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			For all the readers, without whom I’d just be shouting at cows

		

	
		
			1

			It’s the scent of smoke that tips me off.

			Sure, the unlocked back door’s a big clue too, but it’s the smoke that really has me worried. I’ve come here alone, checked I’m not being followed. Must have done it a hundred and more times. Never been anything wrong before. But now the back door’s unlocked and there’s a smell of smoke in the air.

			Wood smoke? Coal? I can’t really tell. Maybe it’s the scent of a recently gone cigarette. London’s ruined my country-born senses. All I know is there’s smoke and there shouldn’t be. So where’s it coming from?

			I’m in a quiet courtyard at the end of a dark alley, tucked away in a forgotten part of the city centre. You don’t have to go far to find hipster cafés, old Victorian pubs and all the other stuff the tourist board loves about London, but this is well hidden. We chose it for that reason, among others. Not cheap to rent, but not so expensive it looks suspicious either. Just another business trying to make its way in the capital, struggling to pay the bills and maybe open to a little dealing under the counter, as it were. We set it up to fish for contacts, get someone into the local organised crime scene. It was working fine too. Until now.

			I pull out my phone and stare at the screen like a lost tourist. Pete’s text is there in front of me.

			Come to the office. Something’s up. Usual protocols. P.

			It’s unlike him not to just phone, but not so odd I’d thought to bring backup. We’re a small team anyway, and this is meant to be deep undercover. Dragging anyone else along would risk blowing the whole thing before it’s really started.

			Except there’s that faint whiff of smoke, and the back door’s unlocked.

			Despite everything the press and politicians say, most of us in the Met aren’t armed and don’t particularly want to be. I wish I was right now though. All I’ve got is a can of mace and a rape alarm. It’s small comfort as I nudge the back door wider with my foot, try to peer inside. Foolish, really. There’s just the narrow hallway, piled up with old cardboard boxes and a couple of bin bags waiting to be taken out. Then the stairs climb up to the offices on the first floor. Can’t see anything around the corner. Do I shout?

			No. That’s being stupid. Come on, Con. Get in there and find out what’s happening.

			I thumb a quick text to DS Chambers anyway. Not that she’ll do anything about it, but at least it covers my arse. A quick look around the tiny courtyard, and then I step inside.

			The smell of smoke is heavier, but I still can’t see any fire. I take the stairs as quietly as I can, back to the wall for support. Wary. At the top, I peer over the parapet, nervous ears straining for any sound over the ever-present rumble of traffic. Time was I loved that sound, the noise of progress, of sophisticated living. Now I’d happily trade it for the bored silence of my youth.

			There’s no one in the outer office, but then I wouldn’t have expected there to be. This place is a front, usually only Pete here going through the motions of being an unsuccessful businessman. Waiting for the right person to start taking an interest in what we’re doing. I don’t notice the chair on its back at first, my gaze drawn by movement at ceiling level. That’s when I see the smoke clinging to the plaster, easing out of the gaps in the doorway through to the front room. Pete’s office. The top half of the door’s made from obscured glass, nothing but indistinct white shapes beyond.

			‘Pete. You in there?’ Even as I speak the words I know how stupid they are. There’s a fire alarm in this place that feeds straight back to control. Should be bells ringing, fire engines on their way. My phone should have lit up with notifications when the back door was opened without the right key code, but there was just the text. This is wrong.

			I try the door, unsurprised to find it locked. The handle’s warm to the touch though, and when I place my palm against the glass it’s the same. Two steps back, the time for subtlety is over. I kick the door just below the handle, stagger as my foot rebounds off the solid wood frame. Try again, and this time the lock breaks. A third kick has it open, and thick white smoke billows from the room beyond. Through the fog of it, I can see the source, a waste paper bin on fire. Dark charring marks the wall beside it, but mercifully the blaze hasn’t spread. The acrid smoke catches my throat, brings tears to my eyes and makes everything blurred as I hurry in and stamp out the last of the flames. Only then do I turn and see what I already fear.

			There’s a large desk to one side of the room, an office chair on the far side. A man sits in it, facing me but unmoving.

			‘Pete?’ I step closer, blinking my vision clear. It’s not easy to breathe, but I’m stuck where I stand, unable to process what I’m seeing.

			Detective Inspector Peter Copperthwaite, my boss and perhaps closest friend in the force, slumps in the chair and stares lopsided at nothing. If he wasn’t tied up, he’d probably have fallen to the floor by now. I can’t quite work out what’s happened to his face. Blood smears across his skin, bruises seal one eye shut. The other is red and lifeless. A line of bloody drool drips from his ripped mouth, adding to the red stains on his torn white shirt. But it’s the tiny red dot in the middle of his forehead that I can’t stop staring at.

			That and the smear of his brains on the wall behind him.
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			‘Well, this is a fucking mess, and no mistake.’

			I sat and waited in the reception area outside Pete’s office until the first of the clean-up team arrived. It didn’t take them long to get here, but it was long enough for me to get past the shock and think. Past the initial shock, I should say. There’s going to be a moment, maybe in a few hours’ time, maybe a few days, when this all hits home.

			‘You say something, sir?’

			There’s a team of forensic technicians working the room where Pete’s body is still sitting in its seat. Duty doctor’s been, and the pathologist’s only hanging around until the ambulance arrives. The only police officer here apart from me is DCI Bain, Pete’s boss. No doubt there’s an over-officious crime scene manager at the back door making sure as few people as possible contaminate the scene.

			‘I said it’s a fucking mess, Fairchild.’ Bain rounds on me, one leg swinging as if looking for something to kick across the room. Finding nothing, he just scuffs the carpet tile, rams his hands deep into his pockets in frustration. I don’t know him well; he’s not been part of the team long. Pete seemed to like him though. They certainly spent a lot of time together planning this whole thing.

			‘How did they find out? How did they even get in?’

