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Chapter 1 The Body
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Ren Drake would never have become a detective if he’d turned left that day.

It was a sweltering September day in Newhaven, the kind where the air hung thick and heavy, shimmering above the pavement like a mirage. Ren, an auxiliary police officer from the station of Golden Horse, had been on his job for over six months and had gotten his patrol route down to a fine art: he’d set off on Hillside Terrace, check out the mahjong houses (and cadge a cup of green tea from one of the owners), make sure the gambling did not get out of hand, break up an occasional fight, then turn to Stonewall Street, and turn left like he always did onto Ridge Road.

But just the day before, he’d had to step in between two grannies clawing each other’s eyes out over the rightful claim to a spot on Ridge Road for square dancing. Each side insisted she’d come first. Simona the Spitfire said she’d been dancing here every night without fail for years. The other, Alma the Fusspot, said her house was just 50 metres away and it made sense for her to claim this spot nearest to her home.

To the retirees, square dancing was a serious pursuit and turf wars broke out quite often, sometimes leading to injuries and very rarely, a death.

For his trouble in breaking up the fight, Ren got several scratches on his hands and arms and only had his face spared because both ladies were too short to reach it. He knew the truce was temporary at best, and the ladies might be at each other’s throats again despite the early hours, so Ren hesitated and turned right, onto Glen Road, aka Trash Trail. With no small degree of reluctance. Still, a foul odour was preferable to a foul temper.

He braced himself for the inevitable assault on his senses from the Newhaven Metropolitan Waste Disposal Facility, a landfill that was still more than two miles away from the street and affectionately called the Junk Jungle by the locals. A major employer in the district, the landfill was almost single-handedly responsible for driving sixty per cent of the residents out of the area. The stench was an unholy cocktail of rotting food, decaying matter, and chemical effluvia, made all the more pungent by the oppressive heat. On particularly bad days, the miasma seemed to take on a life of its own, creeping into every nook and cranny, clinging to clothes and hair with dogged persistence.

During his first patrol past this street, Ren had puked his breakfast and couldn’t eat anything for the rest of the day. Six months later and he still wasn’t accustomed to it.

He quickened his pace to get out of this block as fast as possible. It was mid-morning and back-to-school season, so few people were out and about on the street. Ren nodded at an old man shuffling down from the other end of the street. The old man looked vaguely familiar and his clothes — a patchwork of threadbare rags held together more by dirt than stitching — identified him as a scavenger, one of several hundred who clustered around the landfill and made their livelihood from it. 

Scavengers were a dying breed in the city. With classified recycling bins and an explosion of high-rise buildings and gated communities patrolled by gimlet-eyed security guards, the scavengers who used to roam the streets trawling through trash, picking up any valuable bits for selling to recyclers later, were an increasingly rare sight. With their livelihood threatened, they’d have to resort to sneaking into gated communities and residential complexes uninvited and rifling through other people’s trash, risking discovery by security guards and residents who would report them to the police. Their life was a constant game of cat and mouse, slinking through shadows, ears pricked for any sound of approach, hearts pounding with each rustle of a bin bag.

That’s why most scavengers gave the police a wide berth.

But this old man didn’t. 

He walked straight up to Ren. ‘Officer,’ he croaked.

Ren stopped. He assessed the old man. The scavenger appeared to be in his 70s, his face a road map of wrinkles etched deep by time and hardship. His neck and hands bore the same weathered testament to a life lived rough. His back was stooped like a question mark, as if perpetually searching the ground for discarded treasures. Ren couldn’t help but notice the man’s persistent cough and slightly trembling hands — an inevitable consequence of prolonged exposure to the landfill’s toxic brew.

Up close, the old man’s landfill odour became more pronounced. Ren pretended not to notice. ‘Yes?’ he asked, trying not to breathe too deeply.

‘Come with me,’ the old man rasped, turning around and starting to walk without waiting for a reply.

Confused, Ren followed the old man. Was there some dispute the old man wanted him to mediate?

The old man walked with a shuffling gait. His frail form swayed with each step, like a reed in a gentle breeze. Every movement seemed to require monumental effort. Ren followed patiently. He made an effort to regulate his breathing as they drew nearer to a place near the landfill. 

