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And among other things, the poor pigeons, I perceive, were loth to leave their houses, but hovered about the windows and balconys till they were, some of them burned, their wings, and fell down.

Samuel Pepys’ diary, 2 September 1666






CHAPTER 1

When my phone rang I knew it was bad news, but there was nothing remarkable about that. If your business is bad news, some part of you is always waiting for the phone to ring.

And for once, it was ringing before I had got as far as going to bed. No dreams to shatter. Small mercies. I checked the time – ten past eleven – before I answered it.

‘Kerrigan.’

‘Have you been watching the news?’ Una Burt’s voice filled my head and I winced, holding the phone a little bit further from my ear than I would usually.

‘No.’ I glanced at the television and its fine layer of dust. I had no idea where the remote control was. I hadn’t used it for weeks. ‘What’s up?’

‘A fire on the Maudling Estate.’

It felt as if I’d run head first into a wall. I took a second to respond. ‘Fatalities?’

‘Three, so far. It took out the top two floors of one of the blocks. Gutted them completely. The floors below aren’t all that much better.’

‘Arson?’

‘Possibly. There’s a fire investigator floating around here somewhere. He can tell us more.’

I held back a sigh. Una Burt was a Chief Inspector, but she was acting up, running the team in place of my real boss, Superintendent Charles Godley, who was on indefinite leave. That meant DCI Burt was in charge. You queried her actions at your peril, as I had found out before. Still, it was worth asking why she was calling me at that hour of the night on my day off.

Delicately.

‘Is there a particular reason for us to be involved with the investigation?’

‘Of course, or I wouldn’t be calling you.’ Offence taken. Great.

‘Sorry. It’s just that we’re not the closest Homicide team.’ And we’re already trying to cope with the extra work you’ve insisted we can handle because you can’t say no to anyone. Godley’s team usually handled the most complex and sensitive investigations that came to the Met. Since Una Burt had started running the team, we’d taken on a lot more work than usual, and much of it was run-of-the-mill. It was as if she couldn’t bring herself to say no when our help was requested. She liked feeling important and we were close to being overwhelmed.

‘It’s not likely to be a straightforward investigation. Not when one of the fatalities is very well known. Not when it isn’t clear how he died.’

‘Who?’

Una’s voice was muffled, as if she was covering her mouth so no one around her could lip-read what she was saying. ‘Geoff Armstrong.’

‘The MP?’ The far-right, immigrant-hating, welfare-criticising MP, to be specific.

‘Exactly.’

Which meant that the investigation was likely to be both sensitive and complex, I conceded, and felt the first twinge of interest. ‘But what was he doing there? It’s hardly his natural habitat. Not much point in him canvassing for support on an estate that’s largely social housing. There aren’t all that many high-earning conservatives on the Maudling Estate, I’m willing to bet.’

‘Yes, these and other questions need answers – which is why I would like you to come straight here. I’ve already contacted DI Derwent. He says he’ll pick you up.’

‘Really?’ I stared into space. ‘There’s no need. I can get there myself.’

‘I don’t care if you take a flying carpet to get here,’ Una Burt snapped. ‘Just hurry up.’

She was gone. I weighed the phone in my hand. Worth a try.

No need to collect me. I’ll see you there.

I sent the message, put the phone down on the coffee table and stood up. It vibrated.

Already here. Buzz me in.

Great.

Against my better judgement I let him into the building. I had about thirty seconds before he arrived at the door, I thought, and tried to decide where to start. I looked around, feeling helpless. There was so much to do, and no time to do it. I drifted into the bathroom, where the mirror confirmed my worst fears. I stopped looking at myself in it and concentrated on squirting toothpaste on the brush. If I was brushing my teeth, at least I wouldn’t have to talk to him.

Unfortunately, nothing would stop him talking to me.

A volley of knocking on the door. I went and opened it, but I checked the view through the peephole first. These were the rules I lived by. Never open a door without knowing who’s on the other side of it. Never park somewhere dark and deserted. Never get into the car without checking the back seat and the boot. Know who’s walking behind you. Know who’s driving behind you. Know where you’re going. Never relax. Never forget there’s someone watching you.

They were rules that had kept me alive, so far, but they made me feel as if I was dying a little more every day. I couldn’t ever allow myself to forget I was a target for someone else’s obsession. A creep named Chris Swain had been hunting me for years and he wouldn’t give up until I gave in to him.

And that was never, ever going to happen.

‘What happened to you?’ Derwent demanded, shouldering his way in with all the finesse of someone on a dawn raid. ‘You look like hell.’

‘Mmph,’ I said. I missed you too.

He closed the door. We both looked down at the mountain of junk mail that had built up over the two months I’d been living alone.

‘God almighty, Kerrigan, you could tidy up occasionally.’

‘I’m busy,’ I said through the toothpaste. ‘I have better things to do.’

‘Like what?’ He strode past me to the sitting room, where he whistled. ‘I hadn’t realised Rob was the tidy one. This place is a pigsty.’

I took the toothbrush out of my mouth. ‘Shut up.’

‘Didn’t catch that.’

I raised a middle finger, and my eyebrows. Derwent grinned. There wasn’t much he enjoyed more than getting a reaction from me. He stood in the middle of the living room and turned, taking in far more than I would have liked him to. The bin, overflowing. Untouched saucepans hanging in a neat row. Crumbs on the counter. Takeaway cartons stacked by the sink. Papers everywhere. My laptop, open on the sofa. The room said, more loudly than I could: I can’t be bothered. His eyes came back to me.

‘Nice outfit.’

I looked down at myself and shrugged. Leggings and an old t-shirt of Rob’s. It wasn’t haute couture, but they were real clothes, not just pyjamas. I counted that as a victory.

‘Did you even leave the flat today?’

I nodded vigorously. A trip to the corner shop counted as leaving the flat. I must have been out for all of five minutes.

‘Did you eat anything?’

Another nod. I was sure I had. I couldn’t quite remember what.

‘For God’s sake, Kerrigan, I can’t talk to you like this.’

I shrugged again. That was basically my plan.

Derwent’s expression darkened. ‘Okay. Try this. You have ten minutes to get ready. If you’re not ready, you’re coming with me anyway. You can explain to DCI Burt why you’re inappropriately dressed at a crime scene.’

