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			I always thought I’d miss London more.

			Time was, the lights and bustle and sheer busyness of the place gave me a buzz as good as any drug. Growing up in the countryside, with parents still happily living in an earlier century, I leapt at the chance to come to the big city. Even Edinburgh, where I spent four glorious student years, felt small and provincial in comparison. Which is why I joined the Met rather than what was then Lothian and Borders police, I guess. London’s been my home for long enough that I might even kid myself I’m a local, but lately the shine’s gone off its attraction.

			There’s the endless, unmoving traffic, for one thing. I never had a car before. Never needed one. Now I remember why that was, as I sit and watch the engine temperature gauge on my old Volvo creep slowly towards the red. Every so often a fan somewhere under the bonnet roars into life like a jumbo jet hauling itself into the air from Heathrow.

			It’s dark by the time I pull into my street, my trusty car still holding on. Against all the odds, I manage to find a parking space too. Someone up there must be smiling on me. There’s a familiarity to the block, the concrete stairs climbing up to my floor, the open walkway that is almost a communal balcony for all the flats on this level. Light spills from some of the windows, but the curtains are closed on whatever lives are being lived behind them.

			My front door’s a little grubbier than it was when I last closed it, although still cleaner than a year ago. I smile at the realisation that it was Roger DeVilliers who had it repainted and a new lock fitted, but the amusement is short lived. He’s the reason I’ve been away, and the reason I glance over my shoulder as I slide the key into the lock. The press have had a field day with what will likely be the trial of the decade, and I’m right in the middle of it. If I’d wanted to be photographed wherever I went, I’d have been a model or something. Not an undercover police officer.

			The flat is dark as I step over the threshold and a massive pile of mail, then close the door behind me. For a moment it’s just as I remember it, and then the smell hits. Something sour and rotten, as if the drains have backed up while I’ve been away. Has it been long enough for the toilet bowl to dry out? Do London sewers smell that bad?

			I work my way swiftly through the rooms, opening windows despite the chill and damp outside. There’s still a little water in the toilet, but I flush it anyway. Then run the taps to fill the U-bends in the basin and shower. It doesn’t help.

			Whatever it is, it’s worst in the tiny kitchen. The bin’s empty, I did that before I left, remember it well enough. Then I spot the dark stain on the floor tile beneath the fridge door. Shit. Did I leave something in there?

			It’s only as I open the door that I realise what a dumb idea that is. There’s a magnetic seal all around it keeping the worst of what’s in there inside. No light comes on, confirming my suspicion that the damn thing’s broken down. Even so, I knew I’d be away a while, didn’t think I’d left anything to go off. Something brown and unidentifiable lurks in the salad box at the bottom, though, emitting a smell so noxious I have to run to the front door and open it wide, paparazzi be damned. Saliva fills my mouth and I can feel the bile rising, but I fight back the urge to vomit. That would be some headline in the Daily Mail.

			The first trip back inside I can hold my breath just long enough to find a roll of bin liners under the kitchen sink before I have to rush out again. I steel myself for the second trip, cursing that I’ve no police-issue latex gloves to pull on as I take out the entire salad box and shove it into the bag. I leave it by the door and lean out over the parapet for fresh air, gulping down lungfuls of London’s finest until the worst of the nausea has passed.

			I figure there’s no way anyone’s going to go in and nick stuff with the flat the way it smells, and besides, I’ve nothing in there worth stealing. So I leave the front door propped open to let a breeze blow through while I take the stinking bag down to the communal wheelie bins at the back of the building. The narrow space is poorly lit, and I’m a bit dazed from the smell. It’s been a long day, too, with a lot of driving. As ever, most people have just piled their rubbish alongside the bins, too lazy to lift up the lid. I’m tempted to do the same just to get rid of the stench, but I was raised better than that. Which is why I’m standing close enough to hear the quiet whimper of pain.

			‘The hell?’ I’ve spoken the words before I realise. It could have been a wounded animal, but there was an all too human edge to the noise. Something shifts in the pile of abandoned rubbish beside the nearest bin, and I hear that moan again. I pull out my phone, swipe it into torch mode and play the pale light over the bags.

			That’s when I see the foot, naked and grubby and still very much attached to a leg.
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			‘Christ only knows how he’s still alive. Poor sod.’

			It took less than ten minutes for the ambulance to arrive, half that for the first police officer. Now the little alley at the back of my building is jammed with paramedics and uniform constables. I can’t help but notice the sideways glances, whispered conversations. Not to me, about me. They all know who I am, of course. I’m the one who busted open a network of corruption that had been festering in CID for decades. And I’m the one, at least in their eyes, who got a couple of police officers killed.

			‘He’s barely breathing. You say he was moving when you found him?’ The first of the paramedics to arrive has moved aside for his more experienced colleagues to attend to the body lying with the discarded trash. I look down at the young man, still a boy really. Dark black skin and short wiry hair, he’s barefoot, poorly dressed for the weather. Dried blood flakes from his lips and chin, and there’s a stain in his trousers that isn’t urine. He smells worse than the inside of my fridge, but he had a pulse when I uncovered him.

			‘Yeah. Wouldn’t have known he was there otherwise. Gave me quite a shock.’

			The paramedic looks at me as if he finds that hard to believe. Maybe he knows who I am too, although I don’t recognise him.

			‘Any idea who he is?’

