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      In the hours before dawn, the streets belonged to her.

      Not to the hurried commuters, umbrellas angled against the rain, not the tourists with their expensive cameras and vacant smiles, not the workmen in their yellow hardhats, beefy hands wrapped around Styrofoam cups.

      To her.

      Shrap sat on the low concrete wall separating St Thomas’s Hospital gardens from the South Bank and watched as the sun painted the Houses of Parliament a burnished gold. The river walk was empty. She glanced along it, then down the other way. There was nobody in sight.

      The river rushed past, governed by man-made tides, unable to do what it wanted. The surface was still, but just beneath she could see flurries and eddies, a sure sign the undertow was strong and relentless.

      A port authority patrol vessel appeared from around the bend, kicking up white water as it raced by. Two men hunched over the bulkhead in high-visibility jackets. Shrap wondered if they were going on a rescue mission. A hapless kayaker, perhaps?

      Then it was quiet again.

      The frosty chill in the air whispered winter was coming. She pulled her long coat around her and rubbed her hands. It would soon be her second winter on the street. Practically a lifetime.

      She spun around at the crunch of boots on the gravel path behind her. Two police officers, a man and a woman, were approaching. Without thinking, Shrap slipped her hand into her leg pocket and withdrew her knife, then put her hand behind her back, over the wall.

      She scowled as they smiled. Forced smiles, non-threatening, designed to reassure. She used to have a smile like that.

      “Are you Shrap?” enquired the female copper, looking her up and down. She was in her mid-twenties. Pressed trousers, white shirt, shiny shoes. They both wore stab vests.

      Shrap nodded warily.

      “I’m Sergeant Baxter and this is Sergeant Willis. We’d like to ask you a few questions.”

      Willis stood further away from her than Baxter like he was afraid he’d catch something if he got too close. He had a pasty complexion, pale, judgmental eyes, and a bland expression that she found annoying.

      “What about?”

      “Do you know this man?” Baxter held up a grainy photograph taken from a CCTV camera of a white-haired man in his sixties, slightly stooped and lopsided, head down and to the side so that only part of his face was visible. He appeared to be in a hurry, his mouth pulled downwards in a misshapen O.

      She nodded again. “What’s he done?”

      “What makes you think he’s done something?”

      Shrap gave them a hard look. “Why else would you be here?”

      The woman paused.

      “As it happens, we are trying to locate this man. Do you know where he is?”

      Shrap frowned. “No, he moves around.”

      “When last did you see him?” asked the male officer.

      Shrap shrugged. “Couple of days ago.”

      Baxter cleared her throat. “Would you mind accompanying us down to the station, ma’am?”

      Ma’am. She hadn’t been called that in a long time. “What for?”

      “To answer some more questions about your friend.”

      “Who said he was my friend?”

      “You seemed concerned about him.” She flushed and glanced at the ground. “Apologies if I misunderstood.”

      She wasn’t wrong. Doug was a friend. Shrap decided to stop giving her a hard time.

      “I know him, that’s all.”

      Baxter gave a little nod.

      “Will you come with us?” asked the pasty-faced officer.

      She dropped the knife into a flower bed to be retrieved later. The sunrise was ruined anyway. The moment was lost. She loved that short interval after daybreak when the world was doused in a rosy glow and anything seemed possible, before the glare became too bright and the cracks began to show.

      “Yeah, I’ll come.”

      She swung her long legs around and jumped off the wall.

      “You carrying any weapons?” Pasty Face asked.

      “No.”

      He glanced at his colleague, who flushed. “Mind if I pat you down?”

      Rookie, still getting to grips with the job.

      Shrap raised her arms. “Go ahead.” Standard procedure. She got it. They didn’t want any nasty surprises.

      Baxter searched her for weapons, and finding none, gave a stiff nod. “Thank you, ma’am. If you’ll come with us.”

      

      Southwark Police Station was a ten-minute drive away. As she sat in the back of the patrol vehicle, Shrap tried to make sense of the situation.

      What the hell had Doug done? Why were the police looking for him? The guy was a harmless old drunk. A vagrant nobody cared about. Unless you counted loitering, Doug hadn’t committed a crime since he’d gone AWOL from the armed services twenty years ago.

      The police car drew up outside and Baxter, who’d been sitting next to her, got out. “Follow me.”

      Pasty face, who was driving, didn’t turn around.

      Shrap got out and stared up at the mismatched building with its dark- and light-coloured bricks and concrete base. The cobalt-blue plaque above the door read Metropolitan Police. Attached to the wall above the entrance was an old-fashioned Victorian streetlamp, the glass the same reassuring blue.

      Baxter pressed a buzzer and the door clicked open. Shrap had never been inside this building before, but all police stations looked the same. Bare lobby, harsh lighting, sombre-faced duty sergeants behind a smudged plexiglass screen desperate to knock off.

      Baxter greeted the officer behind the desk and gestured for Shrap to follow her. They went through a revolving door and down a cold, unwelcoming corridor. At the other end was a large office, bustling with activity. Three police constables manned a long reception desk, computers hummed, and printers spat out charge and release forms. Somewhere, a radio crackled.