I rolled my eyes but headed back to the bathroom.

‘And do something about your hair,’ Derwent yelled after me.

In nine minutes and 59 seconds precisely I walked into the living room, suited, booted and with my hair tamed into a bun. Derwent was leaning against the kitchen counter, his hands in his pockets.

‘That’s better.’

‘I’m glad you think so.’

‘You need make-up.’

‘No one needs make-up,’ I snapped. ‘Especially not at a crime scene.’

‘You need make-up. Assuming you want to look human.’

‘Oh, great, thank you.’

‘Halloween was last month.’

‘I’m aware of that.’

‘So the zombie look isn’t really appropriate.’

I opened my mouth to answer him and then shut it again. I held myself very still. Do not throw up. Do NOT throw up.

‘Kerrigan.’

I ignored him, staring at the floor until the wave of nausea receded. When I looked back at Derwent, the mocking smirk had disappeared. ‘Are you all right?’

‘Fine.’

‘Sure?’

‘Absolutely,’ I said, trying to sound as if I meant it. Then I frowned. Something was different. ‘Did you tidy up?’

‘A bit.’

‘You emptied the bin,’ I said slowly. ‘And you did the washing-up.’

‘And got rid of the junk mail in the hall, and threw out the food in the fridge that was actually rotting, and plugged in your computer.’

If it had been anyone other than Derwent who tidied up, I’d have been grateful. But Derwent was the king of ulterior motives.

‘My computer,’ I said. ‘Why did you even touch my computer?’

‘You only had five per cent of your battery life left.’ Derwent shook his head. ‘I know you like living on the edge but that’s just unnecessary.’

‘You must have been looking at it,’ I said, fighting to stay calm. ‘Why were you looking at it?’

He levered himself off the counter and came towards me, crowding me, getting into my face. I’d seen him do it hundreds of times. It wasn’t even the first time he’d done it to me. It was one of Derwent’s favourite interrogation techniques. ‘What’s wrong, Kerrigan? Something to hide?’

‘Nothing to hide. I’m entitled to my privacy, though. Sir.’

A minute narrowing of his eyes told me he’d registered the last word and its implications. You are my boss. You are in my home. Your behaviour is, as usual, inappropriate and I have had enough of it for the time being. I held his gaze, my expression stony.

‘I’m just looking out for you.’ His voice was soft, which meant precisely nothing. Derwent’s temper was volcanic, legendarily so, but he had enough control over it, and himself, to shout only when he needed to. And since we were inches apart, shouting would have been excessive.

‘You don’t need to look out for me.’

‘Someone should.’

‘I can manage,’ I said. ‘I am managing. So stop patronising me.’

He didn’t move for a long moment. His expression was unreadable, at least to me. Then, to my enormous relief, he turned away. ‘I was going to carry the bin bag down for you. But if that’s too patronising you can carry it yourself.’

I rolled my eyes at his back. ‘Thanks.’

He wouldn’t have missed the sarcasm in my voice, but he didn’t look back. ‘Come on, then. Let’s go.’




CHAPTER 2

It didn’t take long to get to the Maudling Estate – at least, not the way Derwent drove. It wasn’t the first time we’d been there in the middle of the night and I couldn’t suppress a shiver at the memory of another visit, a couple of months earlier.

‘All too familiar,’ Derwent said, echoing my thoughts. He was trying to find a place to leave the car on the street nearby. There was no point in trying to get into the car park at the centre of the estate. The blue lights from police cars, ambulances and fire engines flared on the buildings, reflecting on the windows. Countless people milled about, apparently aimlessly, evacuees from the buildings or just curious onlookers. Inevitably the media were there, TV reporters clutching microphones, caught in a halo of white light from their cameras. Derwent pulled in at the end of a row of vans with satellite dishes mounted on the top.

‘As if they have a right to be here,’ he growled. ‘You know they think they’re important. All they’re doing is getting in the way.’

‘They’re reporting the news.’

‘They don’t know any news. They haven’t been told anything yet.’

‘They still need to cover the story.’

‘A bloody great building caught fire and no one knows why yet. That’s the story.’

‘And when they hear about Armstrong?’

Derwent grimaced. ‘Then life won’t be worth living. Come on. At least this time we’re not going to a van full of dead coppers.’

‘That’s something, I suppose.’ I got out of the car and looked up at the flats, to identify the tower that had burned. It was easy to see where the fire had been – black shadows clouded around the windows on the top floors and smoke was still seeping out, dark against the orange-tinted clouds that passed for a night sky. Most of the windows were open or broken, holes in the building that reminded me of wounds. The remains of curtains fluttered inside and out, caught by the breeze that was stronger the higher you went. The movement was eerie. I couldn’t stop myself from seeing it as people waving, crying for help, but I knew the fire brigade would have rescued anyone up there by now. Water stained the concrete all the way down the outside of the tower. The whole building was glowing eerily, the emergency lighting shining with a greyish glare. It was a long way from the top of the tower to the ground. The remarkable thing wasn’t that three people had died. It was incredible that only three people had died.

When Derwent spoke, I jumped. I hadn’t realised he was standing right beside me.

‘All right, Kerrigan?’

‘Fine.’

‘It’s just – well, this isn’t your favourite place, is it? Not after what happened here.’

‘I haven’t even thought about it,’ I lied. It was on the Maudling Estate that I’d been trapped for ten minutes in a stairwell with four teenage boys who wanted to hurt me, at the very least. Only ten minutes – but it had changed the course of my life. It had crossed my mind, once or twice.

Derwent nodded. ‘Well, I have been thinking about it. And if you see any of the little shitbags who scared you, I want to know about it.’

‘Forget it,’ I said lightly. ‘I have.’

He shook his head. ‘Not convincing.’

‘I’ll have to try harder.’

‘You do that.’ He stepped back and let me walk ahead of him. ‘Don’t worry, Kerrigan. I’ll be right behind you.’

It was typical of Derwent that it sounded more like a threat than reassurance. I hunched my shoulders against the prickling unease that made me want to run away and stalked into the Maudling Estate ahead of him, hoping I looked as if I didn’t know what fear was.