			‘I don’t even know who “they” are, sir. Back door was unlocked and open when I got here. Security cameras should have something on them. I’ve not had a chance to look at them yet. Should probably get on to that.’ I start to stand, but Bain pushes me back down into my seat. He pulls a chair out and slumps into it, runs a hand through his straggly grey hair. His suit hangs off him like it was made for a much larger man. Maybe he was, once. I don’t know.

			‘No. You don’t. You’re too close to all this to be part of the investigation. You’ll need to be debriefed soon as. We need to find out what happened here. How it happened. Dammit, this was always a risk, but I never thought . . .’

			DCI Bain’s words penetrate my muddled thoughts. ‘Always a risk, sir? How? This isn’t normal, even for the kind of people we’re after. Someone’s tortured Pete and then executed him.’

			An expression runs across Bain’s face that, were he a suspect being interviewed, I would label guilty as fuck. It’s that look of a man hiding something but not doing it particularly well.

			‘There’s more to this than meets the eye, Fairchild.’

			‘No shit, Sherlock.’ I start to get up again, but something occurs to me. ‘You knew this could happen, didn’t you?’

			Bain’s silence is all the confirmation I need.

			‘Did Pete know?’

			The all but imperceptible nod, almost as if he’s trying to stop himself from telling me the truth he wants to.

			‘Well, don’t think I’m just going to sit here and take this. We need to find them. Get the word out on the street. Someone will—’

			‘You’re to say nothing, speak to no one, until you’ve been debriefed. Is that clear, Detective Constable?’

			Bain’s tone is so stern I daren’t answer in words, just nod my head and clench my fists until my fingernails dig into my palms. Christ, they’re going to cover this up. Bain opens his mouth to say something more, but a shout from the open office door has us both standing, rushing towards it. We’re almost there when he puts a hand on my shoulder, stops me in my tracks. He may not be a large man any more, but he’s still considerably bigger than me. And a detective chief inspector as well.

			‘I’ll deal with this, Fairchild. You should go home.’ He glances at his watch briefly as more muted cursing comes from the doorway. My best guess is that Pete’s body has fallen off its chair. ‘We’ll schedule a debrief for the morning, OK? Just as soon as we’ve got the initial pathology and forensics in.’

			I glance at the office door, then back at the DCI. It’s clear from his body language that he’s not going to let me back in there, and if I’m being honest, I’m not sure I want to go back in there anyway. I shouldn’t really be going home though, and a debrief should happen much sooner than tomorrow morning. Something’s very off here.

			‘Sir.’ I nod my understanding. Nothing else I can do. I’m not going to let them hush this up though. Pete deserves better than that.

			Nobody speaks to me as I leave the office. Even the crime scene manager just looks at me like I’m something the cat brought in as I scribble my name on his sheet. I’d have expected a bit of sympathy, what with my boss and friend having just been murdered, with me being the one who found him. Instead all the faces I see look at me with suspicion in their eyes, or maybe even fear. That more than anything else brings home to me just how much shit I’m in.

			I should really go home. That’s what DCI Bain told me to do, after all. The afternoon’s moving on into evening anyway. Home, bottle of wine, try to get some sleep. Get myself ready for tomorrow’s debriefing, which is going to be long and brutal. That’s what I should be doing right now.

			Who am I kidding?

			It takes me half an hour to get to the station and let myself in the back door. I can’t really think things through beyond the need to work out what the fuck’s going on. My mind keeps going round and round in circles, always ending up with the look on Pete’s face. That mixture of astonishment and anguish, those dead, staring eyes. I’ve seen death before, too much of it, but this is the first time it’s been so personal.

			Somehow I make it to the IT room unseen, so there must be someone up there looking out for me. I fire up one of the workstations and log in to the secure server we set up for this operation. Everything’s here, even if a lot of it’s above my pay grade and security clearance. Still, I know what we were doing in that makeshift office. Pete was posing as a struggling businessman, buying and selling goods that were barely on the right side of dodgy. We knew there was a gang out there exploiting small start-ups like that to launder money, and other things besides. This was meant to be the first step in getting a man on the inside of their operation. How the fuck did it go so spectacularly wrong? Unless there was more to it than I’ve been told, of course, which would explain DCI Bain’s reaction.

			I daren’t go near the security camera feeds, even though that’s the first thing I want to look at. How simple it would be just to check and see who came, who beat Pete until his face was black and blue, then put a bullet in his head. Every viewing of those files is logged though, and the last thing I need is someone thinking I’ve tampered with evidence.

			Without going through any of the monitoring files, there’s not a lot I can do. We’ve some intelligence on the gang we were hoping to infiltrate, and a more detailed plan of how we were hoping to achieve that. I pull up a list of lowlifes suspected of being part of the operation, most of whom are currently serving at Her Majesty’s pleasure on a variety of charges. Going through their records is a snapshot of everything that’s wrong with modern society, but I don’t see any cop killers in the parade of mugshots.

			I close down the window, switch off the workstation. There’s nothing here that’s going to get me any closer to finding Pete’s murderer. There’s nothing here that makes any sense at all.
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			The early morning debrief hasn’t turned out quite the way I thought it would, not helped by the dull ache in my head from the half-bottle of wine that completely failed to help me sleep. I’d imagined a thorough but informal conversation with DCI Bain, and maybe another detective constable to take notes. What I’ve got is more like a kangaroo court.

			‘What the hell were you even doing there, Constable?’

			Detective Superintendent Bailey’s always been a bit of a twat anyway, but this time he’s struggling to contain his rage. If there weren’t a couple of other detectives and the union rep in here, he’d probably be swearing like a navvy and breaking things just to intimidate me. It won’t work. I’m as pissed off as he is, and still in shock. And my head hurts, which always makes me grumpy. The question doesn’t really deserve an answer anyway, so I keep quiet. For now.

			‘Is this a good time to go looking for blame, Gordon?’ For once Sergeant Thomas is a voice of calm reason. I could almost hug him, except that bristly beard of his smells funny.

