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			1

			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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