			‘Not a clue. Don’t think he’s from the flats, but I’ve been away a while so he might have moved in recently.’ I’m about to tell him all about my fridge and the new life-form I discovered in the salad box, but we’re interrupted by a commotion from the far end of the alleyway. Judging by the way the uniforms are behaving, someone from plain clothes has arrived. It surprises me; there’s no need for CID to get involved at this stage. The boy’s still alive and the priority’s going to be stabilising his condition and getting him to hospital. Then a familiar figure emerges into the small circle of light spread by the street lamp overhead, and I’m even more surprised.

			‘What the fuck are you doing here, Fairchild?’

			Not CID. The man walking towards us works for the National Crime Agency, which adds another layer of complication to things. The swearing jars slightly, which is more a reflection of how long I’ve been away from police officers than his politeness. From what I recall of Detective Chief Inspector Bain, he’s no stranger to strong language.

			‘I found the victim, sir.’ I indicate the boy, still surrounded by paramedics, then point up at the building. ‘And this is where I live.’

			It occurs to me, as I watch the conflicting emotions fight their way across his face, that he should know that. I can’t think of any other good reason why he’d have come. I’m due to have a meeting with his team next week to discuss my part in a couple of upcoming trials, but even so it seems odd someone of his seniority would rush to a crime scene like this one.

			‘Might I ask why you’re here, sir? Seems a bit below your pay grade, a mugging.’

			Bain pauses before answering, and I can see the dismissal coming. Technically I’m still suspended from active duties. If I’m lucky they’ll let me start pushing paper around a desk soon, but actually out on the streets investigating stuff? No chance. Not until the various trials have concluded. Perhaps not even then.

			‘Depends on whether or not it’s actually a mugging.’ Bain steps past me, hunkers down beside the two paramedics. One of them glowers at him, the other speaks.

			‘Just about ready to move him, sir. You might want to give us some room.’

			Bain grunts, although whether it’s from annoyance or arthritis I can’t tell. ‘His injuries. What’ve you found so far?’

			The look on the paramedic’s face says it all. He wants to get on with his job, doesn’t need some interfering busybody detective getting in the way. He doesn’t try to hide the annoyance in his voice as he answers.

			‘Looks like he’s lost a lot of blood. That’s why he’s unconscious and why we need to get him out of here and to hospital as quickly as possible.’

			‘Where’s he bleeding from?’ Bain finally seems to get the hint. He stands up and moves out of the way as the paramedic I was talking to steps in to help lift the injured boy onto a waiting stretcher. I don’t fail to notice how specific the question is. This is why he’s here. It has to do with whatever his team’s working on at the moment, and whatever that is, it’s just come to my back door. Wonderful.

			‘Someone’s cut out his tongue.’ The first paramedic almost wheezes out the words as he works his hands under the boy’s shoulders, ready to lift. His colleague is being very gentle with the legs, and I can see they’ve cut away his shirt and part of his trousers looking for injuries. ‘But that’s not the worst of it. They’ve taken his testicles too.’

			‘Thought you were still up in the Highlands of Scotland.’

			I suppress the urge to tell Bain it’s usually just referred to as ‘The Highlands’. We’re standing at the end of the alley behind my building, watching the ambulance wind through the traffic on its careful way to the hospital. Behind us, the uniform constables are busy sealing everything off for later investigation by forensics, which is going to be popular with the other residents and the folk who use that alley as a short cut home from the pub. At least they won’t also be using it as a toilet, I suppose. Small mercies and all.

			‘You ever been there, sir? Perthshire?’

			Bain looks at me with a puzzled expression for a moment, then shakes his head.

			‘Well, take it from me, it’s not the best place for a winter holiday. The only thing in its favour is that the gutter press aren’t interested enough in me to camp out in the snow. I figured the story had gone cold now so I’d be safe to come back down south.’

			‘I wouldn’t bet on it. Things’ll kick off again soon as the trial starts, you mark my words.’

			‘That’s the other reason I’m back here. The CPS want to start getting me prepped for that, and there’s still a few things to sort out with Professional Standards, too. Got a meeting next week that’ll probably be the first of many.’

			Bain shakes his head at that for some reason. I wonder whether I should invite him up to my flat for a cup of tea. Except that I don’t have any tea. Or milk for that matter. Given that I’ve left the place wide open for the best part of an hour, I’ll be lucky if I have any possessions at all. The air should have cleared though.

			‘What’s going on, sir?’ I jerk my head back to the alleyway.

			‘What do you mean?’ Bain tries to pretend he doesn’t know what I’m talking about, but he’s not that good at lying. Strange how he managed to climb the greasy pole to DCI without mastering that particular skill.

			‘That boy. Beaten up, tongue cut out, bollocks off. That’s not your typical mugging. And you turning up half an hour after I’d called it in?’

			‘Like you said, it’s a serious assault. CID need to look into these things. The sooner a detective’s on scene the less likely it is to have been contaminated too much.’

			I open my mouth to protest that there’s more to it than he’s telling me. He’s not CID for one thing. He stops me before I can get started.

			‘I know you’re still suspended, but I want you to come in tomorrow morning. We’re working out of your old station still. Call it a debriefing if you like, or a witness statement. I’ll fill you in on what details I can then.’

			What details he can, not all of the details. It doesn’t take a genius to work out what’s going on.