			‘Pete’s dead, Barry.’ Bailey’s voice is the growl of a cornered bear. ‘The whole operation’s fucked and this—’ He waggles an accusing finger in my direction, momentarily stuck for words. There’s something very wrong with his eyes. Actually, there’s something very wrong with the whole of him, but then I’ve never really got on with any of the senior officers here. Pete was my boss, and he’d have been far more understanding in a situation like this.

			Except that he’s dead.

			‘Are we sure the operation’s a complete loss?’

			I’d been going to speak, but Bain beats me to it. Ever the optimist, he’s at least trying to look for a positive side to this. I’m inclined to agree with Bailey though; the operation’s fucked. In fact, it was probably fucked a week ago. Maybe even fucked from the start. I’ve been thinking about it all night, staring at the light fitting in the middle of the ceiling above my bed and trying not to see Pete’s dead eyes. This was something far bigger than we thought, or at least far bigger than I thought.

			‘You tell me, Ed.’ Even I can hear the sarcasm in the detective superintendent’s voice. ‘Detective Inspector Copperthwaite was tied to a chair, tortured, then shot once in the forehead. Whoever did that somehow disabled the security cameras and alarms and tried to set fire to the offices we’ve been paying a fortune in rent on for the past three months. Pete was one of our best undercover detectives and they found out who he was anyway.’ Bailey’s standing too close, he always stands too close, like he’s Russian or something. When he turns his attention to me I can’t help but take a step back. ‘So I ask you again, Constable. What the hell were you even doing there?’

			I stare at him, and for a moment I’m scared. I’m a little girl back at school, being bullied in front of the class by a crap teacher who really should know better. But I’m not that little girl any more. I’ve faced down bullies before, and I know I haven’t done anything wrong.

			‘Pete texted me. Said something had come up and could I meet him at the office. Usual protocol.’

			‘Which was?’ Bailey’s voice drips with condescension. The bastard knows damn well what the protocol is, he just wants to show me up as incompetent in front of the other officers here. Pick on me because I’m junior and female. Well, fuck him. Metaphorically. This was meant to be a debrief, not an interrogation.

			‘Always come by public transport. Walk a different route each time. Observe the building for five minutes minimum before entering. Use the back entrance and the key code that lets control know which officer is there. You know, all the basic stuff they teach you when you’re working undercover. The common-sense stuff.’

			Bailey stares at me, a vein in his forehead bulging ominously. Another reason why I don’t much like the man: he doesn’t take being answered back well. I meet his stare with one of my own. No way I’m backing down now. The tense silence is probably only a couple of heartbeats, but it still feels like an age before he breaks away, addresses the two more senior detectives.

			‘We need to know how they found out he was a cop. Damage limitation too. How much did he tell them about our other operations? Who’s going to be next? I want a full review of everything Pete was involved in, going back five years, on my desk by the end of the day.’

			‘Aren’t we going to try and find out who did this?’ I know as soon as I’ve opened my mouth it’s the wrong thing to say. Just can’t stop myself sometimes.

			‘No. We’re not. A different team will be looking into that. And you’ll go nowhere near the investigation, Miss Fairchild. Do you understand me?’

			Miss Fairchild. Now I know I’m in trouble. No one’s called me that since school. I open my mouth to answer, but Bailey doesn’t give me a chance. Is that a twitch of a smile on his face?

			‘Your warrant card, please.’ The bastard holds out his hand.

			‘You what?’

			‘I’m placing you on suspension, prior to a full investigation by Professional Standards. Frankly, if I had my way you’d be out the door already.’

			I can feel my temper rising, the shock of Pete’s death the only thing that’s stopping me from punching the smug fuck. Suspension? How can he do that? Then a hand on my arm steadies me. I glance around to see Sergeant Thomas, the union rep. He’ll back me up.

			‘It’s for the best, Con. Just for now. Don’t make a fuss, eh?’

			Not the words I was expecting at all. I look around the room, the collected male faces, eyes not brave enough to meet my gaze. Even DCI Bain looks uncomfortably at his shoes, shakes his head ever so slightly. That’s when it dawns on me. This is it. My career as a detective is over. My career as a police officer is over. And I’ve done nothing wrong.

			‘Fine. Take it.’ I pull the card from my jacket pocket and fling it at Bailey. No doubt that confirms every suspicion he’s ever had about women in the police force. I can’t bring myself to care. I’m too angry. Resisting the urge to spit in his face, in all of their faces, I pull my arm from Sergeant Thomas’s weak grip, turn on my heels and stride out of the room. They won’t get away with this, I hear myself muttering under my breath. But the cynic in me knows that they will.

			They already have.

			My angry stride down the corridor is broken by a loud voice behind me.

			‘Detective Constable Fairchild. A moment, please.’

			Any other voice I’d probably have ignored, but of all the people who’ve treated me shittily since Pete’s death, DCI Bain has perhaps been the most sympathetic.

			‘Sir?’

			‘In here, I think.’ He pushes open a nearby door, ushers me into an empty room. Pete’s office. It takes me a moment to recognise it; the place has been stripped of all files and folders already.

			‘What happened back there.’ Bain hooks a thumb in the loose direction of Detective Superintendent Bailey’s office. ‘I’m sorry. I should have realised they’d be like that.’

			‘Like what? A bunch of bullying arseholes?’

			Bain takes a deep breath, then holds it in. I can almost see the count of ten going on in his head before he speaks.

			‘From what I’ve heard you’re a good detective, Fairchild. Must be, otherwise you’d not have been part of this team. But if you don’t mind your attitude, then Bailey and his friends will throw you to the wolves.’

			‘I—’

			He holds up an interrupting hand. ‘It’s not right, I know. It’s not fair and it’s counter-productive. But some powerful people are angry and embarrassed and probably scared shitless for their jobs right now. They’re looking for someone to take that out on and, guess what, they’ve chosen you.’

			‘So what? I’m supposed to just act like a punchbag? Go home and take up knitting?’