A ramshackle shantytown sprawled before them, a haphazard collection of makeshift dwellings cobbled together from corrugated iron sheets, rusted tin roofs, and walls of flattened cardboard boxes. The smells punched Ren in the face like a physical fist. He made a mental note to always bring an N95 mask on patrols in the future. Or he should buy a full-face respirator with activated carbon filters, the kind used by hazmat teams tackling chemical spills.

The old man walked past the shantytown, squeezed through an alley lined with perilously piled recycled cardboard and a hodgepodge of salvaged materials — tangles of copper wire, stacks of old newspapers, crushed aluminium cans, and the occasional electronic device well past its prime — and a mountain of bottles. The old man stopped and pointed. ‘There.’

Ren followed the old man’s pointing finger and saw nothing but garbage. The scene before him was an apocalyptic tableau of human excess: a vast, undulating sea of refuse stretched as far as the eye could see. Mounds of plastic bags billowed in the fetid breeze like toxic tumbleweeds. Broken furniture jutted out at odd angles, creating a jagged skyline of discarded dreams. The air was thick with the sickly-sweet stench of decay, while clouds of flies buzzed incessantly, their drone a hellish symphony. Here and there, wisps of noxious vapour rose from the depths of the pile, adding an eerie, almost volcanic quality to the landscape.

‘What am I looking at?’ Ren asked, his voice muffled as he tried to breathe through his mouth.

‘There,’ the old man pointed again, his trembling finger more insistent.

Ren squinted. This time, he saw it.

Protruding from the bottom of the hill of garbage, clad in a pair of worn blue sneakers, were a pair of human feet.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 2 The Dead Man
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Ren’s heart leapt into his throat.

It wasn’t the first time he’d seen a body. Growing up in a village with an average age of over 60, he was accustomed to burying one or two villagers per year and knew everything there was to know about a dead body, from the strangely serene face of a recently deceased to the smell of decay to the maggots staking their claim on the corpse.

Still, it was the first time he’d faced a death while on the job. 

Wait a tick, who’s to say the person was dead? 

All Ren could see was a pair of shoes with a small stretch of ankle attached to it. The rest of the body was buried deep beneath the mountain of refuse.

Ren approached gingerly, careful not to touch anything that might upset the precarious balance of the trash heap and cause a landslide. ‘Is he or she still alive?’

The old man said nothing.

‘We need help. We’ve got to dig them out,’ Ren said. ‘Will you go and see if you can rouse some of your friends?’

The old man turned around and started shuffling slowly towards the shantytown. Ren doubted if he’d make it back before the sun set.

Ren squatted down carefully and touched the sneakers. They were blue, old, worn, and likely a man’s, judging by the size. He touched the exposed skin of the ankle. It was cold.

Not holding his breath, he called the station and requested backup.

‘Don’t just stand there twiddling your thumbs while waiting for us, you numpty!’ Luke Cohen shouted into the phone. Ren’s direct supervising officer seemed to have had it in for him since day one, and nothing Ren did could please Luke.

‘I’m worried that if I try to drag him out, the rubbish pile might collapse and bury us both,’ Ren explained calmly. Luke was a tyrant who showered abuse instead of attention on his subordinates. Ren had long learned not to take it personally. 

‘Use your noggin, you muppet. You’re at Junk Jungle. The folks who work there have tools, machines. Get them to dig out the poor sod. And do it quick, before you manage to balls up this situation even more.’ Luke hung up.

Ren admitted the man had a point. He cast a look back at the shantytown. Not a soul stirred. Giving up hope that the old man could arrive with help, Ren set off at a run to the management office of the landfill.

Fifteen minutes later, he came back with a reluctant trio of landfill employees and a Caterpillar 320 excavator. The operator directed the machine to dig out the body. With surgical precision, the excavator’s massive claw delicately peeled away layers of garbage, revealing more and more of the lifeless form beneath. It was like watching a macabre archaeological dig, Ren mused.

The body, now fully exposed, belonged to a man in his mid-twenties. He was alarmingly thin, his frame almost lost in the sea of detritus that clung to him. His clothes, though soiled beyond recognition, were reasonably stylish. His face, smeared with grime and unnamed fluids, bore an expression of surprise, eyes shut tight as if trying to block out his final moments. Despite the layers of filth, Ren couldn’t spot any obvious external injuries.

‘Scavenger, you reckon?’ Quinn Twitty peered over Ren’s shoulder.

Ren’s partner was supposed to be on patrol with him, but Quinn had snuck away quietly to play World of Warcraft as was his habit, just as he’d quietly snuck back here before the brass realised he’d played hooky.