			‘He’s not the first, is he.’

			Bain shakes his head again. ‘Tomorrow. Eight o’clock sharp. I’ll tell you what I can.’ Then he steps off the pavement and walks away up the road.

			Against all expectations, my flat is empty when I finally return to it, a good hour and a half after I left the front door wedged open. The rotten smell has more or less gone, but the temperature is somehow even lower than outside, so I retrace my earlier steps, closing all the windows this time, before cranking up the heating with a silent prayer to the God of gas boilers. There’s a lot of noise that sounds like flames burning, and the pipes start gurgling worse than my stomach after a police-canteen lasagne. It’ll be at least a couple of hours before any heat works its way into the ancient radiators. In the meantime I dig an old hoodie out of the wardrobe and rifle the kitchen cupboards for anything to eat.

			I’m just about to give up my search and go to Shami’s for a kebab, like I should have done first, when there’s a light knock at the door. My immediate instinct is to hide, which just goes to show how much fun the past few months have been. The lights are on in the front room and hall though, so it’s not as if I can pretend there’s nobody here. Instead, I approach the front door cautiously, and peer through the little glass peephole to see who’s there.

			‘Con? You in there, child?’

			Through the fish-eye lens, I see the distorted form of my downstairs neighbour, Mrs Feltham. She’s taken a step back to look in through the window, but I can see she’s holding something small and tupperware shaped in her hands. I rattle the chain from its slot and haul open the door to welcome her.

			‘Mrs F. I wondered who’d drop round first.’

			It’s a stupid thing to say, really. None of my other neighbours have ever done much more than nod to acknowledge my existence in all the years I’ve lived in this place. Mrs Feltham, on the other hand, took me under her wing almost the day I arrived. She helped me when I most needed it, and cooks the most fearsome curries you have ever tasted. I’ve every hope one of them is in the plastic container she’s brought with her, although now I think about it, I haven’t got anything to go with it.

			‘There you are. Thought I heard you come back, only then the alley was full of them police officers. What’s that all about then?’

			It surprises me that she doesn’t already know. Maybe she does, and is just asking because to say nothing would be odd. I tell her about the boy, skipping over the exact nature of his injuries. After a minute or so I realise I should have asked her in, both because it’s polite and because what little heat the wheezy old boiler had begun to generate is now tumbling out into the winter night.

			‘And you’ve no idea who he is?’ Mrs F asks before I can suggest she steps inside.

			‘No. Not yet. My boss – well, sort of boss – was here. He didn’t say much, but I get the impression this isn’t the first time something like this has happened on his patch.’ It sounds a bit corny even as I say it. DCI Bain’s team are part of the National Crime Agency. Their patch is the whole of the UK – further afield if necessary. If I’m lucky I might even get to join them. That’s if I decide I want to. Still a work in progress, that.

			‘Sounds like you right back in the thick of it, girl. Here.’ Mrs F thrusts both hands towards me, the tupperware box held between them. ‘Made it fresh this morning. My boys are coming round later, but they won’t miss a little bit, and you look like you need feeding up.’

			I take the curry from her, too grateful to even pretend to protest. It’s still warm, and I can smell the spices despite the container. ‘Thank you, Mrs F. I’d invite you in, only I’ve no tea or coffee yet.’

			‘Don’t you worry yourself about that, girl. You go eat your curry now before it gets cold. It’s good to see you back. Place has been so dull without you.’

			I open my mouth to say something, not quite sure what, but she just smiles, waves me silent, then turns and walks away.
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			I’m early to the station the next morning, yawning from a sleepless night. The flat had warmed up soon enough, and Mrs Feltham’s curry had helped in that respect too. But I couldn’t stop thinking about the young lad lying beside the bins. Who was he? Why was he there? Who had beaten him up so badly, and why those specific injuries? It wasn’t random aggression to cut someone’s tongue out and castrate them, after all. These thoughts and the constant worry about having my name plastered over the news again fought with each other as I stared at my bedroom ceiling and tried to tune out the city sounds that had once been such a comfort to me. As dawn had begun to pick out more detail in the room, I’d given up the struggle, showered, dressed and gone in search of coffee. Somehow that quest had turned into a long walk and a bus ride across the city until I found myself back where I used to work.

			If I’d thought my absence over the past few months would have cleared the air of hostility in the station, it took no time at all to be disabused of the idea. I probably should have expected it from the way the duty sergeant barely said a word to me as he buzzed me through the security door, but surly duty sergeants are hardly anything new. The few uniformed officers I recognise as I make my way through the station stare at me with undisguised malice. For a moment I worry that I’ve come a bit too casual, but there are other detectives more scruffy than me. It’s only when I hear a constable I barely know mutter under his breath as he passes me, and distinctly hear the words ‘some fucking nerve’, that I realise there’s a problem that needs attending to.

			‘You say something, Peterson?’ I stop and turn back to face him. Watch as he takes two steps, slowing, deciding whether he’s going to answer. Finally he makes up his mind.

			‘I said, you’ve got some fucking nerve showing your face in here, Fairchild.’ His voice rises as he speaks, the blood flushing his cheeks red. He clearly has anger management issues.

			‘And why’s that, exactly?’ I match his growing agitation with studied calm, but I hold my ground as he takes two swift paces up to me, standing too close for comfort.