      “D5 would like a drink of water,” barked an overworked custody officer, appearing from a side door. “And DI Bailey is waiting for C2 in Interview Room 3.”

      A detainee shouted something obscene from inside one of the holding cells. The custody officer rolled her eyes. “He’s still pissed.”

      “Hi, Gloria. Who’s this?” The constable behind the desk gazed at her.

      Baxter put a hand on Shrap’s shoulder. “This woman has come in voluntarily. Detective Constable Trevelyan wants to interview her.”

      “Name?”

      “Shrap,” said Shrap.

      “Surname?”

      “Just Shrap.” The constable arched a tired brow but wrote her name down, then checked the digital clock behind her and added the time. “Put her in Interview Room 2. They’re finished in there now.”

      Baxter led her down a short flight of steps and along another passage. Everything was painted in a suffocating aquamarine. Shrap felt like she was swimming underwater.

      “If you’ll wait in here.” Baxter opened a side door and gave her an awkward smile.

      She went inside.

      The smell of sweat and fear from the last inhabitant was so vivid, Shrap gripped the rim of the chair and closed her eyes. Déjà vu sucker-punched her in the gut.

      She was on the other side of the table.

      She was the one in charge, calling the shots. The interrogator, calmly and relentlessly breaking down her suspect. Finding cracks in their story, then prising them wide open.

      But that was another life. Another person. Someone she couldn’t relate to anymore. With a sigh, she sank down into the chair. It was bolted to the floor.

      She didn’t have to wait long.

      “Thanks for coming in.” A lanky man with an earnest face, curious eyes and unruly brown hair that he’d tried unsuccessfully to tame strode into the room. “I’m DC Trevelyan.”

      Shrap got up and held out her hand. He seemed surprised but shook it without hesitation.

      “Please, sit.”

      She did so, keeping her eyes on him.

      He wore a classy suit, middle of the range, probably from somewhere like Marks and Spencer, in a gun-metal grey. Not too cheap, but not hugely expensive either. A crisp white shirt and black tie completed the outfit. Sensible, smart, appropriate. He placed a manilla folder on the table, sat down and studied her.

      “Is Shrap your real name?”

      She stared back at him. “No.”

      When she didn’t say anything else, he gave a curt nod, opened the folder and slid the same photograph the policewoman had shown her across the table. “I won’t take up much of your time. I just have some questions about this man.”

      She studied it under the fluorescent light, looking for clues. No street names, no recognisable features. Doug stood beside a high brick wall; some cabling was visible overhead. Train lines? On the opposite side of the road stood a hulking grey building with dark basement windows. She couldn’t remember seeing it anywhere.

      Doug was a creature of habit, though. He wouldn’t venture too far from his usual haunts.

      “I believe you know him?”

      “Yes, I do.”

      “Who do you know him as?”

      So, they didn’t have his name either. She wasn’t sure she wanted to give it to them, not if they were going to arrest him. Although, to be fair, Doug could use a few nights in the nick. Warm, comfortable, fed and watered. Off the booze.

      “What’s he done?” she asked.

      He frowned. “Could you answer the question, please?”

      “I’m not sure I want to.”

      There was something about his face that she liked. The sincere, no-bullshit expression. The direct gaze.

      “Why not?”

      “Because he’s my friend.”

      “And you don’t want to rat out your friend?”

      “How can I rat him out when I don’t know what he’s done?” Shrap kept her voice even.

      Trevelyan studied her, taking in her dishevelled state, her grubby clothing, her short, boyish hair. His gaze lingered on the faint bruise beneath her left eye where that moron Nico had kicked her when he’d tripped over her the other night. Shrap wondered what opinions he was forming. Abused wife? Homeless drunk? Addict?

      Shrap shifted in her seat. If she’d had some warning, she’d have showered and washed her hair. Maybe even got a change of clothes. Nobody was supposed to see her like this. That was the whole point. She wanted to be invisible.

      Not much she could do about it now.

      He leaned back in his chair. “Your friend may have witnessed a crime.”

      She wasn’t expecting that. “What kind of crime?”

      “I’m afraid I can’t give you the details of an ongoing investigation.”

      Another standard response. How many times had she used that line herself?

      “This where it happened?” She tapped the CCTV photo with her fingernail, conscious it was dirty and jagged. She put her hand back in her lap.

      A pause.

      “Yeah.”

      “Where is it?”

      “Ufford Street, near Waterloo station. You know it?”

      “No.”

      He gave a deep sigh and leaned forward, putting his arms on the table. “This is an informal discussion, and you seem like a smart person. It would be great if you could give us some information about your friend. We just want to ask him some questions, that’s all.”

      That was never all.

      There was a long pause.

      If Doug had been caught on camera leaving a crime scene, he was a suspect, not a witness. At the very least, a person of interest.

      Shrap stared at the folder, wishing she had X-ray vision. What was Doug supposed to have seen?

      Once upon a time she had believed in the justice system.

      Trevelyan turned his hands upwards on the table. A gesture of trust. “Look, I’m just trying to find out what happened.”