			Bain stares at me, silent, for long enough for my rage to calm to a rolling boil.

			‘For now? Yes. I can’t say much. I probably shouldn’t say anything at all. But there’s more here than meets the eye.’

			I remember his words yesterday, at the scene of the crime. Or, rather, his lack of them. ‘This operation wasn’t about infiltrating the local organised crime scene, was it, sir?’

			‘Oh, it was. At least, that was part of it. The other part?’ He shrugs, but says no more.

			‘Above my pay grade. Fucking marvellous.’ I walk around Pete’s old desk and stare out of the window. It’s not the most edifying of views: the back of offices, a yard full of badly parked police cars, distant skyscrapers knifing the clouds. London in all its murky glory. My home, or at least I thought it was.

			‘A month, maybe two.’ Bain’s words drag my attention away from the dull scenery outside. ‘We’ll track down the people responsible, clear your name. You’ll be back in no time. Just keep your head down for a while, OK?’

			He’s trying to reassure me, I can tell. He means well, and that’s something, I suppose.

			‘I’ll need to get a few things from my desk.’

			He nods once, then turns and leaves. I linger in Pete’s office for a while after he’s gone, unsure whether I can bring myself to move.

			I can see it in their faces. The fear. The hatred. The anger. To a certain extent I can understand it too. I’d probably be the same if some other poor bugger had found Pete like that. Everyone liked him, after all. It’s just a bit fucking annoying they all blame me for what happened.

			The joy of an open-plan office is that there’s nowhere to hide. Everyone can see you, and watch silently as you clear all the personal shit out of your desk. Not that there’s much of it, and none of it’s all that sentimental. Maybe the only thing worth keeping is a photo in the bottom of one of the drawers. Me, Pete and DS Lowry. My first big case, breaking open a nasty protection racket. What was it, five years ago? No, six. Christ, the years roll into one.

			‘You’ve a nerve showing your face in here.’

			It’s such a cliché, for a while I think it’s meant to be a joke. I’m too busy looking at the photo, remembering the good times. Lowry took early retirement, buggered off to Spain if I remember right. I wonder if anyone’s told him about Pete yet.

			‘You listening to me, Fairchild?’

			I look up. The simple answer is no, but that’s not what my accuser wants to hear. Detective Constable Dan Penny isn’t someone I’d choose to spend much time with unless I had to. He’s always been a bit too full of himself to take seriously, and not much of a detective either. Lack of imagination probably explains the cliché too.

			‘What do you want, Dan?’ I slide the photograph into my jacket pocket as I speak. Everything else I need is in the small rucksack I emptied the contents of my locker into half an hour ago.

			‘I want you to explain what the fuck you think you were doing blowing Pete’s cover. Way I hear it that’s not all of Pete’s you were blowing either.’

			‘How long did it take you to come up with that joke, Dan?’ I sling the rucksack over my shoulder while he’s thinking how best to answer. ‘Actually, I reckon you probably stole it from someone a lot smarter than you. Only, I thought you were meant to be keeping away from children these days.’

			All bluster, and the insult goes way over Penny’s head. I’ll be out of the office before he works it out, but that doesn’t stop what he said from hurting. Pete and I were close, it’s true, but we weren’t that close. Well, maybe that one time, but we both agreed it wasn’t a good idea. Got it out of our systems and worked well as a team after that.

			‘Just so you all know.’ I raise my voice as I walk to the door. ‘Pete’s cover was blown well before I went to see him. I know you don’t want to hear that. Easier to point the finger at me because I was there when it happened. Only I wasn’t, right? I didn’t get there until after he was already dead. I didn’t lead them there, I didn’t tip anyone off. I followed protocol every time I had to go to that office. Can each and every one of you say the same?’

			I’m at the door now, heart pumping just a little bit faster than normal, adrenaline making me jittery. They’re all staring at me like I’ve got two heads or something, and that’s when it hits me.

			I’m not a part of this team any more.
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			I’ve always loved the buzz of London life, the energy. There’s always something happening, some drama unfolding. And the people, most of the people, are great. As melting pots go, it’s bubbling away. Right now I could do with a bit of space though, a chance to hear the night birds calling and breathe air that hasn’t been used by half a dozen other people in the last minute already.

			You don’t get much space around here. At least, not on a detective constable’s pay.

			I could ride the bus all the way home, or probably cadge a lift from a squad car heading in that direction. Instead I take the Tube to King’s Cross and then decide to walk. It’s only a few miles and the weather’s fine. Warm, but not too muggy. Walking gives me time to think, time to process what’s happened and what’s still happening.

			Pete’s dead.

			Somewhere in the back of my mind, I always knew this could happen. To him, to me, to any one of us in plain clothes or uniform. Policing’s a shitty job at times, dangerous and thankless. I know that, and still I do it.

			Did it. Who knows whether I’ll be able to go back, whether I’ll want to go back after what’s happened today? Talk about being thrown under the bus.

			I still can’t quite believe it. They know I didn’t break protocol, know I’d never do anything to put Pete in danger, and yet they’re going to use me as a scapegoat. I can see Detective Superintendent Bailey right now, toadying up to the commissioner. ‘Sorry, sir, terrible business. Lost a good man and wasted half a mill’ on a busted operation. All because some stupid little tart couldn’t follow orders.’ Fuckers. I’ve half a mind to take it to an unfair dismissal tribunal, but I know that won’t do me any good. All those hostile looks from my supposed friends and colleagues proved that well enough. The poison’s already there.

			Pete wouldn’t let them do this. Wouldn’t matter who it was, he’d never let the rest of the team gang up on one person.

			But Pete’s dead.

			I’ve been walking for hours now, the same thoughts going round and round. Damn them, but I can’t stop the tears. Wipe my eyes, sniff like a teenager. Come on, Con. You’re thirty years old. Don’t let them make you cry. I should be home by now, but I’ve been circling the streets, staying away. I laugh out loud; there’s protocol for you. Make sure nobody’s following. Double back and go the long way round. Fuck-all good it does.