			‘Half the bloody unit quit or got fired because of you. Good coppers lost their pensions. Some of them are facing charges. You any idea how short-staffed we are? Knife crime’s up, drug dealing’s up, everything’s going to hell out there, and what little respect we had disappeared the moment you . . .’

			He tails off, rage spent. Or his brain’s finally caught up with his lack of logic. They always shoot the messenger, never listen to the message. ‘You really want someone to shout at, Colin, go find some of those good coppers you’re so fond of. If they’d not been on the take, none of this would be happening. If one of our own hadn’t shot Pete Copperthwaite right here . . .’ I reach out and tap him on the forehead, between the eyes. ‘Then maybe your job wouldn’t be quite so shitty as it is. You got a problem with that, go take it up with ex-Detective Superintendent Bailey. ‘Kay?’

			His eyes cross slightly as he looks at my fingertip, then he focuses on my face again. I’d hoped reason might have prevailed, but from the sight of him I fear I may have been too optimistic. He’s about to say something else when a voice behind me interrupts us both.

			‘Fairchild. My office. Now.’

			I don’t need to turn to know that it’s DCI Bain. PC Colin Peterson glowers at me as if to say this isn’t over yet, so I give him my best cheery smile, then let him slink off with his tail between his legs. On the outside I’m calmness personified, but inside my gut is churning. I’d not thought much about the reception I’d get when I came back to work, but if this is what I’ve got to look forward to, I’m not sure I want to come back at all.

			‘You’re early.’ Bain checks his watch as he speaks, a slim gold thing that looks expensive but probably isn’t. ‘I said eight o’clock.’

			‘Couldn’t sleep, sir. After that poor lad last night. Any news on him?’

			‘He’s in intensive care. Lost a lot of blood and his injuries are badly infected. Touch and go whether he’ll survive, and even if he does there’s no telling what state he’ll be in.’ Bain walks around a desk that’s more clutter than surface, slumps into his seat and runs a hand through his thinning grey hair. I stand not quite at attention, but at least with a straight back. No point pissing him off too much. Not yet.

			‘His injuries seemed quite specific. Any idea why someone would do that to him?’

			Bain picks up a report folder, and for a moment I think he’s going to chuck it across the desk for me to read. But I’m still on suspension, nothing more to do with this case than a bystander. The report is just a prop, something for him to fiddle with while he decides how much he’s prepared to tell me. I give him the time he needs to make up his mind. It’s not as if I’ve anything better to do right now, and in here I’m not getting hate-filled glares from my so-called colleagues.

			‘What do you know about muti?’ he asks eventually. For a moment I’m surprised, but then it starts to make a horrible sense. I have to suppress a cold shiver as the implications spider out in my thoughts.

			‘Tribal medicine. Spirit healing. Practised in large areas of south and west Africa. Mostly rubbish, but then so is homeopathy and you can get that on the NHS these days.’

			Bain goes back to playing with his report folder, but he doesn’t manage to hide the raised eyebrow.

			‘That’s the harmless side of it, anyway,’ I continue. ‘There’s folk who believe you can gain strength or good fortune by taking it from others. And by taking it, I mean by killing them, drinking their blood, eating other body parts or just having them as trophies. That’s what we’re dealing with here, isn’t it? And I’m guessing he’s not the first one either.’

			Bain puts the folder back down again, flips it open. The first page is a photograph that I can’t see properly from where I’m standing. It looks like a body, dark skin and torn clothing, brown earth strewn with rubbish.

			‘He’s the first one we’ve found who’s been still alive.’

			‘How many before now?’

			‘You’re not part of this team, Fairchild.’ Bain leans his elbows on the desk, hands together almost in prayer. ‘The only reason I’m telling you anything at all is because it happened on your doorstep. That said, we’ve had six bodies turn up in the past three months. Seven including yesterday. All young men – boys really. Mostly black like the one you found last night, but not all of them. Some have been missing eyes, some tongues. A couple of them had been castrated like our survivor. Two had been drained of almost all their blood.’ He leafs through the pictures in the folder as he speaks, still keeping them too far away for me to see properly. I’m not about to complain.

			‘And this is all happening here, in London?’

			Bain shakes his head. ‘No. It’s all over. Manchester, Birmingham, Liverpool. This one was Cardiff.’ He finally stops flipping the pages and turns the folder around for me to get a better look. A young man lies on his back, surrounded by garbage and forensic tags. Dried blood cracks on his cheeks in tear stains, but it’s the ragged hole in his naked chest that makes me glad I only had coffee for breakfast. ‘He’s missing his heart.’

			The silence that stretches on after this last revelation is uncomfortable to say the least. I’m beginning to wish Bain had offered me a seat, or maybe given me a little less detail. He toys with the corner of the topmost photograph, and I can tell he’s not really looking at it.

			‘Is there anything I can do?’ I ask when it feels like someone really should say something. He almost startles at my voice, as if he’d forgotten I was here. When he looks up at me, it’s with a puzzled expression.

			‘Do?’ I can see him considering the implications of the question, but he quickly dismisses them. ‘No, there’s nothing you can do, Fairchild. You’re suspended, remember? And your team’s been disbanded anyway. You’ll be reassigned once the trials are out of the way. Best you can do is go home and keep your head down.’

			‘But . . .’ The word is out before I can stop myself. The past few months have left me out of practice, and I was never that good with authority anyway.