      She realised she still did.

      “His first name is Doug,” she said. “I have no idea what his surname is, but he’s an old vet. Grenadier Guards, I think. You should be able to find out from that.”

      He exhaled. “Thank you.”

      She waited while he opened the folder and scribbled inside. He had long fingers, and she watched his hand glide across the page as he wrote.

      He glanced up at her. “When last did you see Doug?”

      “Yesterday morning at the day centre.”

      His brown eyes narrowed. “Which day centre is that?”

      She met his gaze. “The one that gave you my name.”

      He looked down at the file. “Webber Street?”

      She didn’t reply, it was all there in the file.

      “What was he doing there?”

      “Having breakfast. He’s there most days.” Shrap had also lent him a fiver, but she didn’t tell the DC that.

      “What time does he usually go?”

      “Nine o’clock, when they open.”

      He checked his wristwatch, then reached into his pocket for his phone. “Excuse me a moment. I have to make a call.” He got out of his seat and turned his back on her.

      She’d expected the move. Baxter and her pasty-faced companion were being sent on another mission.

      Shrap glanced up at the cameras. One mounted on the wall behind him, the other in the far corner. Recording their every move. Feeding it back to a server that anyone with the right clearance could access.

      “Hello, this is DC Trevelyan. Can you get Sergeant Baxter for me?”

      She leaned forward and surveyed the open folder.

      His notes were scribbled inside the cover in a neat, slanted hand. She didn’t bother with those; she already knew what he’d told her. What she wanted to see was the murder docket.

      Victim’s name. Photograph. Occupation.

      Trevelyan issued the order. “The day centre. Yes. Nine o’clock.”

      She read it upside down. Slowly. Squinting to make out the name.

      Bianca Rubik.

      Blonde, sexy, short skirt, high heels. A soft face with hard eyes, and a seductive pout.

      I can do things you only dream about.

      Occupation: Sex worker.

      Cause of death: Possible strangulation.

      Which meant the post-mortem hadn’t been done yet. She leaned back, arms folded across her chest.

      Trevelyan hung up the call. “Right, where were we?”
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      “How long have you known Doug?” His tone was light, almost conversational.

      “We met about a year ago.”

      On a station platform.

      “Do you mind if I ask how?”

      He stopped me jumping in front of a train.

      “I’d seen him around. We got talking.”

      He glanced down at the folder, frowned, then shot her a hard look.

      She stared blankly back. What?

      He closed the folder and moved on, rubbing the stubble on his chin.

      “Are you close?”

      “Not especially.”

      Doug was the closest thing she had to a friend. When Shrap had moved out, she’d left her old life behind. None of her previous acquaintances would recognise her now. Dirty, bedraggled, undernourished. She looked like the homeless vagrant that she was. Just another ex-soldier unable to cope. A victim of the system.

      “Okay.” He took a measured breath. “Well, perhaps you can tell us where to find him? Where does he hang out? It’s imperative that we talk to him.”

      “He didn’t do it,” Shrap said.

      He looked up. “Do what?”

      “Kill that girl.” She gestured to the folder.

      “You looked at the murder docket.” It was a statement rather than a question. He’d known all along.

      “I can read upside down.”

      Eyes narrowed. Mouth taut. Shoulders rigid.

      It was his mistake for leaving it open and he knew it, even though he hadn’t left the room, just turned his back for a moment.

      “How do you know he didn’t do it?”

      “Doug’s not like that. He’s not violent. Besides, he’s getting on a bit and has arthritis in both hands. He couldn’t have strangled her, even if he’d wanted to.”

      Another pause, longer this time as he studied her. Curiosity mixed with annoyance.

      “Do you mind if I ask what your profession was before…” He petered off, searching for the right words. What was the politically correct term for “gave up and became a bum”?

      “Before I ended up on the street?”

      He nodded, flushing slightly.

      “I was in the armed forces.”

      “Like Doug?”

      She stretched her arms out in front of her. It was suddenly very claustrophobic in here. The walls seemed to close in. “Yeah.”

      His gaze dropped to her forearm. “Is that where you got the tattoo?”

      Shrap pulled down her sleeve. “Yeah.”

      He hesitated, about to say something, then decided against it. Too personal, maybe? They weren’t here to interrogate her, after all.

      “Let’s go back to my original question,” he said. She breathed a sigh of relief. “Where can we find Doug?”

      “He usually sleeps under the railway bridge near Leake Street. If he’s not there or at the day centre, I don’t know where he is.”

      “Where does he go during the day?”

      She spread his hands. “Where do any of us go? Doorways and hovels near the station, public gardens, homeless shelters… You don’t need me to do your job for you.”

      His back straightened, his chin rose a few notches. “No, I do not, but your insight might be useful. You seem to know him better than most.”

      She admired his control, but then he’d been trained to handle all manner of insults. Her thinly veiled one wouldn’t dent his cool.

      “I’m sorry, I can’t help you.”

      He sat in silence for a moment, his jaw flexing as he tensed, then he opened the folder and took out a card. “If you do see him, please let me know.”