The first person I saw was Una Burt, deep in conversation with two men. One wore the black and yellow London Fire Brigade uniform. He carried a yellow helmet in one hand and sweat had plastered his hair to his head. He was middle-aged, obviously senior and just as obviously fed up to be talking to Una Burt. I could imagine he had more important things to do with his time, like managing the teams of firefighters who were swarming through the building. The other man was in a blue boiler suit with Fire Investigation written across the back and had a white hard hat on his head. Burt was nodding as he spoke. She glanced over his shoulder and noticed us. To say she looked pleased would be an exaggeration but she beckoned us over. The senior firefighter took the opportunity to disappear while Burt was distracted.

‘Here are two more of my team, at last. DI Josh Derwent, DC Maeve Kerrigan, this is Andrew Harper, the fire investigator.’

Harper was tall, with very blue eyes under his white hard hat and a weathered complexion. He nodded to us, then turned back to Una Burt.

‘So I can’t take you up to the affected areas yet – it’s too hot and the structure could be unstable. The firefighters are still damping the building down in case the fire flares up again, and the rescue operation hasn’t officially ended. It’s too risky to have any untrained personnel up there, for everyone’s sake.’

‘I understand that. Let us know when you can show us the scenes. As soon as possible, obviously.’

‘Do we know if it was an accident or deliberate?’ Derwent asked.

‘Not yet. I’ll need to speak to the survivors. It could have been accidental.’ He sounded slightly dubious, though, and Derwent pounced.

‘But your instinct says it was deliberate.’

‘I don’t rely on instinct. I’ll do a thorough investigation and go from there.’ Harper had a slow way of speaking, measured and unflappable, like an air-traffic controller. It was impossible to imagine him losing his temper, even with Derwent. ‘But I will say this. There are two stairwells in these towers, one on the outside of the building largely enclosed in concrete and one inside, running up the centre of the tower by the lift shafts. It seems the fire started on the tenth floor. It blocked off access to the external stairwell. The lifts were both out of order. The residents only had one way out, and that was the internal stairwell which was basically acting as a chimney. It was full of smoke and hot air. Anyone who escaped this fire from the tenth or the eleventh floor got very lucky indeed.’

‘So if it was deliberate,’ I said, ‘it was meant to kill.’

‘If it was.’ Harper tilted his head back to look up. ‘I’m going to have a look at how they’re getting on up there. The sooner I can get in and get started, the better.’

‘You can come with me,’ Una Burt said to us. ‘The one good thing about this investigation is that we have access to one of the bodies already, since Mr Armstrong was kind enough to meet his end outside the tower block.’

‘How?’ I asked, hurrying to follow her as she barrelled through the crowds surrounding the cordon near the tower.

‘Fell, jumped, pushed. Take your pick.’ She ducked under the tape and carried on around the side of the building, through a gate, to an area that was obviously where the residents’ rubbish ended up. Huge red and blue wheelie bins filled a yard where the ground was disturbingly slick under foot. Half of the bins were so full the plastic lids wouldn’t close properly. The place smelled strongly of rotting food and dirty nappies.

In one corner, a familiar figure was standing on a step ladder, taking a photograph of the top of a bin with exquisite care. Arc lights shone on the scene, and a few other people, anonymous in hooded white suits, stood around waiting for the photographer to finish. Kev Cox lowered the camera and began to climb down, stocky in his white overalls but sure-footed.

‘Hi, Maeve.’ He waved at me. ‘This is a bit of fun, isn’t it?’

‘If you say so.’ I was staring at the shattered figure draped over the bin, the body twisted and broken by the fall. The bin lid had splintered from the impact. He was soaked in blood, his head tipped back and misshapen where the back of it had split open. His eye sockets were distorted, his nose and jaw askew. It was hard to work back to how he might have looked in life. In death, he resembled something that had stepped out of a medieval painting of hell.

‘Is that Armstrong?’ Derwent asked.

One of the white-suited figures stepped forward, pushed the hood back and revealed itself to be the pathologist, Dr Early. She had met Derwent before, and looked appropriately wary. ‘We don’t have a formal ID yet. To be honest, the level of damage means it’s hard to say for certain just on visuals. We’ll check the dental records, or fingerprints if they’re on file. We should be able to get a sample of his DNA quite easily from his home so we can double-check it.’

‘So why do you think it’s him?’

She blushed but held her own. ‘Because there was an anonymous tip-off that he was in the flats. Someone phoned 999 and mentioned him specifically. He was on the tenth floor, they said, but they didn’t give a flat number. The firefighters didn’t find him until one of them looked out of a window.’

Derwent pointed at the ladder. ‘Can I take a look?’

‘Be my guest. But don’t touch him.’

That earned the pathologist a glare. Derwent climbed up so he was looking down on the body. It was clad in grey suit trousers and a shirt that had once been white. There was a shoe on the left foot, but the right had a torn sock on it. There was something particularly pathetic about the pale foot sticking out over the edge of the bin. It looked undignified and vulnerable. Derwent leaned in, peering intently.

‘What do you think?’ Una Burt demanded.

‘Could be him. Could be someone else.’ Derwent straightened, his phone in his hand. ‘No wallet?’

‘No wallet,’ the pathologist confirmed. ‘No ID. Two hundred pounds in twenties in his back pocket.’

‘If robbery was a motive for killing him – if his wallet was stolen and he was pushed out of the building – they’d have taken the cash as well,’ Derwent said, tapping at his phone.

‘If they knew about it,’ I pointed out. ‘You might assume all the money was in his wallet, if you found that first.’

‘Or his wallet could have been stolen after he fell,’ Burt said.

‘But what about the two hundred quid?’

‘It was … messy.’ Dr Early wrinkled her nose. ‘I don’t think you’d have gone looking for it in his back pocket. And even if you found it, you wouldn’t have taken it. The notes are saturated.’

‘What are you doing?’ Una Burt asked Derwent, who was still concentrating on his phone.

Please don’t say you’re checking Tinder, I thought. For my sake and yours, don’t wind her up.

‘Looking for a picture of Armstrong.’ Derwent jumped down and held out the phone. ‘He’s not looking quite as smart now, but that’s the same watch.’

It was a heavy gold watch with a brown leather strap. The glass had shattered in the fall, but it was recognisably the watch in the photograph Derwent had found. Armstrong was grinning, his face shiny in the camera flash. He looked sleek and well fed and oblivious to his fate.