			‘But nothing.’ Bain slaps the folder shut, pushes it away as he stands up. The effect would be more imposing if he were taller than me, but I’ve got a good few inches on him and I wore boots with heels today. I take a step back anyway. Nobody likes a bollocking.

			‘I should probably never have told you anything about this,’ he continues. ‘It’s only because you found that young lad and called it in quickly. That and you’re a police officer. But that’s as far as it goes.’

			‘Yes, sir.’ I nod my understanding, turn and walk to the door. He waits until I’ve opened it before speaking, as I knew he would. His words are pretty much what I was expecting too.

			‘Don’t mess with this, Constable. Not if you know what’s good for you.’

			DCI Bain’s parting words stay with me as I leave the station and set off towards home. He had to tell me not to get involved; I can quite understand that. Even if he’s working out of that station, he’s NCA and this is a nationwide operation. I’m a detective constable in the Met, on suspension while Professional Standards look into last year’s fuck-up. And I’m going to stay that way until I’ve given whatever evidence is necessary in the various trials that are going to come out of that. If – when – I am finally reinstated, who knows what my job will be? I don’t seem to be terribly popular in my old nick, judging by the reception I got from Constable Colin Peterson, and I can’t help remembering the look the duty sergeant gave me. I’ve seen folk embrace dog mess on their shoes more fondly.

			On the other hand, Bain showed me the details. Six young men, seven now. He didn’t have to do that, could just as easily have had me sit in an interview room and give a statement to a junior constable, like any other citizen helping the police with their enquiries. I fully expected to have to give someone a statement anyway, and the fact that I haven’t seems odd. Maybe I’ll get home to a message on the answering machine telling me to come back in again.

			Bemused, I stick my hand in my pocket and pull out my mobile. No new texts from anyone at work, although my aunt wants to know if I’ve arrived safely. I tap a quick reply, really should have called her last night but circumstances conspired to make me forget.

			It’s only as I go to put the phone away that I realise where I am. Or where I’m close to, more accurately speaking. I don’t know what hospital they took the young lad to last night, but there’s a very good chance it was the one I’m just a few hundred metres away from. A quick call to one of the few contacts at work still talking to me confirms it. He’s in intensive care and still unconscious. Still unidentified, too.

			Standing at the entrance to the hospital, I pause for long enough to know that it’s a really bad idea, going inside. I have nothing to gain but sated curiosity, and everything to lose. But I can still see the young man as I found him, half curled up, trash pulled over and around him like dirty sheets and blankets. Was he hiding from whoever had done those horrible things to him? Escaped from their clutches, yet too weak, too badly injured to get help? Or was he simply discarded there by his tormentors, along with the rest of the trash? Were they so confident he wouldn’t live long that they didn’t feel it necessary to finish him off? Did they think he was already dead? I need to see him again, see his face cleaned up. I need to understand.
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			You can’t be an officer in the Met for the best part of a decade and not spend some time in hospitals. London has more than its fair share of them, and quite often the job involves dealing with people who’ve ended up in Accident and Emergency. I’ve made friends with a few nurses down the years, and even had a bit of a fling with a junior doctor that’s probably the closest thing I’ve ever had to a serious relationship. He didn’t work here, fortunately, and neither of us were big on commitment to anything other than the job, so it didn’t last. I could never have been a doctor’s wife anyway; it would have pleased my parents too much.

			Reception is busy as ever, a handful of harassed admin workers struggling to cope with a workload that twice their number couldn’t hope to do properly. That’s probably why the young man I speak to takes it on trust that I am a detective, and directs me towards the intensive care ward without asking to see my warrant card. My luck holds out when I reach the corridor leading to the unit itself, in the form of a familiar face complete with welcome smile.

			‘Hey, Con. It’s been a while.’

			Maggie Jennings is a nurse I got to know well enough back when I was going out with Dr Andrew Walters. She was part of a group who used to hang out with Drew, possibly had a thing for him although she never said. Of all of that lot, she’s the one I got on with the best, and as I see her, the whole uncomfortable unravelling of that relationship comes back to me like a drowning wave.

			‘Hey, Mags.’ I try to smile, but probably look like a lunatic. ‘How’s things?’

			‘Oh, you know how it is. Always busy.’ She has a clipboard under one arm and isn’t wearing a standard nurse’s uniform, I notice now. So much for being a trained detective. ‘I took you up on your advice, by the way. Jury’s still out on whether it was a good idea or not.’

			‘Advice?’ I don’t recall giving her any advice, but then it’s been a few years.

			‘Yeah. Applied for med school. See me, I’m a junior doctor now.’ She smiles once she’s said it, but it’s a tired smile. The slump of her shoulders and bags under her eyes tell of too much to do and too little sleep.

			‘That’s great, Mags. Go you.’ I’m not sure what else to say, and the silence lingers awkwardly between us.

			‘I take it you’re here about the young lad they brought in yesterday?’ she asks after a while. I nod my head just enough for her to go on.

			‘He’s in a bad way, poor kid. Whatever they used to cut out his tongue, it wasn’t very sharp. Probably used the same blade down below, too. We’ve got him stabilised for now, but I’m not holding out too much hope for him ever waking up.’

			‘Can I see him?’

			‘I guess so. He’s in one of the clean rooms though, so just through the glass. Not as if there’s any point getting any closer. He’s not going to be telling you anything, after all.’