      He wrote his mobile number on the back.

      “You can get hold of me on that.”

      He slid it over the table toward her. Long fingers, strong hands. She hesitated for a moment, then picked it up.

      “Okay.”

      “If your friend is innocent, he may have seen the perpetrator,” he urged. “We still need to talk to him.”

      She knew the drill.

      He stood up. She followed suit. He was at least a head taller than her. They didn’t shake hands again. Instead, he walked to the door and opened it, the folder tucked safely under his arm.

      “Thank you for coming in, er, Shrap. This officer will show you out.”

      Like she’d had much of a choice.

      She snorted, then waited until he left. His boots echoed down the oppressive corridor, fading as he got further away.

      Then she followed the duty sergeant out.

      

      Budge at the homeless shelter was surprised to see her.

      “I’m sorry, Shrap.” He avoided her gaze. “I didn’t know it was in connection with a murder.”

      Bad news travelled fast.

      “I understand,” she said, even though it irked her that he’d given out her name, despite it being the right thing to do. “Has Doug been in?”

      “Nobody has. Not with ’em sitting out there. All this food, going to waste.” He shook his head.

      Everyone had something to hide.

      She grabbed some toast and a cuppa and stood in the doorway, surveying the police car. They weren’t going to bring her in a second time.

      I’m not afraid of you.

      Encouraged by her defiance, a young kid of about eighteen shuffled in. He was so thin as to be almost emaciated.

      Shrap smiled at him as he passed. She’d seen him around. New kid on the block. Sold naked pics of himself to strangers in Soho to survive. She supposed it was better than prostitution. This way, it was only his image that was being abused. Not his body. Same couldn’t be said for his soul.

      The kid fell on the toast like a starving hyena.

      “Have another,” said Budge. There was more than enough to go around today.

      After that, a few more hungry stragglers scurried in. Nobody looked at the police vehicle, although everyone knew it was there. They should’ve sent an undercover crew or used an unmarked car from the police lot. That’s what she would’ve done.

      Jesus, Doug. Where are you?

      Shrap finished her breakfast, then left the centre and walked in the direction of Waterloo station. A busy weekday, cars swirled around the bustling transport hub dropping off commuters, picking up business associates and out-of-towners. The pavements were crowded, people jostling for space, avoiding puddles and each other.

      It wasn’t raining, but it had been during the night. A steady, soaking drizzle that drove every rough sleeper undercover. The security guard at the Marriott let her bed down under the flapping awning at the delivery entrance when the weather turned bad. The sound always reminded her of the flag outside her ward at the military hospital in Afghanistan. She’d spent a morbid three weeks there after they’d found her unconscious on a frozen strip of dust north of Kabul.

      You gave us a real scare, young lady.

      You nearly didn’t make it.

      It would have been better if she hadn’t.

      She ought to have died with her team. Burned to a crisp when the IED exploded. Incinerated in a pressure-sensored heartbeat. Instead, she’d got to watch, an AK-47 pointed at her chest. Now she lived with their screams in her head, the blazing vision imprinted forever in her mind.

      Doug wasn’t under the railway bridge near Leake Street. Shrap wasn’t surprised. At night, after the bars and restaurants had closed and the city commuters had gone home to their Farrow & Ball living rooms, it was a quiet, sheltered place to sleep. Now, mid-morning, the pavements bustled with foot traffic.

      Doug would be in the way. An inconvenience. People would step around his grubby sleeping bag or cross the street to avoid close contact.

      Shrap walked through the Banksy Tunnel, as the Leake Street underpass was unofficially known. A twenty-something took Insta-worthy selfies against the graffitied background, while a businessman walked quickly through, his footsteps echoing ominously off walls that glared back at him.

      A train rumbled overhead.

      Doug wasn’t on the other side, either. Sometimes he liked to sit on the low cement wall and watch the trains come in. But not today.

      She put her hands on her hips and looked around. Where else might Doug have gone?

      If he was scared, or if he thought the police were looking for him, he would go to ground. Off the beaten track. A different area, maybe.

      Then again, Doug didn’t like change. Change came with a warning.

      This is my spot. Fuck off.

      Or a beating. Doug couldn’t handle another beating.

      Strange he hadn’t come to her, though. Despite the difference in sex and age, they’d become friends. No, not friends, but something. They knew each other’s shame. It bound them together. Doug had talked her out of suicide, and she knew he was an alcoholic who’d lost everything due to his drinking.

      Still, Doug must know she cared about him. Would help him. No questions asked.

      Shrap walked in the direction of the London Eye, then along the South Bank towards the Jubilee Gardens. No sign of her friend.

      “Seen Doug?” she asked Dicky, a tough old geezer who liked to draw the London landmarks on the back of discarded napkins. Some of them were quite good.

      “Nah, mate. Haven’t seen him for a few days.”

      Where the hell was he?

      Was Doug mixed up in the murder of that sex worker? Had he seen something? She needed to find him and quickly, before his sorry arse got hauled in for questioning. A CCTV image was damning evidence. People had been convicted on less.