			Pete’s dead.

			The sobs are getting harder to suppress, like there’s a lump growing in my throat and the only way to dislodge it is to bawl like an infant who’s just thrown his favourite toy on the floor. I don’t think anyone’s watching, don’t think anyone would much care, but then I hear a voice nearby.

			‘Come on, love. Worse things happen in war, you know.’

			I can tell by the accent exactly what he’s going to look like, even before I turn to face him. Forty-something, white, what might be an attempt at a beard but is probably just laziness. He’s wearing a grey cotton hoody with the history of his fast-food diet written all across its front, and his eyes are too close together.

			‘My best friend just died. Shot in the head. Sounds a lot like war to me.’

			‘Just tryin’ to cheer you up. No need to be a bitch about it. Should learn to take help when it’s offered. Learn some fucking manners.’ He takes a threatening step forward and I shove my hand into my pocket where my warrant card always lives. Except it’s not there now. It’s on the floor of Detective Superintendent Bailey’s office. For an instant I feel vulnerable, but he’s just one man. One unfit, overweight man who knows nothing whatsoever about self-defence. I could have him on the pavement and in cuffs in seconds. Only I left the cuffs back at the station too.

			‘Not today, OK? I’m not in the mood.’ I pitch my voice a little lower than normal, despite the tightness in my throat. It’s enough to make him pause, so I heft my backpack and sidestep my way past. Most people probably wouldn’t notice the hand he reaches out towards me, grabbing for my arm. But I’m not most people. I’ve had training. Even with my backpack making life awkward, I’ve got his arm twisted behind him before he can open his mouth to speak. It brings me far closer than I ever wanted to be to him. He smells of grease and body odour.

			‘Just so you know, I’m a police officer and I’ve had a really shitty day. If I wasn’t on my way home I’d arrest you right now and throw you in a cell.’ I pull his arm up just a little further than it’s meant to go. His yelp of pain is very satisfying, but it also reminds me that I’ve better things to be doing. As I let go his arm, I shove him in the middle of the back. Off balance, he stumbles away from me, falling to his knees. Hopefully the pavement will leave a more permanent reminder of his folly on the palms of his hands, but I’m not counting on it.

			Turning my back on him, I walk away, confident he’s not going to do anything stupid. I can hear his groans as he struggles to his feet, the muffled curses getting quieter as he and I go our separate ways. At least I’ve stopped crying now, I’ll give him that much.

			But Pete is still dead.

			Old Mrs Feltham is sitting on the open stairs that lead up to my flat when I get home. Judging by the mountain of green waste and small plastic bowl of shelled beans, she’s been to the market recently. I’m more the convenience food type; there’s never enough time to cook. I envy her that luxury, though her old face is lined with years of hard work.

			‘You home early, sugar.’ She shuffles to one side slightly so I can get past. For a moment I consider stopping for a chat; that’s what I’d do if it was my day off. I don’t want to have to explain everything to her though, don’t want her sympathy even if it might mean a pot of whatever she’s cooking left outside my door later.

			‘You know how it is, Mrs F. Some days it’s all hours, others there’s not much to do.’ And before she can come up with a retort, I’m up the steps and gone.

			The flat is dark, cool compared to the summer heat outside. Nothing special, it’s just an ex-council place in an unlovely concrete block thrown up sometime before I was born. The rent’s extortionate, especially given the owner bought the place off the council for a knock-down price in the eighties. God Bless Maggie Thatcher and the right to buy. Still, it’s been home for the past five years, and that’s the longest I’ve stayed anywhere since I can remember. As I dump my backpack in the tiny hall, I wonder how much longer it’ll be before I have to move on again.

			There’s a half-empty bottle of wine in the fridge, but for once I don’t feel like getting drunk. A bit more of a search produces something that might just about make a meal. A lump of cheddar cracked with age, butter gone a bit rancid, bread that’s hard rather than mouldy. Cheese on toast washed down with a mug of black tea. It would have been white if the milk was maybe just a day younger, but I don’t like the way the carton’s bulging.

			I take my sparse meal through to the living room, fall into the saggy armchair and stick my feet up on the coffee table. Sunlight spears through the blinds, shadows hiding the worst of the mess. It’s not dirty, just cluttered. Life’s too short to spend your free time clearing up shit. Maybe if I ever had visitors I’d make an effort, but I can’t remember the last time anyone came back here.

			Then I can remember. It was Pete. About six months ago when we were first starting to plan out this operation. Fuck.

			There’s still half of my cheese on toast left, but I’ve got no appetite any more. I dump it in the bin under the kitchen sink, pour the tea down the drain. For a moment the half-bottle of wine calls to me from the fridge, but I ignore it. Now’s not the time. Get your life in order first, Con. Then you can get shitfaced.

			Most of the stuff I’ve shoved into my backpack could really just go in the bin too. There’s some station paperwork I’ll have to fill in if I want to continue being paid, a few certificates that’ll be of limited use if my police career is truly over, a mountain of cheap biros and felt-tip markers that I’ve been hoarding for a while now, and a bunch of keys. I set everything out on the table in front of me, each item bringing with it a memory. There’s the photo still in my jacket pocket too, but for now I leave that where it is. Pick up the keys. Pete’s keys.

			I remember him giving them to me, making some joke about it to ease the tension. We had a history, sure, but this wasn’t that kind of exchange. More a ‘look after the place while I’m gone’ kind of gesture. At least I think that’s what it was. As it happened, he wasn’t gone for long enough for me to need to use them. Now he’ll never go back there again.

			I loop the keyring around my finger, dangle the keys in front of me. Indecision’s always been a problem, and I can hear Detective Superintendent Bailey’s voice, grumpy and harsh, warning me off going anywhere near the investigation into Pete’s murder. Will they have sent a team already? It’s probably the first thing I’d do, visit the victim’s house. But I’m not running the case.