			She points me in the right direction, then darts off with a ‘we must catch up sometime.’ Part of me thinks it might be nice to have friends again, to do things that aren’t entirely tied up with work. But I know the chances of me calling her, or of her meaning it when she suggested I do, are very slim indeed.

			True to Maggie’s word, I find the young man – boy, really – in an isolation room. I can’t go in, don’t actually want to, but I can see him well enough. Unconscious, he’s propped up in bed, hooked to a saline drip, a tube in one nostril. Wires trail from his body to several machines, blinking their quiet readouts as they stand vigil around him. He’s been cleaned up, at least, the blood gone from his face, his tight-curled hair washed of the muck and rubbish from around the back of my apartment block. If anything he looks even younger now than he did at the scene. So small and vulnerable. Who the fuck did this to him? Why?

			My eyes lose focus after a while. It’s quiet here, just the low hiss of the air conditioning and the background hum of the hospital. It gives me time to think, as if I haven’t had plenty of that these past few months.

			Except that I haven’t. Not really. I’ve gone through the motions of preparing for the trials. I’ve had endless interviews with Professional Standards, given my statement over and over again. And I’ve hidden from the press, waiting for the story to lose its lustre, the frenzy to abate. What I’ve not really done is considered where I’m going next.

			My mind drifts back to the autumn, and DCI Bain trying to return my warrant card to me. I turned him down then, still too traumatised by events to even think about work. I always assumed I would go back to the job though, once things had settled down. But all I can think of right now are the looks on the faces of my former colleagues when I walked the corridors of my old station this morning. Colin Peterson might be a shitty little excuse for a uniform constable, but he’s a bellwether for the mood there. I can’t work with that. Not for long. Not without punching someone.

			So what then? Quit entirely? Sure, I could look for a job doing something vacuous. I’ve got transferable skills and a degree. Might even earn a bit more than they pay detective constables. But that’s not me. As I focus again on the boy lying unconscious on the other side of the glass, I see an injustice and a mystery. I want to solve that puzzle and put things right. He might be a total stranger, this young man, but what happened to him happened on my patch. I can’t let that lie.

			A flicker of motion to the side drags my attention away. I look around to see a young woman dressed all in black. For the shortest of instants we lock eyes, and then she’s gone, her boots echoing on the linoleum floor. I hurry along the corridor just in time to see her disappear at the other end, black coat billowing out behind her as she runs. It doesn’t take a genius to realise she knows the young lad I’ve been staring at, so I set off after her.

			The door she stepped through leads to the stairs, and as I peer down, I see a hand on the rail two floors below. I consider shouting to her to stop, but I doubt she will. Speeding up, I take the stairs two at a time. It’s not easy in these boots though. The heels may have given me useful inches over DCI Bain, but they threaten to tip me forward with every step. They don’t even have the ankle support I’m used to.

			I’m still a floor above her when I hear the door clatter open, a brief swell of noise from the ground-floor reception area, and then relative silence as it swings shut again. I’m in good shape after a winter spent yomping through the Scottish highlands, but even so I’m out of breath as I push through the door myself. The hall is busy with patients, visitors, nurses and doctors and all the other folk who have very good reason to be in a hospital. I can’t see the mysterious young woman in her black leggings and overcoat. I can see Detective Chief Inspector Bain though, and he doesn’t look at all happy about seeing me.

			‘What the actual fuck do you think you’re doing here, Fairchild?’

			I know better than to try and answer that question. He doesn’t want to hear it, anyway. Bain’s angry scowl and florid complexion are enough to tell me that. He pushes me back through the door I’ve just exited, into the relative quiet of the stairwell and away from prying eyes.

			‘I thought I made myself clear back at the station. You’re to have nothing to do with this case, understand? And don’t tell me you have a sick relative here. You were visiting the victim, weren’t you?’

			I nod, but say nothing. Ever the professional, I try to keep eye contact rather than looking away like I’m embarrassed. I am embarrassed, of course, but only at being caught. Bain breaks first, running a heavy hand through his receding hair as he turns away from me, then leaning against the beige-painted wall for support.

			‘Why, for fuck’s sake?’ He asks the question of the wall, rather than me. ‘He’s unconscious. Got no tongue left, so he couldn’t speak to you even if he wanted to.’

			‘I didn’t want to question him, sir. I wasn’t here looking for clues.’ It’s the first thing I’ve said since he found me, and it doesn’t calm him down much.

			‘Then why come here at all?’ He rounds on me again, but the anger’s dissipating now, replaced with exasperation and, surprisingly, confusion.

			‘I wanted to see him. Just to check he was OK, being looked after properly. I don’t know.’ I shove my hands in my pockets like a defensive teenager. ‘And I wasn’t the only one, either.’

			Bain opens his mouth to shout at me some more, then his brain catches up with him. ‘You . . . what?’

			‘There was a young woman – or girl. I didn’t get too good a look at her. She came looking for the boy, but she scarpered soon as she saw I was there. I was following her down the stairs when I bumped into you.’

			To his credit, the DCI doesn’t immediately go off on one about me acting like this was an investigation I might be involved in. He slumps back against the wall, says nothing for a moment. He’s about to, when a couple of nurses enter the stairwell, their noisy conversation disappearing the instant they see us. One of them scowls, the other raises a quizzical eyebrow, then they carry on up the stairs. Their chatter resumes once they’re at the first landing above us, and only then does Bain speak.