‘Car keys? Phone?’ I asked.

‘We found a BMW key fob here.’ Dr Early pointed to a marker a few feet away from the bin. ‘It could have fallen out of his pocket on the way down.’

‘I’ve run him through the PNC,’ Una Burt said. ‘He’s the registered owner of a 7 Series BMW saloon. I’ve circulated the details. If it’s parked near here, we’ll find it.’

Derwent frowned. ‘You’ve checked the car park.’

‘No.’ She waited a beat so he could jump to the wrong conclusion, then gave him a tight little smile. ‘I told someone else to check it. No 7 Series BMWs. No BMWs at all.’

‘This wasn’t an official visit,’ I said. ‘He was trying to fly below the radar. Let’s say he wasn’t robbed. Let’s say he chose to jump. He got rid of his ID if he was carrying any. And he dumped his phone.’

‘Or it’s upstairs in the flat along with his ID,’ Derwent said.

‘I’ll tell the firefighters to keep their eyes peeled for his personal effects,’ Burt said, as if she was in charge of them too. ‘We can have a look when it’s safe for the SOCOs to go in. At the moment we don’t even know which flat he was in before he jumped. I’d like to know that. I think it would help a lot.’

‘I know a trick or two about that,’ Kev Cox said amiably. ‘We can work back from here and trace the route he took down the side of the building.’

‘How?’ Burt asked.

‘When you fall out of a building, even if you jump, it’s hard to get completely clear.’ Kev nodded at the body. ‘The reason he looks so battered is because he bounced off the concrete a few times on the way down. If we have a good look on the balconies and protruding detailing, we should find his blood and fragments of skin or bits of muscle. I’ll get a couple of lads to abseil down the side and we’ll work out where he started off.’

‘Lovely.’ Una Burt’s face was pale. I fought another wave of nausea, tipping my head back to look up at the building as if I was interested in seeing the blood trail. The air was full of smoke, and even though the night was cold the smell from the bins was, briefly, overwhelming. I stepped back, away from the crowd of people around Armstrong’s body, into the shadows. It was a long way from the tenth floor to the ground. I imagined him deciding to jump, choosing what he took with him. Hiding as much as he could about what he had been doing there. Keeping secrets, even in death.

I didn’t think we’d find ID and his phone in the flat. I didn’t think he was that stupid.

I walked away from the building towards the other side of the yard, staying in line with the bin where the body had landed. A spindly hedge grew there, along the boundary between the estate and the neighbouring industrial units. The fence behind it was metal and topped with spikes. I pulled on a pair of blue gloves and took out my torch. Crouching, I moved along the boundary, searching for a flash of metal or a glint of glass.

‘What are you doing?’ Una Burt was right behind me.

‘If he jumped, I think he threw his phone away first.’

‘Why?’

‘I can’t imagine him going anywhere without a phone, can you? He’d have needed it to keep in touch with whatever was going on at Westminster, especially if he wasn’t supposed to be here. You can’t be uncontactable in his position. He came here with cash and his car key. Maybe he had his wallet – maybe not. But the phone would have given him away.’

‘It could have been stolen too.’

Something on the edge of the torch’s beam flashed a reflection. It was on the other side of the fence. The casing for an iPhone. I looked further, seeing the screen, electronic components, all shattered and scattered across a wide area.

‘Kev?’

He came trotting across.

‘Can you send someone to collect this phone and all the bits? In case they belong to our guy?’

‘Will do.’ He nudged my shoulder with a knee. ‘Good thinking.’

‘I learned from the best.’ I straightened. ‘Make sure they look for the SIM card. It might not be with the rest of the phone. He might have disposed of it separately.’

‘If it’s here, we’ll find it.’ Kev hurried back to the body, his suit rustling.

‘He was about to die,’ Una Burt said. ‘He would have known he couldn’t survive the fall. Do you really think he was that concerned about keeping a secret?’

‘I do. He was so concerned about it, he was prepared to die for it.’

‘So we’d better find out what it was.’

I nodded. ‘As soon as we can.’




CHAPTER 3

It was a long, cold wait until the firefighters were prepared to allow us into Murchison House. I stood in the car park, huddled in my coat, trying not to scan the crowd for the faces of the boys who’d attacked me on my previous visit. They probably wouldn’t recognise me again, not with my hair tied back and a police jacket in place of the long overcoat I’d been wearing the last time. I thought I’d remember them, though. I thought I might remember them for ever.

The other thing I was trying not to think about was the person who I had to assume was watching me, the man who had inserted himself into my nightmares: Chris Swain. He was in my thoughts in public places and wherever I called home. He’d shown me he could reach me anywhere, even if I tried to hide. He’d taught me there was no such thing as privacy. He’d made me aware that safety was an illusion. He’d promised me a visit, two months earlier, because my boyfriend had disappeared and I was on my own. I was still waiting. I knew he’d come.

A promise was a promise.

‘Do you think he’s watching?’

The question echoed my thoughts so closely that I jumped. ‘Who?’

‘The person who set the fire.’ Liv Bowen frowned at me. ‘Who else?’

‘No one.’ I nodded to where Mal Upton was standing with a video camera, unobtrusively filming the people who were still watching, still enthralled, even though it was two in the morning. ‘If there’s an arsonist here, we’ll get him on film.’

‘With any luck.’ Liv looked up at the towers that loomed over us. ‘Too many places to hide, though. You’d get a good view from any of these. If he’s watching he doesn’t need to show himself.’

‘From what I understand that’s part of the fun. They like to get as close as possible. Smell the smoke. See the bodies.’

Liv shuddered. She was pale and thinner than usual, not quite back to her old self, even if she was finally at work after extensive sick leave. Her hair was neatly plaited, her coat immaculate. She looked as if she was in control, but there was something different about her – a fragility that hadn’t been there before. I recognised it like an old friend: fear.

‘Are you all right?’ I asked.

‘Are you? You look like death warmed over.’

‘To think I missed you.’ I shook my head.

She handed me a steaming cup of tea. ‘I thought you might need this.’

‘And all is forgiven.’ I held the cup in both hands, warming them. ‘Seriously, this isn’t too much for you, is it?’