			Fuck it. What’s the worst they can do? They’re going to run me out of the force anyway. I shove the keys in a pocket, grab my own from the sideboard in the hall and head back out into the city.
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			Detective Inspector Pete Copperthwaite was forty-five when he died. That’s another reason why we never really got together. Bad enough a DC and a DI in the same unit, but a fifteen-year age difference? Don’t get me wrong, I’m not against that sort of thing. It’s just that coppers are the worst gossips and there’s only so much tutting I can take before I lamp someone. And Pete has an ex-wife too. Christ, I wonder if anyone’s told her yet?

			All these and more useless thoughts bounce around the inside of my skull as I ride across the city, south of the river. Too far to walk, it takes an age to work out the bus routes, but I’m damned if I’m taking the Tube. In the end I give up and walk the last mile.

			It’s a nice place. Tiny little terrace house in a quiet street just a little too far from the main commuter routes. Even so it’s probably worth ten times what young Police Constable Copperthwaite paid for it when he first joined the Met. I don’t imagine any PCs starting out now will have much chance of buying their own place. Not around here anyway.

			Walking here’s given me the opportunity to scope out the street before I get anywhere near. There’s no sign of any police presence, no sign of anyone at all. The sun’s making it hard to see through the windscreens of some of the cars, but I reckon they’re all unoccupied. Parked up while their owners are at work in the city. I never could quite understand the point of having a car in London; it’s usually quicker to walk. Still, people love their motors, I guess.

			I can’t find any evidence the front door’s been tampered with, and when I unlock it the alarm beeps until I key in the code to disarm it. So far so normal. There’s about a week’s worth of mail on the doormat, but that’s to be expected. Pete was working undercover, spending most of his time at the office where I found him. There’s a small flat above it that came as part of the deal and that was his cover. For all the good it did him.

			I’ve still got a pair of latex gloves wedged in one of my jacket pockets, an old habit I’m glad of now. I pull them on before going beyond the hall, aware that I’ve already touched the door handle and the buttons on the alarm keypad. It’s not as if I’ve no right to be here; Pete gave me keys and told me the code, after all. We were colleagues, worked together on loads of cases. Got drunk together. I pause a moment, trying to remember him like that, pint in hand, head back as he laughs at some inappropriate joke. All I can see is his bruised and battered face, that tiny red dot in the middle of his forehead. The choking stench of smoke everywhere.

			Snap out of it, Con. You came here for a reason, so get on with it.

			I step lightly through the house, checking for any obvious signs of disturbance, but also for anything that might embarrass Pete’s memory. His whole life’s going to be rifled through for clues as to how he died, and that seems wrong to me right now. Strange, really. I can’t begin to count how many times I’ve dug through people’s personal history, often those who are still alive. Pete’s dead. He doesn’t care if every detective in the Met knows he wore boxer shorts with polka dots on them, or liked reading fantasy novels and comics. But I care. I want him to be remembered well.

			There’s a back door to the house, opening onto a tiny patch of garden that’s been almost entirely paved over. A high wall at the back with a black-painted wooden door set into it, bolted top and bottom. If memory serves, there’s a lane beyond, and some of the bigger houses on this street have garages. I don’t bother going out; it’s obvious no one has been here any time recently. The house has that feel about it, a staleness to the air. I take one last look around the hall, try to call up happy memories. It doesn’t work. Coming here was a mistake, now it’s time to leave.

			Resetting the alarm, I reach for the front door at the same moment it swings open. I think DC Penny is as surprised to find it unlocked as I am to see him.

			‘What part of “stay away from the investigation” do you not understand, Fairchild? Posh public school education like yours, I’d have thought you’d understand basic English by now.’

			Back at the station, back in Detective Superintendent Bailey’s office. It’d be déjà vu all over again if it weren’t for the absence of Sergeant Thomas and DCI Bain, replaced by a smirking DC Penny. I guess it could be worse; they could have shoved me in a cell for a while and questioned me under caution.

			‘I have a key for Pete’s house. I know the alarm code. He asked me to keep an eye on the place while he was undercover.’ It’s a weak excuse and I know it, but it’s all I’ve got right now.

			‘Keep it so clean you had to wear gloves, right?’ Dan Penny is enjoying my discomfort way too much, and for once I can’t see any easy way to get my own back on him. He’s not the one in charge here, so I ignore him.

			‘You’re suspended while we investigate Pete’s death and your role in it, Constable. How do you think it looks when we find you snooping around his house? What were you trying to hide?’

			‘Hide? I wasn’t—’

			‘Picking up a pair of your old undies you’d left behind, were you?’

			This time I round on DC Penny. It helps that I’ve got a couple of inches’ height on him, but the way my blood’s boiling it wouldn’t matter if he was a giant.

			‘Pete’s dead, Dan. Someone shot him in the forehead. Right there.’ I poke him in the exact same spot, hard enough for him to take a step back. ‘He was a better cop than you’ll ever be. A better man. So keep your fucking sick fantasies to yourself, OK?’

			I can see the red flush spread up his neck and across his cheeks. The anger not far behind it. Brawling in the Detective Superintendent’s office isn’t a good idea, but it wouldn’t be the first time Dan and I have come to blows. Bailey interrupts us before we can get started.

			‘Are you denying that you were in a sexual relationship with DI Copperthwaite?’

			There’s just enough disbelief in his tone to stop me from laughing. That and the anger I can barely control at the moment. ‘Of course I’m fucking well denying it. Pete was my friend, sure. But Jesus Christ, sir. “Sexual relationship”?’ I almost make little bunny ears with my fingers. ‘He was fifteen years older than me.’

			Bailey stares at me with a mixture of contempt and disgust I’m more used to seeing on hardened criminals in the interview room. Lawyers too, now I come to think of it. He doesn’t believe me, and neither does DC Penny. How many others in the station think Pete and I were together? How did I never know? I mean, there was that one time, sure. But that was years ago.

			‘Nevertheless, it’s very suspicious of you to go round there alone. What were you doing there? What were you looking for?’