      Maybe Doug had gone to the pop-up coffee shop in the Waterloo station car park. He’d get a decent coffee there and something to eat. He had the fiver she’d given him the day before – if he hadn’t spent it on booze.

      She crossed busy York Road and hurried up the street towards the parking lot. She hadn’t got very far when she saw the flashing lights.

      Shit.

      It could be nothing, just a harmless smash and grab, but her gut told her otherwise. It was the feeling she got when something wasn’t right, the same feeling she’d had the day their convoy set off from the army base in Kabul.

      She broke into a run.

      A police cordon had been set up at the back of the lot, near the railway line. There was a fire engine, an ambulance and two police vehicles parked haphazardly across the tarmac – never a good sign. The air was tinged with the smell of burning. Her gut heaved. She knew that smell – it was scorched human flesh.

      Heart hammering, Shrap ducked under the cordon and dodged an officer who yelled for her to stop. She ran to where a group of firemen, policemen and two white-clad forensic technicians stood. On the ground, a blackened human form was twisted into the foetal position.

      The ground bubbled with remnants of dirty foam. The firemen had obviously tried to hose him down, but they’d been too late. A third man, this time in blue coveralls, bent over the body. That would be the pathologist.

      It was impossible to see who the victim was, since there was nothing left of the skin, hair or clothing. It had either melted or burned away. The victim lay on a blanket of smouldering ash. It could have been a sleeping bag – nylon burned fast – it was hard to tell.

      The police officer touched her arm. “You know this guy?”

      Shrap didn’t reply.

      She stared at the corpse, searching for a sign, anything that would tell her if this was Doug. The facial features were completely obliterated. She couldn’t even gauge the height because the body had contracted under the immense heat.

      “What happened?” she croaked.

      “Accident.” He nodded towards an empty whiskey bottle in the dead person’s hand. “Idiot managed to set himself alight.”

      “There’s something in his other hand,” barked the pathologist. He pried it open and with a pair of tweezers, extracted something shrivelled and charred. “Looks like a five-pound note.”

      Shrap shut her eyes.

      Oh, God.

      The car park began to spin. Nausea rose like a wave.

      “You can’t be here, ma’am.” A copper put a hand on her shoulder.

      “I’m going.”

      She stumbled off between the rows of parked cars. When she got far enough away, she bent over and threw up.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      That smell.

      Shrap heaved until her stomach was empty.

      For a moment, she was back in the desert. The car in front of them had just exploded in a terrifying fireball as the IED lifted it clear off the ground.

      Soldiers screaming. A roaring in her ears. Deafening.

      The passenger door of the burning vehicle opened, and a man emerged engulfed in flames.

      Christ, Sam!

      Shrap leaped from her vehicle to help but didn’t get far.

      “Get down!”

      “On the ground!”

      “On your knees!”

      She was surrounded by robed warriors, AK-47s levelled at her head.

      All she could do was watch as her friends burned.

      Now this.

      The same sense of helplessness she’d felt in the desert choked her, clutching at her throat, making it hard to breathe. She wretched some more.

      Jesus, Doug.

      She gripped the bonnet of a car, her entire body shaking. All she could see was Doug’s charred corpse. She gulped at the air, forcing her lungs to expand.

      Get a grip, soldier, she told herself, but her brain wasn’t listening. It had given up months ago.

      “Hey, you!” It was a different police officer. A superior voice.

      They were looking for witnesses. An outer cordon would be erected, the car park closed and the murder squad called in.

      He might even be there. Her presence would be suspicious.

      Why didn’t you call?

      She had to get away.

      As the uniformed officer approached, Shrap took off, ricocheting off the stationary cars. She banged her hip against a steel bumper but kept moving. Out of the car park… left… up the road.

      Sirens coming closer.

      She hurdled a low fence, tearing the bottom lining of her coat on the barbed wire. Stumbling on, she darted across a criss-cross of railway lines, heading for the grassy embankment on the other side.

      A whistle sounded. Did they still use those?

      Or was it from the platform?

      The tracks vibrated, sizzling with electricity. She leaped onto the overgrown embankment and scurried up, ignoring the thistles and shrubs that tore at her hands and shins.

      The shout of the pursuing police officer was drowned out by the train, as carriage after carriage sped past in a thudding motion blur.

      Shrap ramped the low wall at the top and ran down the street. She risked a backwards glance. No one was following.

      The train let out a loud hiss, then disappeared down the track. For a moment, Shrap wished she was on it. Racing away from the smell of death, from her memories.

      A right turn and she was on a busy shopping street. People rushed at her; cars sped by. A moped hooted and she jumped back, heart hammering.

      God, no. It was happening again.

      She had to get control.

      Her head felt fuzzy, like it was disconnected from her body. But then it always did during an attack. She stopped in a doorway and shut her eyes. If only everything would stop moving, just for a moment.

      She concentrated on her breathing.

      In-out. In-out.

      Focus on little things, the therapist had told her. Back when she had one.

      She stared at the cracks in the concrete. A leaf as it spun around, caught in an unseen gust of wind in the corner. Trapped.

      Like her.