			‘This young woman. What did she look like?’

			‘I only caught a glimpse. She wasn’t tall, maybe one-fifty-five, one-sixty. She had boots on, so that probably made her look taller than she was. Long black coat, black hair about so.’ I raise my hands to indicate a point maybe an inch above my shoulders. ‘Pale skin. Almost too pale, like she was wearing make-up, goth-style, you know? I think she had a black bag over her right shoulder.’

			Bain takes out his phone as I speak, taps it on and flicks around the screen. I think he’s going to show me a photograph, as if they already know who the mysterious girl is, but instead he places a call. I wait patiently while he tells someone at the other end of the line to request CCTV footage from the hospital. He puts the phone away once he’s done.

			‘You want me to look at it? See if I can spot her?’

			For a moment I almost think he’s going to say yes. Then he gives his head the very faintest of shakes. ‘No, Fairchild. You’re going to come with me.’

			We go back through the door and into reception, Bain striding through the milling throng as if there’s nobody there. I make best use of his wake, and we’re across the wide hall and out of the door in no time. It’s started raining, but the DCI ignores it, making for a squad car parked on a double yellow line nearby. He raps on the driver’s window, and it winds down to reveal a female PC I’ve not met before. Her eyes widen when she sees me following Bain.

			‘Take DC Fairchild home, will you, Constable? You can call it in when you’ve dropped her off, eh?’ The detective chief inspector opens the rear door and motions with his free hand for me to get in. It’s a dressing-down, I know. And it’s his way of making sure I do as I’m told. But given the wet squalls gusting between the high buildings on either side of the street, I’m more than happy to be humiliated this time.
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			Apart from asking me where I live, my driver says nothing for the first ten minutes of our journey. She’s younger than me, and technically I’m the ranking officer since I’m plain clothes. I’m all too aware that I’m also currently suspended from duties, so don’t try to make anything of it. She drives well, coping with London’s messy traffic with a confidence I’ve never mastered. From what little of her accent I’ve heard, she’s from the East End somewhere, so probably learned to drive in these conditions, whereas I had the tricky terrain of rural Northamptonshire to practise on, and many miles of private tracks where the most likely cause of an accident would be an escaped cow. It’s only when an idiot in a BMW M3 cuts up our inside that she swears under her breath. Colourful but controlled.

			‘Would you like me to make a note of his number?’ I ask, and see the ghost of a smile as she looks at me in the rear-view mirror.

			‘Reckon I can remember. Personalised, weren’t it. Always think they’re so cool, but they forget being memorable works both ways.’

			‘I’m sorry if you had other plans than babysitting an errant detective constable. You could always drop me at the nearest Tube station. Have an hour to yourself before calling in that I’ve arrived home.’

			‘You know Control can monitor the exact position of every squad car, right?’

			‘And you think Bain will check?’

			She shakes her head just the once. ‘I know he will. He’s like that.’

			Given that I may end up working for him, I figure this is as good a time as any to try and find out more about the DCI. ‘You known him long?’

			‘Long enough. He was still DI when I ended up as support for one of his operations – must be what, a couple years back? We’ve crossed paths every so often since.’

			‘You’re not part of his team though.’

			‘Do I look like an NCA officer?’ The smile’s gone from her face, eyes staring at me in the mirror. I’ve been leaning forward the better to speak to her, wishing I was in the passenger seat beside her and not back here where the criminals go. Now I slump back and stare out of the window as we move slowly up the road.

			‘Sorry. Didn’t mean to pry. I just wanted to find out a bit more about Bain. Heard he was one of the good guys, but he’s not exactly cutting me any slack.’

			‘Why should he? You’re not part of this investigation. To be honest, you’re way too high profile right now to be any use to him.’

			‘I found that kid though. He was out the back of my apartment block. All I wanted to do was see if he was OK.’

			She doesn’t answer this, but I can see the raised eyebrow. We continue the journey in silence, and before too long the squad car is pulling in to the kerb outside my block. My new friend switches off the engine and climbs out, opening the door for me as if I am some kind of visiting dignitary. She has to, of course. The child locks are on to stop miscreants from trying to do a runner. At least I’m not in handcuffs.

			‘Thanks for the lift. I owe you one.’ Standing, the constable and I are much the same height, although my boots have chunky heels so she’s probably taller than me. Her dark skin and high cheekbones wouldn’t look out of place on a catwalk. I wonder why she joined the Met.

			‘Reckon you do, yeah.’ She nods once, short-cropped black hair bobbing over her shoulders. Then she climbs back into the squad car and slams the door. Bain only told her to drop me off, and that’s all she’s going to do. I don’t even know her name.

			It’s only as the car is pulling away that my brain registers the clicking noise behind me. Too late, I realise what’s going on, idiot that I am.

			The paparazzi are here.

			‘That you helping the police with their enquiries, eh love?’

			‘Give us a smile, Connie.’

			I’m trying to run the gauntlet of the gutter press’s finest. God only knows how they found out I was back in London. It’s not even been twenty-four hours and the shit show that drove me north to Scotland is back just as bad as it ever was. I shove my way through the pack like a seasoned celebrity, head down and wishing I’d remembered to wear shades. Why are they even interested in me? Christ, have they found out about the boy round the back?