‘Not so far.’ She put a hand to her stomach. It was a habit with her now, I’d noticed, whenever she thought about the knife wound that had almost ended her life, not to mention her career. When she felt threatened. When she felt uneasy. It was quite a giveaway, once you knew what it meant – a tell, the gamblers called it. I’d been meaning to mention it to her. In our job, giving information away could be a liability.

But when her confidence was so fragile, criticising her felt wrong. It felt like the kind of thing Derwent would do.

Derwent would say it was for her own good, that a weak member of the team put us all in danger. Derwent would say she should find a job in a quieter part of the Met – missing persons, maybe, or working on cold cases. Fraud. Following paper trails, not killers. And it wouldn’t be so bad, maybe, if the biggest hazard you faced every day was a paper cut.

I still couldn’t do it. I knew Liv well enough to believe she would step aside if she wasn’t happy with her work on the murder team. She was her own fiercest critic. I knew her partner, Joanne, and she was a police officer too. She would see the signs if Liv began to crack up. So all in all, there was no need for me to intervene.

Especially since I needed Liv’s presence more than ever. She was the best friend I had made in the job. She was reasonable where Derwent was perverse, supportive when he was undermining me. I had missed her very badly when she was on leave. I still hadn’t told her all the details of how my life had managed to come apart so spectacularly in such a short space of time. All she knew was that Rob, my handsome, funny, clever boyfriend, had gone on leave after his colleague was killed. She knew that we weren’t in touch, but she didn’t know why.

The funny thing was, neither did I. I’d have spoken to him, if he’d contacted me. I’d have forgiven him if he asked me to. I’d forgiven him already, in fact.

I still hadn’t quite forgiven myself, but that was another story.

‘Who are you working with on this one?’ Liv asked.

‘Derwent.’

Her eyebrows went up. ‘Does Una Burt know?’

‘It was her idea. She sent him to collect me.’

‘I thought she wanted you to stay away from him.’

‘So did I.’ I’d been thinking about that, off and on. Almost the first thing Una Burt had done on taking over the team was to make a point of telling me I wouldn’t be working with Derwent. We were too close, she thought. He impaired my judgement. He slowed me down.

Which, translated into plain English, was: you keep him on the straight and narrow but I want to get rid of him, so let’s see what happens if you’re not holding him back from self-destruction.

To everyone’s surprise, not least mine, Derwent had behaved impeccably since Una Burt took over. I wasn’t convinced he’d changed, or that he was capable of changing. To me it felt like the false, uneasy peace that comes after a war has been declared, before the first battle. He wasn’t ready to fight her yet, but it was only a matter of time.

I looked for Derwent in the crowd and found him almost immediately. He took up a lot of space, somehow, and it wasn’t that he was tall or broad-shouldered, although he was both. Even where people were gathered close together, he stood apart. Instinctively, everyone around him gave him plenty of room. Maybe it was the scowl that put people off standing near him, or some subliminal awareness of the rage that burned within him. He was alone, as he tended to be these days. No one on the team could have failed to notice that Una Burt had it in for him. Being too friendly with Derwent was a bad career move.

I was never going to be friends with him, but I couldn’t stand to see him on his own.

‘He’s got his brooding face on,’ I said. ‘I’d better see if he wants me to do anything.’

Liv grinned. ‘You complain about him but you love him really.’

‘No, I don’t.’

‘Yeah, you do.’

I shook my head at her but I was smiling as I went over to him. The past two months had been crushingly dull, even though I’d been busier than ever before. Una Burt had made sure I did more than my share of legwork, the routine inquiries that involved endless phone calls and knocking on doors. My colleagues had been pleasant, considerate and professional; three words I’d never applied to Derwent. But there was something bracing about working with him, in spite of the stroppiness and the sulking. There weren’t many people who could make you feel as if you’d launched yourself down a set of rapids just by saying hello.

‘Hi.’ I made myself sound chirpy. Derwent reacted to chirpiness the way most people reacted to stinging nettles. I got a grunt in response.

I cast about for a neutral subject. ‘Cold, isn’t it?’

‘It’s the middle of the night and it’s November. It should be cold. Where did you get that?’ He was eyeing my tea.

‘Liv gave it to me.’

He took the cup out of my hand. ‘She must have meant it for me.’

‘I wasn’t drinking it anyway.’

Derwent’s eyebrows twitched together. ‘Gone off it?’

‘No. Too weak for me.’

He tasted it. ‘Just right. What do you want?’

I blinked. ‘Nothing, really.’

‘Then go away.’

Even for Derwent, that was rude. I held my ground. ‘What’s going on?’

He wouldn’t look at me. ‘You’re still here.’

‘Sorry, did I do something wrong? You weren’t behaving like this in the car.’

‘I’ve been having a think about a few things, that’s all.’ He took another mouthful of tea. ‘Any sign of your little scumbags?’

‘No.’ I wasn’t going to tell Derwent that I hadn’t even looked for them.

‘Maeve. Sir.’ Liv was hurrying towards us. ‘The fire investigator is ready to show us the crime scenes. He says we’ll need boots. It’s mucky up there.’

‘Ten flights of stairs.’ Derwent shook his head. ‘Onwards and upwards, Kerrigan. After you.’

‘Thanks,’ I said, surprised that he was being a gentleman.

‘Don’t thank me. I’m just making sure I’ve got something nice to look at on the way.’




CHAPTER 4

‘Watch your step.’ Andrew Harper was waiting by the top of the outside stairs on the tenth floor. ‘The surfaces are slippery up here and there’s a lot of debris on the ground.’

In front of me, DS Chris Pettifer was wheezing like a broken accordion. He and Una Burt had set the pace, which was not as quick as I would have liked it to be given that Derwent’s face was a few inches from my bottom most of the way. Every time I glanced back, I got a leer from him. Eventually, I stopped glancing back.

There were eight of us from the murder team, all officers I’d worked with before. We followed Harper from the cold, draughty staircase into the corridor, which was still hot and smelled strongly of burning. It was humid, like a sauna, and the ground was covered in wet ashes that were sticky underfoot.

Harper stopped, letting us gather around him and the senior firefighter I’d seen talking to Una Burt earlier. He introduced himself as Gary Northbridge. He looked more tired than he had in the car park, and defensive. I assumed that fatal fires generated more hassle and paperwork than I could imagine.