      The peeling paint on the bottom of the once-glossy black door. An unidentifiable brown stain on the wall.

      Her breathing slowed.

      The world came back into focus.

      The sounds behind her quietened to a manageable hum.

      She rested her forehead against the door, absorbing the cool hardness. Just a few more moments.

      She closed her eyes, forcing her body to relax. In the military, fear had its place, it sharpened her senses, invigorated her.

      Now, it did the opposite.

      She felt drained. Depleted. Foggy. Like she’d stopped moving but the world continued to spin on its axis around her.

      She sank down onto the doorstep.

      How could Doug be gone?

      He was never gone. He’d been on the streets longer than anybody she knew. He was part of the landscape. Always there. Hovering in a doorway or under a bridge, minding his own business, a half-drunk bottle of scotch by his side.

      Except, now he wasn’t.

      Hot tears pricked her eyes. She let them fall.

      It didn’t make any sense.

      An accident?

      No fucking way. Not Doug.

      She sat with her head in her hands, watching as her tears mixed with the dirt in the doorway.

      In order to set himself alight, Doug would have had to have spilled at least half a bottle of booze over himself, then set fire to it.

      He didn’t smoke.

      Where had he got the matches? The lighter?

      She thought about the police at the scene. If only she knew what they knew. In the old days, she’d be one of the first responders. The person they called when a soldier died under questionable circumstances. She’d had the power to investigate, to ask questions, to get to the truth.

      Not anymore.

      She sniffed and swiped at her tears. Now she was powerless. A homeless reject. A has-been. She’d opted out the day she’d left home. Left Trevor.

      The sad truth was she’d never know how her friend had died.

      Shrap took a rasping gasp. If only she’d found Doug sooner. She may have been able to prevent this – whatever this was – and he might still be alive.

      Your friend may have witnessed a murder.

      She peered out of the doorway. Shoppers carrying branded bags walked past giving her disgusted sideways glances. One woman even shook her head. Nobody wanted to get too close.

      Was that why Doug had to die?

      A chill crept up her spine and she pulled her coat tighter. What was the dead woman’s name again?

      Bianca Rubik.

      Sex worker.

      Had Doug seen who killed her?

      It started raining again, big wet splodges that bounced off the pavement. Pedestrians scattered; umbrellas sprouted. Her shoes were quickly soaked.

      Shrap didn’t move.

      The killer must have spotted Doug lurking in the shadows. He couldn’t afford to leave a witness, even an unreliable one. Therefore, the doddering old man had to go. The killer had followed Doug to the parking lot. It would have been easy; Doug was old and decrepit. A washed-up alchy. He wouldn’t have put up a fight.

      Whiskey poured over his clothing and sleeping bag. A fallen cigarette. Stupid bastard passed out with it in his mouth.

      The smell assailed her again. She took a deep breath and fought the rising nausea. She might never know exactly how or why Doug had died, but she did know one thing. It was no accident.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4

          

        

      

    

    
      HOMELESS MAN MURDERS SEX WORKER screamed the headlines the next morning.

      Shrap picked up the newspaper.

      What the…?

      Ignoring her pounding hangover, she squinted at the article.

      “Hey, if you’re going to read it, buy it,” snapped the turbaned seller coming out of his kiosk.

      Shrap fumbled in her pocket for a quid and handed it over. She got thirty pence back.

      Homeless veteran Doug Romberg strangled sex worker Bianca Rubik near Waterloo station on Saturday night. He was caught on CCTV fleeing the scene. It is thought he suffers from mental health problems and could be dangerous.

      Shrap hissed the air out of her lungs. What a load of crap.

      Doug wasn’t capable of strangling anyone, and he was one of the few people she knew who didn’t suffer from mental health problems. His issue was the booze, but that didn’t turn you into a murderer.

      Idiots.

      She clenched her fists. How dare they pin this on Doug? The old guy had never hurt anyone in his life.

      Damn it, Doug. Why didn’t you come to me?

      Reeling, Shrap folded the newspaper under her arm and headed for the day centre. It had been a shitty night. Cold and blustery. The wind made the rain go everywhere. It seeped into your sleeping bag, blew into doorways and sprayed against walls.

      Shrap didn’t normally drink. Being drunk made her vulnerable, and being vulnerable meant she was more open to attack. Still, she’d had a few for Doug, then dozed till morning. The gritty, shrunken feeling behind her eyes reminded her of all-nighters in the army. On patrol. Watching, waiting for something to happen. Willing it to happen to end the boredom.

      She got herself a brew and sat down to read. It was clear the article was pure supposition interspersed with one or two facts. The only things the journalist knew for sure were the victim’s name, the alleged perpetrator and the manner in which she had died. Everything else was nonsense.

      Bianca Rubik had been strangled, her body left on a deserted pavement behind the Old Vic theatre.

      She glanced up. That’s where the picture had been taken. Doug bed down there when the weather made his usual spot under the railway bridge too dank. There was an empty basement flat with an overhang that offered a decent bit of coverage.

      Was that where he’d been the night he’d witnessed the murder?