			‘Any truth to the rumour about you and Nero Genovese?’

			That last question pulls me up short. Rookie error. There’s maybe a dozen photographers and journalists camped outside the entrance to my apartment block, and I make the mistake of trying to work out which one’s asked me about Hollywood’s latest heart-throb. I’m fairly certain I’ve never even met the man, don’t think I’ve even seen one of his movies. On the other hand, if that’s the level of questioning, then maybe they don’t know about what happened last night. At least, not yet.

			‘Where on earth do you people get this stuff from?’ I round on the nearest camera-toting idiot, and get an eyeful of flash for my trouble.

			‘So you’re not denying it then?’

			‘Are you out of your mind? I’ve never met the man.’ I blink away the spots, still not sure which ghoul in the crowd is speaking. They are all men, of course. A range of ages, but every one of them with the same jaded expression. I should probably pay them a bit more attention, try to memorise their features in case they turn up again, but it’s hard to tell one from the other. They huddle together at the base of the concrete stairs leading up to my floor, either too lazy to stalk me at my own door or not quite desperate enough for a story.

			‘Have you really not got anything better to do? For fuck’s sake, I’m a police officer, not some airhead celebrity.’ I push past them and scurry up the steps to my floor. My keys are in my bag, which is why I don’t notice the men on the walkway until I’m already there. Seems the mob downstairs were just the warm-up act.

			‘Detective Constable Fairchild. Can you tell me, are you ready to face Roger DeVilliers in the witness box?’

			I recognise this one. He’s been a thorn in my side since the story first broke last autumn. Jonathan Stokes has worked for most of the tabloids during his journalistic career, and is currently hatchet man for one of the worst. I last saw him and his parasitic twin, long-lens embarrassing photographer to the stars Chet Wentworth, in a remote glen in Perthshire. Quite what they were doing there I’ve no idea. It’s not as if I’d be out in a bikini in the snow, and I’ve hardly got a body worth a double-page spread.

			‘I’ve nothing to say to you, Stokes. If you want a statement about the upcoming case, please see the press liaison department at the Met. I’m sure you’ve got their number.’

			I’ve got my keys now, gripped in my fist with the pointy bits facing out just in case things turn ugly.

			‘I’m told he’s hired a team of the best lawyers in the country. They’ve been doing a bit of digging about you and your family. Lots of juicy stuff in that file, I’d guess.’

			Something about the way he says it makes me pause, tense. It’s no great surprise the lawyers for the defence will do everything they can to make me look like an unreliable witness, but would they drag my family through the gutter too? Looking at Stokes, I can see that they would. And I’d lay good odds he’s being drip-fed information. Maybe even helping them dig stuff up.

			‘Smile for the camera, love.’ Chet chooses exactly the wrong moment to step forward, something expensive raised to his face as he tries to frame me for a shot. It’s not been a good start to my return to London, and this is the final straw. Without thinking, I reach up to grab his camera, jabbing keys into a lens that probably cost more than I earn in a month.

			‘Careful with the merchandise, love.’ He tries to pull away, but I’m not letting go that easily. He tugs a bit harder, I pull back. Something goes crack and I’m left with half of his camera as he stumbles into his colleague and lands on his backside on the concrete.

			‘’Kin hell. That’s three grand’s worth of lens, you stupid bitch.’

			‘Maybe you should be more careful where you stick it then.’ I lob the lens at him, knowing full well that he’ll fumble the catch. It makes a satisfyingly expensive noise as it hits the concrete floor of the walkway. ‘Now fuck off out of my way before I call the police.’

			‘You’ll fucking pay for that, Fairchild.’ Stokes is in my face as he speaks, anger turning his skin red, flecking spittle from his rancid mouth. He’s a boil on the arse of society, but I fear he may be right.

			‘These two giving you a hard time?’

			Stokes’s angry stare flicks past my shoulder, and the fight goes out of him. A flicker of worry narrows those yellow and bloodshot eyes. I don’t need to turn to know who’s there, but it surprises me all the same.

			‘You’ve not heard the last of this, Fairchild.’ He grabs his friend, drags him to his feet and pushes him past me. He tries to hold my gaze, but I can see his eyes darting to the uniformed constable who has appeared at the top of the stairs behind me. My driver from earlier, she steps to one side to let them past. If it had been me, I’d probably have tried to trip them up as they went, but she’s less prone to giving in to temptation. Instead, she just watches them go, and only once they’ve muttered their way out of earshot does she finally turn to face me.

			‘I couldn’t help noticing the crowd. Thought you might need a little help.’

			‘Thanks. I hope they don’t decide to turn on you instead.’

			For a moment her jaw goes slack at the thought, and she stares at the empty stairwell. ‘You think they would? I mean, I’m nobody. Just a PC.’

			‘I was nobody until they decided I was somebody.’ I take a couple of steps, glance down over the edge of the walkway to the pavement below. The group of paparazzi and journalists are in a huddle, talking about something, plotting how best to make my life miserable, at a guess. Wentworth is showing his broken camera to a couple of other photographers, and I can tell they’re building up a head of steam, their outrage growing even though it’s entirely his own fault. One starts to look upwards, so I step back.

			‘You might want to come in for a while,’ I say to my new friend. ‘They’ll get bored soon enough, but if they get your picture first, they’ll probably try and track you
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