‘Okay, we’ll be drawing up proper plans of the building for your reference, but here’s what you need to know,’ Harper said. ‘There are ten flats on each floor, four on the left and six on the right. We have eight occupied flats on this floor, but two of them were empty at the time of the fire – the residents were still at work. The residents on the left side of the corridor who were present at the time of the fire had enough warning to evacuate. The left side is also where the internal stairwell and the lifts are accessed, which is why there are fewer flats on this side. On the other side we have six flats, two of which are not in use at the moment according to the management. Some are in private hands but most are council-owned. The flats are not numbered consecutively throughout the building – numbering restarts on each floor. So flat 101 is here on the right, opposite flat 107.’

‘That caused some problems for the fire crews,’ Northbridge said. ‘They knew there was a vulnerable person in 104 but they had to find the flat before they could find her.’

‘Is she one of the fatalities?’ I asked.

‘Not so far. She was taken to hospital. We have sixteen in hospital at the moment, mainly with smoke inhalation, minor injuries, a couple of broken bones, one with serious burns. I can’t tell you who they are or where they lived yet, but we’re working on it. A few of them were unconscious or confused when we picked them up, so we don’t have a name for everyone.’

‘More injuries than I’d have expected,’ Derwent said. ‘Sounds more like a fight than a fire.’

‘That happens in serious fires,’ Northbridge said. ‘It’s not just the smoke and the flames you have to worry about. Crush injuries and falls kill just as many people.’

‘Where were the bodies?’ Pete Belcott asked. He was abrupt, as usual. Charm was not one of his qualities.

‘There were two fatalities up in 113 on the next floor, and your gentleman outside.’

‘So everyone else escaped from this floor.’

‘They escaped or they were rescued by firefighters,’ Northbridge said. ‘We had a 999 call from flat 101. There were two adults and two children. They were advised to make their way to the internal stairwell and progress down if it was safe to do so. That is where they were located when the first crews came in.’

‘Was that the first call you had about the fire?’ I asked.

‘That’s what our records indicate,’ Northbridge said.

‘So they were the first people to notice the fire. Did it start in their flat? Or nearby?’

‘We don’t know yet,’ Harper said. ‘It’s possible. The level of damage along this side of the building is considerable. It will take some time to work out where the fire began and how.’

‘So it could have been an accident,’ Belcott said, and I could see from the look on his face that he was losing interest.

‘It could have been an accident. It could have been arson,’ Harper replied patiently.

‘What makes you say that?’ Una Burt asked.

‘With this level of damage we can tell that the fire burned extremely hot and it took hold very quickly. That makes me suspicious. Fires that begin accidentally often start slowly, then gather pace as they increase in size. This was overwhelming in minutes. It generated a lot of smoke that seeped into the corridor and vented itself via the outside stairwell, effectively making it unusable for the people on this floor and the floor above. The fire burned through into flat 101, where it caused a great deal of damage in the kitchen and one bedroom.’

Harper led us through the front door into the flat. Everything inside it was blackened by smoke and the carpet felt squelchy underfoot. Nothing looked salvageable. I could make out metal-framed shapes that had once been a sofa and a couple of armchairs, and the television was still recognisable, but the rest of the furnishings were essentially gone. A cut-glass chandelier still hung from the ceiling, incongruous in those surroundings anyway but doubly so when it was streaked with dirty water. The residents had cared about their home, I thought. The fire would be devastating for them in every way, not just the material loss.

‘The internal doors were closed, initially, which was lucky,’ Northbridge said. ‘One of the children opened the bedroom door and discovered the blaze.’

There were scorch marks around the door and across the ceiling.

‘These are from the flashover that occurred when the door was opened,’ Harper said, playing his torch over them. ‘Fire is hungry. It needs oxygen. Any firefighter will tell you not to open a hot door. The little girl didn’t know any better. They were lucky the grandmother was nearby and managed to get the door closed before the fire could take hold out here. She gave the child first aid while the dad was on the phone to 999. That call came in at 17.36.’

‘Hold on. Shouldn’t there have been a smoke alarm in the flat?’ Una Burt asked.

‘It wasn’t working.’

‘What about in the hall?’

‘It was vandalised.’ Northbridge pulled a face. ‘Not all that unusual here. The alarms are linked to a main control centre in the estate’s management office and they’re supposed to inform us straight away when one of the alarms goes off-line, as well as getting it repaired.’

‘But they didn’t,’ I said quietly.

‘It happened this morning. No one got around to fixing it before this afternoon.’ Northbridge shook his head. ‘If everyone didn’t persist in thinking fire regulations are just there to annoy them, my job would be a lot easier.’

‘The real problem with this fire,’ Harper said, leading us out of flat 101 into the next-door property, ‘was the smoke. We had a lot of thick, black smoke and it made it very difficult for the residents to make their way to the exits safely. I gather there was a lot of confusion. The call-centre operators in our command centre encouraged people to use their own judgement about whether it was safer to remain where they were or risk making an attempt to escape.’

Flat 102 was significantly smaller than its neighbour, but it was just as thoroughly destroyed. I nudged a jumble of wires and melted plastic with the toe of my boot. ‘How did the fire pass into this flat from next door?’

‘There’s a ventilation system running overhead. The hot air and smoke from the fire spread through the pipes. It was hot enough to ignite materials wherever it found an outlet.’ Harper smiled. ‘You shouldn’t assume the fire started in flat 101. The ventilation system could just as easily have passed it the other way.’

‘Who lived here?’ Derwent asked.

Northbridge checked his notes. ‘It’s registered to a Mrs Edmonds. Someone made a 999 call from here at 17.37, saying that her flat and the corridor were full of smoke, but she broke off contact with the operator almost immediately. She said she was planning to use the internal staircase to escape.’

‘Did she say anything else?’ I asked.

‘She said she was scared.’

There was a short silence and then Harper guided us back out to the corridor, to flat 103. ‘Now this is where it gets interesting. The fire went up from 102 to 113 on the floor above via the ventilation system. It caused significant damage. We’ve found two bodies up there. No ID on them yet. This flat, 103, was supposed to be empty. But when the firefighters got here, the door was open. All of the windows were open, not broken. Someone was here, and that person was desperately trying to get air. Smoke doesn’t just kill through suffocation. People start making bad decisions. They can become illogical or uncoordinated.’