      The sex worker had been killed sometime after midnight. Shrap stored the facts away in her brain like case notes. Pity they didn’t know the exact time of death.

      The perpetrator, Doug Romberg, had been caught on CCTV fleeing the scene – running for his life, more like. And someone had leaked it to the press.

      “Fuckin’ ’ell, mate. I heard about Doug.” A scrawny guy with a thick scab on the side of his face stopped next to her. “Did ’e really kill that prostitute?”

      Shrap glared at him. “No, he bloody didn’t.”

      “Okay, chill.” The guy put his hands up in the air. “That’s what they’re saying.”

      “I know.”

      He shrugged and moved on.

      Nobody knew Doug was dead yet. But when they did, it wouldn’t come as too much of a shock. It was hard living on the street, people died all the time. Life was transient.

      The door blew shut and she jumped. Damn wind. A scraggly, anorexically thin woman with bad skin had just walked in. Lexi, her name was. She hung out with her boyfriend Xavier, a brutal crackhead who doubled as her pimp when he needed cash for a score. They must have had a tiff, else she wouldn’t be here, skulking around like she’d done something wrong.

      Shrap caught her eye. She’d once helped patch her up when Xavier had given her a split lip and very nearly broken her nose.

      Lexi grabbed some toast and a mug of coffee and sat down in the corner. She took a bite and winced, touching her jaw.

      Shrap watched her for a moment, then picked up her tea and sauntered over. “Mind if I join you?”

      Lexi glanced up in surprise. Her eyes said she minded, but Shrap sat down anyway.

      “How are you, Lexi?”

      Another shrug. Up close, she noticed a faint blue mark on her cheek, the size of a fist.

      “Xav treating you okay?”

      Lexi wrapped her hands around the mug. “He’s in one of his moods.”

      “He do that?” Shrap nodded at the bruise.

      “I deserved it. I gave him lip.”

      “That’s not an excuse for him to take out his anger on you.”

      She shrugged.

      That’s just the way it was. She wouldn’t leave him because even an abusive crack-addict pimp was better than nobody. This life was tough for a woman. You needed protection. She ought to know.

      There was a long pause.

      “Do you know a girl called Bianca Rubik?” Shrap broke the silence.

      Lexi blinked at her several times. She was about to repeat the question when Lexi shook her head. “Nah, don’t know anyone by that name.”

      “You sure? I think she works The Cut.”

      Another shake of her head.

      “Okay, thanks. I’ll leave you in peace.”

      She wanted to say that she should leave Xavier, that he was no good for her, but she’d be wasting her breath. Besides, it was none of her business how Lexi chose to live her life.

      Look at her.

      Most people would think she was mad giving up a comfortable home to live on the street, but they didn’t understand. It was the only place she couldn’t hear the screams in her head. The only place she felt sane. No one judging her. No one to see her shame. To witness her fear.

      She left the centre and walked towards The Cut. Even the bright facade of the Old Vic with its twirly gables looked dull and pallid in the overcast, October light.

      Shrap glanced up at the heavy clouds. It was going to piss down again.

      She quickened her step, walking up The Cut to the theatre, behind which Bianca Rubik had been murdered.

      There was the hulking grey building she’d seen on the grainy CCTV photograph. The bulging eye of the camera opposite glared down at her. A piece of police tape was still attached to the wall, flapping in the wind. She shivered, the street was a natural wind tunnel.

      Shrap surveyed the buildings, mostly offices with the occasional residence squeezed in between. She found the one where Doug sometimes slept. The basement flat was still empty. Boarded-up windows, an industrial-sized lock on the front door, dead pot plants outside.

      She went down the steps and looked around.

      An empty whiskey bottle, an old Metro newspaper.

      Remnants of Doug.

      She shook her head, the heaviness crushing. She could almost see her friend sitting there, reading and drinking, sheltering from the rain.

      A distant rumble of thunder made her glance up. From here, Doug wouldn’t have been able to see the road, but more importantly, anyone coming down the road wouldn’t have been able to see him.

      If only he’d stayed put.

      She pictured the scene. Bianca running, her heels echoing on the tarmac. Her pursuer close behind. Heavier footsteps, more determined. Gaining on her. A scream as he pounced.

      Enough noise to startle an old drunk.

      Shrap ascended the wrought-iron stairs, taking them one at a time like Doug would have done, gripping the railing for support. He’d have peeked over the top, seen the girl being strangled.

      What did he do then?

      Did he watch or try to save her?

      Doug was old, his reactions slow. He would have known there was nothing he could do. Not against a stronger assailant. He’d have watched, shivering, feeling helpless.

      When the killer had left, Doug would have rushed to check the body, just to make sure she wasn’t still alive, that nothing could be done to save her. A hand on her neck, feeling for a pulse. Listening for a breath.

      Realising she was dead, he’d scamper off into the night.

      Had he been seen? Was the perpetrator watching?

      Shrap looked back the way she’d come. Strange the killer hadn’t been picked up on CCTV too. The camera was angled at the start of the road, behind the theatre. The killer must have fled the other way. The place where Bianca had been strangled was out of range too, otherwise they’d know Doug didn’t do it.