			It’s a very good question, and one I don’t have a ready answer to. Put simply, I wanted to make sure there wasn’t anything to embarrass Pete when they went in and turned the place upside down. I knew they were going to, didn’t have to be part of the investigation to see that coming. I just don’t know how to explain that to Bailey and Penny, perhaps the two most unenlightened men in a station dripping with testosterone.

			‘I wasn’t looking for anything, sir. Wasn’t trying to hide anything either. I just wanted to see the place one last time.’

			Blank stares from the both of them, but then I was hardly expecting anything else. On the other hand, it’s just the two of them. And I’m not in one of the interview rooms, not being offered a lawyer or read my rights.

			‘Look, Pete and I were close. You know that, everyone in the station knows that.’ I’ve been standing to attention, on my guard, but now I force myself to relax a little. Make this feel like an informal chat rather than a dressing-down. It might work.

			‘I had heard.’ Bailey’s voice is all snark, but that’s better than anger, right?

			‘It wasn’t like that, sir. I know what station gossip’s like. Two officers working closely together, they must be having an affair. Only, we’re detectives, aren’t we? We don’t do supposition, we do facts. And the fact is Pete and I weren’t fucking each other. We were friends. And we were both working on the same operation. He was undercover, I was first contact should he need anything. You know all this. You authorised the whole thing in the first place.’

			For a moment I think I’ve got him convinced. Somewhere deep down, hidden under the machismo and management by bullying, Bailey’s a good detective. Dan Penny, on the other hand, is the closest thing to a talking piece of shit I’ve ever met.

			‘Come off it, Fairchild. You were in his house wearing latex gloves. That’s a potential crime scene and you were tampering with it despite being told to back off the investigation into DI Copperthwaite’s death.’

			‘How is it a potential crime scene, Dan? Pete hadn’t even been there for a fortnight. He was working undercover, remember?’

			‘Nevertheless, you shouldn’t have been there, Constable. You knew that, and yet you still chose to disobey a direct order.’

			There’s something about Bailey’s tone that kills my snappy retort. When I left here the last time I was still in shock, still coming to terms with Pete’s death. I couldn’t understand why everyone seemed to blame me for that when it clearly wasn’t my fault. Stupid, really. I assumed they were all in shock too, and their anger was just a knee-jerk reaction. Now I know it’s something far more serious. They really mean to make me a scapegoat for this. Bailey set me up perfectly. He knew exactly what I’d do. Christ, he probably even had Penny tailing me, ready to pounce when I crossed the line. They want me out, because then it’s easy to blame me and sweep everything under the carpet. Idiot that I am, I walked straight into their trap.
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			‘We have come here today to remember before God our brother, Peter Copperthwaite.’

			I don’t really do churches. Got that all out of my system at school. There was a time I loved the ceremony, the singing, the sense of shared purpose, but then I saw through the lie. Or I became a teenager and rebelled the way all teenagers do. Whatever the reason, church and me don’t really get along any more. I’ve skipped out on quite a few weddings just to avoid the awkwardness of having to explain why I’m not going to accept the inevitable christening invitation a year down the line.

			But I still do funerals, even if I’m starting to have second thoughts about this one.

			Pete didn’t have many friends outside of the police service. Those of us who worked with him are huddled together at the front. Twenty or so people in a nave built for a congregation of hundreds. The vicar’s almost as old as the church, his face as grey and lined as the plaster cracking from the walls. He’s wearing a simple cassock that looks enormous on him, weighing him down like the mountain of sins he’s forgiven. I don’t know if he knew Pete at all, but he’s doing his best.

			I can see the coffin from where I’m standing, near the back of the small crowd. Plain, cheap, it was carried in here by six uniformed officers who probably didn’t even know Pete at all. I don’t know why that makes me angry, but it does. I fight back the tears anyway. Damned if I’m going to let any of this lot see me cry.

			‘To commit his body to be cremated.’

			I’ve not really been listening to the vicar, but as he speaks those words I’m reminded of the fire in the wastebasket, set to burn the whole building down and cover up the crime. Is it my imagination, or can I smell that smoke again? Two fat candles flicker on the altar, twin trails of black drifting up from their yellow flames. Maybe that’s what has set me off. It’s been two weeks since he died and there hasn’t been a day when I’ve not thought about that room, that fire, Pete’s bruised and beaten body. I’ve no idea how the investigation is coming along. Nobody will speak to me about it. I made a formal statement to DCI Bain, but nobody has come back to me for anything more. Almost as if I no longer exist.

			‘Let us commend Peter to the mercy of God, our maker and redeemer.’

			Time slips forward and the coffin is being carried out again, a sombre line of black uniforms following on behind. A grey-haired old man, hunched with arthritis and walking slowly with the aid of a cane must be Pete’s father, retired police sergeant Henry Copperthwaite. The tiny woman by his side is his wife, Marjory. They both look at me, but only briefly. No more attention than they give any of the other people here. Then they’re gone, following their son’s body to the crematorium, where new flames can finish what the old flames failed to do. His ashes will be buried in a small pot beside his grandparents, somewhere on the North Yorkshire moors, and in time – a short time if the look of them is anything to go by – Henry and Marjory will join him. This church service is for them more than anyone.

			Detective Superintendent Bailey stares at me for longer than is polite as he shuffles past. It looks like he’s going to ignore me, but at the last moment he stops. His scowl of annoyance at my presence here is a small victory.

			‘Professional Standards want to interview you. First thing tomorrow morning.’

			His tone surprises me, and I get the distinct impression that if I’d not been here, seen in his presence by at least two dozen other police officers, the message would have somehow been ‘forgotten’ and not reached me. It’s not as if I had any plans for tomorrow though, and this was going to happen sooner or later.

			‘I’ll be there.’ I hold his gaze until he breaks eye contact, then wait until he’s long gone before joining the few stragglers.

			‘It’s Constance isn’t it? Con?’