He led us through the flat, which was empty apart from debris from the ceiling and walls. ‘This was a bedroom and that was a bed.’

‘How can you tell?’ Liv sounded confused and I flashed her a smile. I couldn’t see it either in the rubble of charred planks and ashes that filled the small room.

Harper crouched and dug in the rubbish on the floor. ‘This is a wire spring,’ he said, holding it up in a gloved hand. ‘It’s likely to have been from a mattress.’

‘So there was a bed in the uninhabited flat, and someone who opened the windows.’ Derwent headed to the bedroom window and looked down. ‘Are you thinking of Armstrong?’

‘It’s a possibility.’

‘His body was a bit to the left of this window.’ Derwent was leaning out at a perilous angle. I had to restrain myself from grabbing the back of his coat and hauling him back.

‘I’d say it bears further investigation.’ Harper’s voice was as calm and reasonable as ever.

We followed him out to stand in the corridor. ‘From here on the fire was largely contained by the firefighters.’ He pointed. ‘Flat 104, the firefighters rescued the elderly resident without too much trouble once they found the flat. The main issue was gaining access. She was barricaded inside and it took a while to persuade her to open the door.’

‘Lucky escape,’ Una Burt commented.

‘Very.’ Harper sighed. ‘Not the case upstairs, unfortunately. If you’d all like to follow me, I can show you flat 113. Whoever they were, they had no luck at all.’




CHAPTER 5

Soberly, I walked downstairs with Derwent.

‘I’m never going to live anywhere higher than the first floor,’ he said.

‘Me neither.’

‘What a fucking horrible way to die. Locked in.’ He shuddered. ‘Give me Armstrong’s death any day.’

It didn’t seem to me that Armstrong’s ending had been a whole lot better than the two people who had been located in flat 113, but I could understand why Derwent was so unsettled. Flat 113 had been a horror show, a nightmare made real. The smell had hit me first and I wasn’t the only one who struggled with the dark, awful stench of charred meat. I’d seen plenty of dead bodies – I’d even seen burned bodies before. These were different, though. The fire had seared through the flat with tremendous speed and heat. I’d never seen destruction like it. Even the front door was warped and buckled. Harper had shown us the lock, proving that the door had been locked at the time of the fire.

‘Locked from the inside or the outside?’ I’d asked.

‘We don’t know. We haven’t found a key yet.’

‘Let’s not jump to conclusions,’ Una Burt said, her voice firm. ‘They might have been waiting for rescue. They might have been scared to leave. It’ll take time to search for the key in this mess, but that doesn’t mean it isn’t here.’

But it was hard to imagine why you would allow yourself to be trapped in an inferno if you had a choice in the matter. The corpses were distorted and black, charred to the bone, huddled in a cupboard where they had tried to hide. They looked like specimens from a museum, bog people dug out of the ground, withered, alien. You had to remind yourself these had been people, once. Recently.

Everyone else on the eleventh floor had escaped, though several had suffered injuries that ranged from very minor to serious. If the two people hadn’t been locked in, or if the fire had broken through in a different flat – even if the fire crews had known they were trapped there – the outcome might have been different.

‘We’ll be looking at the building regulations and whether they were correctly observed,’ Northbridge had promised.

‘I’m sure that’ll make all the difference to them.’ Derwent had walked out, as if he couldn’t bear to stay there for another moment, and after a nod from Burt I’d followed him. I’d caught up with him on the stairs, aware that he wouldn’t want to discuss the fact that he’d walked out. I sometimes wondered why I bothered being tactful around Derwent when he was so absolutely not tactful in his dealings with me.

‘So what do you think?’ I asked.

‘About what?’

‘Armstrong. Did he fall, did he jump or was he pushed?’

‘Pushed. Definitely.’ He was going faster as he got further away from the top of the flats, shedding the gloom that had come over him in the charnel house of flat 113.

‘What makes you say that?’

‘If anyone was going to be murdered, ever, it was him. He hated everyone who wasn’t white, English and wealthy, and that’s a lot of people. Especially here on this estate. Frankly, I was surprised he wasn’t lynched two months ago when he was wandering around talking shit about that young black kid who was shot.’

‘Shot by the police,’ I said as quietly as I could. I wasn’t prepared to shout about Levon Cole. It was a very raw and recent death, and the last time I’d seen Armstrong he’d been scoring political points as a result of the shooting. It wasn’t something I’d found endearing.

Behind us, I could hear the others starting to come down, their voices echoing in the stairwell. Otherwise the flats were silent. The residents had been evacuated to the local school for the night. There was something chilling about the empty corridors on each floor we passed, strewn with bags and belongings that people had dropped as they fled. Disaster had come to find them.

I suddenly, quite desperately, wanted to get out of Murchison House and as far away from the Maudling Estate as I could go. I picked up speed, passing Derwent before he realised that was my intention. He couldn’t catch up with me on the last flight, though he tried, and I was the one who made it to the main door first. I shoved it open and stepped outside. As I passed through the door I slowed right down, walking calmly and with composure. There were still people hanging around, even at that late hour. There would be television cameras too. Police officers didn’t run unless there was a good reason to.

‘You should have said you wanted a race.’

I turned my head to answer Derwent and saw a flicker of movement out of the corner of my eye, between two cars. I put out my hand to grab his sleeve. ‘What’s that?’

‘Where?’

I pointed. He looked, ducking sideways, then crouched down. I heard him swearing under his breath and then he motioned to me to go the long way round, behind the cars. He took the shorter, direct route, and I saw him drop to his knees, then onto the palms of his hands, lowering himself so he was almost flat on the ground.

‘What are you doing?’ Una Burt’s voice was loud and shrill behind us as she came out of the building. Obviously she hadn’t been expecting to find Derwent lying on the ground, but it wasn’t the right moment to explain why. I ignored her as I skirted the cars and I was sure Derwent was doing the same. It was hard to tell when his head and shoulders had disappeared under the Ford Focus that was on the left. I knelt down, ignoring the sharp bits of gravel that dug into my knees, and leaned to peer under the car. I could see Derwent, his head turned sideways. He was holding out his hand to the small figure that was curled up in a ball by the wheel. Derwent was showing him his warrant card, complete with a shiny metal crest.

