‘Four months ago. Hit-and-run – how you don’t know this?’ the manager repeated.

Rick shook his head, mumbled, ‘Different investigation, sir.’ He asked for the name and number of the landlord, thinking, How the hell didn’t we know? Wilson was investigating Haskins, now both men are dead and nobody made the connection?

Forty minutes after that, he was standing outside Wilson’s widow’s flat; the ground floor of a house in Shepherd’s Bush.

*

Answering the door, Mrs Wilson checked his ID then looked past him as if half-hoping to see her husband lingering in his shadow. A dark-haired, tousled boy of seven or eight clung to her legs, staring up at Rick with solemn brown eyes. She introduced the child as Ethan.

‘Say hello to Sergeant Turner.’

The child detached himself from his mother and stamped through to the kitchen. They followed him and she sent the scowling child to play in the back yard – a paved area of no more than twenty feet square, but with a small table and chairs and a few plant pots brimming with spring flowers. She watched her son through the patio doors for a few seconds, her shoulders slumped, then she seemed to gather herself, straightening to her full height and turning to face Rick.

‘Why did you want to speak to my—’ Her mouth twisted – clearly the word ‘husband’ had too many emotional connections, and she stammered. ‘To Kirk?’

‘He was investigating a person of interest in a case I’m working on,’ Rick said carefully.

‘Well, that would be in his work files – he didn’t keep them at home.’ She glanced forlornly at her tiny kitchen and her hand went to a heart-shaped locket around her neck. ‘No room, you see.’

She seemed to drift off for a moment, and Rick asked, ‘Your husband’s name was Kirk?’

A frown creased her forehead, and he realised his mistake – as a cop investigating the case, he should have known her husband’s first name. ‘Only I thought – seeing the firm’s name is “PRW Investigations”, they would be his initials?’ he hurried on.

‘No, PRW was Peter Woodcroft – he owned the agency before. He employed Kirk, and when he retired, Kirk bought the business. Said it would help, not having his actual name over the door.’ Her eyes began to brim, and she dashed the tears away impatiently. ‘Look – why don’t I give you the keys? You can take a look, bring back the mail. There’s probably bills I should’ve paid ages ago.’

*

It didn’t take long. Rick gloved up and took a photo log on his mobile every step of the way from the front door through to his search of the filing cabinets. The desktop computer was gone, leaving only the mouse mat and a slightly thinner layer of dust where it had sat. There was no sign of the laptop Mrs Wilson said her husband had always taken with him to work, nor the backpack he carried it in. There were high-definition photos in some of the files, but no camera. There was also a gap in the filing cabinet labelled “A–N” where Rick would have expected to find Haskins’s file.

An hour later, Rick was back in Mrs Wilson’s kitchen, having left the box of mail in her hallway. The boy sat at the table, slowly working his way through fish fingers and chips. He chewed thoughtfully, eyeing Rick between each bite.

Rick scrolled through the images he’d taken, and Mrs Wilson’s consternation grew with each shot. ‘The police didn’t ask to see the office,’ she’d said, staring at the empty desk. ‘I’d imagined everything would be as he left it.’

‘So, you’ve no idea what had happened to the computer?’

‘Not a clue. And the laptop and backpack definitely weren’t among his—’ she glanced at Ethan ‘—personal effects?’

The boy’s brows gathered briefly, and he gazed from his mother to Rick.

Rick felt a tightening knot in his stomach. ‘Did Kirk back up his files?’

‘I – I don’t know.’

‘Maybe on the Cloud?’

‘No – I’m sure of that – he didn’t trust Cloud security.’

‘How about memory sticks? External hard drives?’

She brightened. ‘Yes – he was looking them up online before—’ Another quick look at her son. He seemed to be concentrating on spearing peas on one prong of his fork, and Mrs Wilson gave Rick a nervous smile. ‘I suppose he might have bought one, but I didn’t see it.’

Rick took a breath. ‘I’m afraid there was no electronic equipment in his office.’

‘Oh!’

‘Mrs Wilson?’

‘Can we, um …’ She stood and led him through to the hallway.

‘Mum …’

‘Finish your dinner, love,’ she said, shutting the kitchen door after her.

She edged Rick a little further down the narrow hallway. ‘The house was broken into the day Kirk – the day of the accident,’ she murmured. ‘The police came and asked me to come and – you know, make sure it was – was him.

‘They dropped me at home, after. But as soon as I opened the front door, I could see something wasn’t right. The doors were open, and I could feel a draught.’ Her eyes widened, remembering. ‘The place had been turned upside down. The officer who brought me back thought we must have disturbed them, but they’d had a good rummage – emptied the wardrobes and drawers—’

‘Did they take much?’

She shook her head. ‘Just a couple of credit cards, my ancient iPad, a Sonos player.’

‘Did Kirk have a safety deposit box?’

‘No …’ She frowned. ‘At least, I don’t think so.’

‘Maybe a storage facility for old files?’

‘I don’t know – but if he did, he would keep receipts.’

‘And they would be at his office?’

‘Like I said, he didn’t keep any of that stuff here.’ She paused, reading his face. ‘There were no receipts?’

‘Not unless there are some in the letters I brought back.’

‘Why are you asking all these questions?’ she asked suddenly.

‘Like I said – your husband was investigating—’

‘Don’t do that, Sergeant Turner. Don’t assume I’ll swallow whatever guff you come up with. If you think that Kirk’s investigation got him—’ She swerved away from the word ‘killed’, and said instead, ‘That I lost my husband – that Ethan lost his father because of this “case” you’re working on – I think I’ve a right to know.’

‘Mum, why are you shouting?’

The boy was standing in the kitchen doorway, his brown eyes wide and frightened, but fearful or not, his small hands bunched into fists, ready to defend his mother.

‘I’m not, shouting, sweetie, I was just making a point, very firmly, that’s all. Why don’t you get a Petit Filous from the fridge, and I’ll be through in a minute.’

He flushed. ‘I’m not a baby.’

‘I know, love,’ she’d said. ‘But you’re not a grown-up, either, and this is grown-up stuff. Just go back in the kitchen and close the door.’

He folded his arms. ‘NO.’

‘Ethan Wilson!’

He ignored his mother and fixed his gaze on Rick. ‘Are you going to find who killed my dad?’

Alarmed, Mrs Wilson said, ‘Nobody killed your dad.’

‘Well, somebody was driving the car.’

‘Yes, but it was an accident. Nobody … Daddy wasn’t—’ She’d floundered, looking to Rick for support he couldn’t, in all conscience, give. Her face twisted in concern, and her hand went again to the little locket around her neck.

‘My dad was careful when he crossed the road,’ Ethan told Rick. ‘Dad taught me to cross the road,’ he added, puffing his little chest out, ‘and he always said you have to keep your wicks about you—’

‘Wits, darling – keep your wits about you.’

‘Whatever. What I’m saying is, Dad wasn’t STUPID. He could cross the road without getting KNOCKED DOWN.’ Now Ethan was shouting, craning his neck to look up at Rick. ‘So, ARE you GOING to CATCH him?’

Rick crouched so that he could look the boy in the eye. ‘I don’t know, Ethan,’ he said quietly. ‘I don’t have much to go on, and the other
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