			I turn to see a woman dressed almost as inappropriately for a funeral as me. She’s got a thin black woollen cardy on, but that’s about it as far as mourning goes. I don’t recognise her for a moment, then the young face I’ve seen in a few photographs at Pete’s place morphs itself onto the older one in front of me.

			‘Veronica?’

			Pete’s ex-wife smiles, wrinkles spreading from the corners of her eyes. ‘I don’t think we’ve ever actually met before.’ She holds out a hand and I shake it lightly. ‘Peter spoke very highly of you though. I must say, I’m surprised not to see you in uniform. Everyone else is.’

			‘I quit.’ It’s not quite the truth, but it gets to the essence of it.

			‘Not over what happened to Peter, I hope?’

			‘Partly. Indirectly, I suppose.’ I lean against the end of a pew, unsure where this conversation is going or why I’m even having it. The church is empty now, save for a verger tidying up around the altar. He snuffs the candles and the smell of burning flesh grows stronger.

			‘You going to the wake?’ I ask, not really sure what to say.

			‘With a bunch of coppers? Why do you think I left in the first place?’ Her smile is at odds with the occasion, but suits her face just fine.

			‘I didn’t realise you were police.’

			‘Not for a long time now, but that’s how Peter and I first met. We came through training together. He went through the fast track and ended up in plain clothes. I stuck to uniform.’ She shoves her hands into her pockets. ‘You want to get a coffee? Got to be better than standing here chatting, right?’

			Mid-afternoon, I’d more likely be looking for something a bit stronger than coffee, but what the hell? This woman was married to Pete for almost ten years. Least I can do is give her a bit of my time. It’s not as if I need to be anywhere else, after all.

			We’re in a chain coffee shop just around the corner from the church. Veronica’s drinking something with ice in it, which seems to defeat the point of coffee as far as I’m concerned. My double hit of dark espresso lasted all of thirty seconds, so maybe she’s onto something.

			‘They wouldn’t tell me how Peter died,’ she says after we’ve dispensed with the small talk. ‘I spoke to his boss, Gordon Bailey. Never really liked him, if I’m being honest, and he’s not changed. How he made it to superintendent I’ll never know.’

			‘The length and texture of his tongue, I expect. He’s very good at being nice to the people who matter.’

			Veronica smirks into her coffee. ‘I can see why Peter liked you. And why Gordon didn’t.’ She pauses a while before continuing, the smile drifting away as she remembers why she’s here. ‘I’ll understand it if you can’t tell me either. I know how these things are, when there’s an ongoing investigation and stuff.’

			‘You know, no one’s actually debriefed me on the operation. Not properly. I gave them a statement two weeks ago, but no one’s told me what I can and can’t say about it. They’re all too busy trying to work out how to hang the blame on me, I guess.’

			‘But you don’t want to talk about it.’

			It’s not a question, but I can see the subtle probing behind it. I’ve spent enough years interviewing suspects to know when I’m on the other side of the metaphorical table.

			‘What is it you do?’ I ask. ‘Pete never said. Never talked about you much at all, really.’

			‘I work in security. Personal protection.’

			I look at her more closely. She’s about my height, about Pete’s age. Not particularly bulky or strong, although it’s hard to tell given her loose-fitting clothes. She doesn’t have the face of someone who spends long hours in the gym or the ring though.

			‘Admin mostly, these days. And the agency I work for does a lot of private investigation work as well. There’s a surprising overlap. Sorry about the interrogation.’

			‘Nothing to apologise for. You were only asking questions.’ I sit back in my chair, stare at my tiny espresso cup and wonder if I need another. ‘As to how Pete died, he was working undercover, his cover was blown and the people we were after killed him. Then they set fire to the building he was in to try and cover their tracks, only I was on my way there, arrived before the fire had taken hold. I . . . found him.’

			Veronica’s face darkens into a scowl. ‘Is that why they suspended you? They suspect you of blowing his cover? Ridiculous.’

			‘They want a scapegoat, and I’m not exactly loved by all in the unit.’

			‘Let me guess. Not many female detectives.’

			‘There’s a few of us. I’m probably a bit more free with my opinions than the rest. Less bothered about scrambling up the greasy pole too.’

			‘Less tolerant of your male colleagues’ wandering hands and casual misogyny, I suppose.’

			I think about the station banter, the rough machismo that always gets excused as a coping mechanism for the stress of the job. Not something I’ll miss, if I’m being honest.

			‘Did you speak to Pete often?’ I ask, turning the attention away from me and my story. Veronica takes a slow drink from her coffee before answering.

			‘Not a lot, no. We used to do Christmas cards, but that dried up a few years back. I sometimes emailed him if I needed a favour, but we’ve been divorced almost ten years now. Gone our separate ways. I’ve been trying to remember when I last spoke to him on the phone and it must have been eight, nine months ago? Can’t think when we were last in the same room together.’

			‘And yet you came to his funeral.’ I pick up my cup, turn it round and round, watching the tiny drip of dark brown liquid pooled in the bottom.

			‘I didn’t hate him. Well, maybe for a while, but that was a long time ago. We just stopped loving each other, that’s all. He had his career as a detective and I . . . didn’t.’

			‘Why did you leave? The Met, that is.’

			‘Wandering hands and casual misogyny probably sums it up best. I’d had enough, and someone made me a better offer.’ Veronica reaches into the small patent leather bag she brought with her, takes out a business card and slides it across the table to me. I pick it up, see a company logo, an address in Birmingham, the name Veronica Copperthwaite and a title that’s somewhat more senior than admin.

			‘You kept his surname?’

			‘Call me sentimental. Also, I had enough trouble growing up as Roni Potts. People take me more seriously this way.’

			There’s more to it than that, I can tell. I’m more interested in why she’s giving me her business card.

			‘I’m not looking for a job right now, you know.’ I go to hand the card back to her, but she doesn’t take it.

			‘I’m not offering you one right now either. Keep it though.’ She nods at the card. ‘You never know. You might change your mind. And so might I.’
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