‘Come on, mate. Out you come. I’m a police officer. I promise you can trust me.’

‘No.’ A small voice but very definite.

‘What’s your name?’

‘Thomas.’ His whole body jerked. ‘I mean, Sam.’

Derwent looked across at me: had I noticed? I nodded.

‘Easy mistake to make,’ he said. ‘You can’t stay under there all night, Sam. Come on out and we’ll find your mum. She’s probably wondering where you are.’

‘Have you seen her?’

‘Yeah. I have.’ Derwent glanced at me and I nodded again. I’d have said the same thing. ‘What are you doing here?’ he asked.

‘Waiting. She told me to wait for her until she came.’ He unfolded enough to show us a dirty, tear-stained face. ‘But she didn’t come.’

‘Come on,’ Derwent said again. ‘We’ll find her.’

‘Can you do that?’ he asked, his voice very tiny.

‘Of course. We’re the police. We can do anything.’

‘Are the firemen still here?’

‘Yeah, but we’re better than the firemen,’ Derwent said. ‘We catch baddies.’

‘I don’t like baddies,’ the boy said, starting to shuffle towards Derwent. ‘They’re scary.’

‘The police are scarier. The baddies are scared of us.’

‘And prison.’ He eased forward another couple of inches.

‘That too. They don’t like prison.’

‘Why don’t you put them all in prison?’

‘That’s what I keep saying, Sam. Lock them all up. Then we’d have some peace.’

He crawled over the last bit as Derwent wriggled back to make room for him. I stood up and came round the side of the car in time to see the boy stand up. He was small, his shoulder blades sticking out through the thin material of his t-shirt. His ears stuck out too, and his neck seemed impossibly slender for the weight of his head. His jeans were damp where he had wet himself. How long had he been hiding there, terrified? Hours, anyway.

Derwent sat back on his heels, looking at him. ‘What’s your name, Sam? Do you know the second bit?’

‘Sam Hathaway.’ In a rush he added, ‘Not Thomas. I don’t know why I said that.’

‘Don’t worry, mate.’ For a second I thought Derwent was going to hug the boy, but he was reaching out to brace himself on the cars as he straightened up. I heard the groan he was trying to suppress and filed it away to tease him some time he was in a good mood. Getting old …

‘If you lock all the baddies up,’ the boy said quietly, ‘then Mummy won’t be scared any more.’

Derwent looked down at him for a moment, his face unreadable. Then he smiled. ‘I’m working on it, Sam. I promise you, I’m working on it.’




CHAPTER 6

‘How is it possible for no one to know who he is or where he came from?’ Derwent snapped. I took a step back.

‘Don’t shout at me. I’m as frustrated as you are. I’ve been going through paperwork in the management office. There’s no one named Hathaway listed as a resident here. I cross-checked with the PNC and the electoral roll. Not a thing.’

 ‘So where did he spring from?’ He turned and peered through the back window of his car. The boy lay across it, fast asleep under Derwent’s coat, his head on Derwent’s suit jacket. I assumed Derwent was cold, standing there in his shirtsleeves, but he didn’t show it and I didn’t dare ask.

‘Illegal sub-let?’ I suggested.

‘Which would mean no paperwork for us to follow.’

‘No.’

‘So we have to assume his mother didn’t make it out. And she’s either one of the injured—’

‘Or one of the dead,’ I finished. ‘They’re still searching the flats for bodies.’

‘Either way, until we find someone who can identify her for us, he’s on his own.’

‘Social services,’ I started, and Derwent rounded on me with a look that was pure rage.

‘Don’t even say it.’

‘They’re on their way.’

‘For fuck’s sake.’ Derwent turned away, clasping his hands at the back of his skull, the picture of frustration.

‘There isn’t anyone else. You can’t keep him.’

‘I know that. He’s not a puppy.’

But that was exactly what the child had reminded me of, following Derwent around as if he and he alone could be trusted to look after him and find his mother. Derwent hadn’t made a fuss of the boy. He hadn’t tried to get his attention or gain his trust. I couldn’t tell if he was pleased or irritated that he’d acquired a shadow, but certainly he hadn’t tried to get rid of him. When Una Burt had arranged for a female uniformed officer to look after the boy, he’d backed away to hide behind Derwent, who shrugged.

‘He can stay with me.’

‘You have other responsibilities,’ Una Burt said tightly.

‘I’m aware of that.’ He dropped his voice. ‘Let’s not make it too hard on the poor kid, all right?’

And Una Burt had muttered something under her breath about priorities before walking off. I wasn’t totally sure how he’d managed to put her in the position of being the bad guy, but he’d done it.

Derwent had searched the crowd until he found a woman who happened to be a registered childminder and lived in one of the other towers. He’d exerted his charm to convince her to take the boy to her warm, untidy flat and give him a change of clothes, replacing the damp trousers and dirty, torn t-shirt he was wearing. Unprompted, she offered Sam a snack. His eyes had been closing as he ate it, but he had said please and thank you nicely.

‘Polite, ain’t he?’ the childminder said.

‘Well brought up,’ Derwent said, his face sombre. A nice child, loved and nurtured by a mother who wasn’t there to look after him.

‘He could stay here,’ I said quietly in Derwent’s ear.

‘No, he couldn’t.’

‘She’s a registered childminder. He’s safe enough with her.’

‘He’s safe with me.’

‘Are you just doing this to annoy DCI Burt?’

He turned to look at me, hurt. ‘Would I do something like that?’

‘Absolutely.’

The corners of his mouth turned up very slightly, but he shook his head. ‘I don’t know when you turned into such a cynic, young lady.’

‘Working with you would make anyone cynical.’

‘Oh, blame me.’

My phone buzzed in my hand, so I answered it rather than Derwent, even though it was Una Burt on the other end.

Derwent watched my face as I spoke to her. When I hung up, he asked, ‘What does the wicked witch want?’

‘Us, down in the car park. She wants an update.’

‘An update,’ Derwent repeated. ‘On what? Whether the kid ate up all his crusts? You can go. I’m staying here.’

‘She’s not going to like that.’

‘I don’t care,’ Derwent said, and gave me a very sweet smile that told me there was no point in arguing with him.

So it was
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