      She closed her eyes.

      Why, Doug? Why did it have to be you?
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      Shrap wasn’t the only one studying the crime scene. Gareth Trevelyan stared at the grainy image of the old man on his desktop computer. He’d watched the CCTV footage a dozen times but was still unsure as to what the old guy was doing there.

      He looked scared. The fear palpable even in black and white. Was that because he’d seen who’d killed her, or because he’d realised what he’d done and was running away before someone called the police?

      Was he a witness or a suspect?

      Douglas Romberg.

      Gareth thought back to the homeless woman. When he’d first walked into the interview room he’d thought she was a junkie, another young stray living on the streets. Then he’d noticed her eyes. Clear and startlingly blue. She was older than he’d expected too, maybe early thirties, and surprisingly articulate. She’d been right. Grenadier Guards. Twenty years of service. The Gulf War, Kosovo, Iraq, Afghanistan. By all accounts Romberg had had a successful military career.

      Then one day, he’d walked away from his battalion at Observation Post Mest near the town of Yahya Kheyl in Paktika Province. His equipment was found neatly stacked, with his compass missing.

      No note. No explanation.

      He was court-martialled in absentia for desertion and dismissed from Her Majesty’s Service. He was sentenced to 154 days at the Military Corrective Training Centre, Colchester, which he never attended, and as far as he could see, the sentence was never implemented.

      Romberg simply vanished. According to a statement by the MOD, it wasn’t even certain he’d returned to the United Kingdom. Apparently, he’d told a member of his battalion that he was thinking about walking to India.

      Not once during his two decades in the military had he ever been disciplined or accused of misbehaviour. Looking at his record, he’d been a model soldier.

      What changed?

      What had happened to make him walk off the base?

      He sighed and scratched his chin. He’d probably never know. That was the frustrating thing about this job. Sometimes you just never knew.

      There was no mention of Romberg again, until now. He’d successfully avoided the law for twenty years, and more recently had hidden in plain sight on the streets of London.

      Gareth pulled up a photograph of Romberg in military uniform. He’d been a handsome man with sandy-brown hair and a craggy face. Kind eyes. Smiling eyes.

      Perhaps he’d simply had enough of war?

      Staring into those eyes, he shook his head. Something was telling him he wasn’t their killer.

      “Why would a man with no prior convictions, no history of violence, who’s lived peacefully for twenty years, suddenly murder a woman?” he said to Devi, his colleague at the station.

      Devi Patel, a strait-laced detective sergeant with jet-black hair pulled back in an efficient ponytail, had been his first point of contact when he’d arrived from Kensington Police Station six months ago. She’d shown him the ropes, letting him tag along, do some of the grunt work. They weren’t friends, but there was a growing respect there, and that’s all he wanted. He could work with that.

      “I don’t know.” She threw up her hands. “Maybe he cracked? Maybe he had mental health issues? Maybe she disrespected him? Who knows?”

      He shook his head. “I just can’t see it. Besides, he was old. It would take a strong man to hold a woman down and strangle her.” He nodded at the image. “Stronger than him anyway.”

      “Do we have the post-mortem results back yet?” asked Devi.

      “No, it’s been scheduled for later today. Why?”

      “He may not have strangled her with his hands. Weren’t there ligature marks as well?”

      “Hmm… I’m not sure.” He pulled up the crime scene photographs. The victim lay on her back, one leg out at an angle as if she’d been trying to kick off her attacker when she’d died. She was slender, lithe.

      “She’s got excellent muscle tone,” Gareth, who’d been into gymnastics as a teen, noted.

      “So?”

      “It looks like she works out. Unusual for a sex worker, don’t you think?”

      “Not really. Her body is her business. Not all of them are junkies.”

      Devi would know. She’d done a stint in SCD9, formerly the Vice Squad, before she’d joined CID. By all accounts, it wasn’t an easy job.

      Gareth nodded. “Okay, so let’s take a closer look at her throat.” He zoomed in as far as he could. The photographs were high resolution, and they got a clear look at the markings on her neck.

      “Definitely ligature marks.” Devi peered in. “Doesn’t look like hands. A thick rope maybe.”

      “What about a chain?” Gareth studied the circular bruises around her neck. They were more prevalent at the front, where the pressure had been the greatest. Where he’d cut off her air supply and crushed her larynx.

      “Could be. Let’s wait and see what the PM report says.”

      “Fine.” He sat back and looked up at her. “You’re right. No jumping to conclusions.”

      Devi grinned. She knew patience wasn’t his strong suit.

      His mobile buzzed on the desk.

      “I’ll leave you to it.” Devi walked away.

      He stared at the number flashing on the phone.

      Melanie.

      His heart pounded and he felt a familiar tightening in his chest. Damn her. Damn her for having this effect on him. Four years he’d gone running every time she’d called. After work, weekends, even in the middle of the night, when he was on the way back from a domestic incident or a bar brawl and needed a release.

      “You help me blot out the world, Gareth,” she’d told him once. “You take away the ugliness and wipe it clean.”

      He could understand that. She was the
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