‘Bit young for that game, isn’t he?’ Ren mused. He’d have to ask the old man and the residents of the shantytown later.

‘Probably took a tumble, caused an avalanche of rubbish, and got himself squashed,’ Quinn speculated, his tone disturbingly chipper.

Ren said nothing, though he was of a similar opinion. Still, if the dead man wasn’t a scavenger, on account of his youth and relatively better clothes, what was he doing here?

Ren had called for an ambulance, which arrived in time to pronounce the man they’d dug out was dead on scene. The paramedics grumbled about having to stink up the ambulance with the body, but it was their job.

‘I’ll hitch a ride with the meat wagon,’ Quinn said quickly. ‘You stay and secure the scene.’

Ren nodded. Getting the worst job was par for the course for the rookie. Though, he wasn’t sure what there was to secure. The man likely died of an accidental death. Maybe the only thing noteworthy was the cause—being crushed by a mountain of garbage. It might make for an interesting cautionary tale but he doubted there was anything for the police to be involved in.

Still, he did not complain and stayed put.

The old man who’d brought him here reappeared almost an hour later, alone. He noticed the excavator slowly trundling away. ‘The man’s gone?’ He indicated the hole in the garbage hill.

Ren nodded.

‘Did he kick the bucket?’ the old man asked.

‘I’m afraid so. Did you know him?’ Ren described the deceased’s appearance and attire.

The old man looked thoughtful. ‘Just some bloke who used to hang about these parts.’

‘Not one of your lot?’

‘You mean a scavenger? Nah.’ After a pause, the old man smiled and added, ‘Well, maybe in a manner of speaking.’

Ren waited for him to elaborate.

‘He’d come round here, trading used car parts. Bit of a grease monkey, looking for cheap bits and bobs. Must’ve thought our prices were too steep. Snuck back here one night after a deal down south and got caught nicking parts from one of the old codgers living here.’ The old man jerked his thumb over his shoulder in a vague direction of the shantytown. ‘Gave him a proper hiding. Limped off all black and blue. Never showed his mug here in daylight again.’

‘So you reckon he came back for another go at those parts?’ Ren asked.

The old man gave a noncommittal shrug.

Ren thought the dead man was lucky—if such a concept could indeed apply to the dead—that the old man stumbled across him today. Buried in the way he was under that pile of garbage, the body was unnoticeable. Without the old man, the body would probably not be found for another week or so, by which time even the stench of garbage could not hide the putrid smell of decomposing flesh.

‘Got a name for him?’ Ren asked. ‘We’ll need to notify his family.’

‘No idea. But he works at Morton’s Motors. Saw him sporting one of those fancy shirts with the garage’s logo.’ The old man coughed violently. His entire body shook with each hack, his thin frame looking as if it might snap under the force of the convulsions. The fit lasted for what seemed an eternity, leaving the old man gasping for air, his face an alarming shade of puce.

‘You alright there?’ Ren asked. ‘Do you need some water?’ He glanced around, finding no place where he could get said water that was drinkable and wasn’t filled with germs. He unhitched his own water bottle from his belt.

The old man waved away the offer. ‘I’m right as rain.’

Ren was about to offer to walk the old man back to his house (if it could be called that) when he got a call.

‘Still knee-deep in rubbish?’ Quinn asked.

‘Unfortunately,’ Ren said.

‘Hard cheese, mate. You’re in for some proper bin diving.’ Quinn’s voice was part sympathetic, part gleeful.

‘What’s the treasure hunt for?’

‘Some kind of heavy object. Blunt. The back of the poor sod’s head is practically caved in. He got walloped by something. Hit hard. Loopy Luke’s sending two more officers your way.’

Ren put his phone back into his pocket and winced. A hot September day spent garbage diving, not one of his finest moments as an auxiliary officer.

Ren turned to the old man. ‘Don’t suppose you’ve got any N95 masks lying about?’
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Chapter 3 John Doe
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Ren dragged his bone-weary body home at the end of the shift. It was past 10 pm. He unlocked the front door of the apartment and called out, ‘Twenty-one, I’m home!’

The orange tabby leapt down from Ren’s bed and sauntered up, giving him a perfunctory meow as a greeting. A second later, all his hackles rose, he arched his back and hissed loudly at Ren.

‘What’s got your whiskers in a twist?’ Ren sniffed his sleeves. ‘I showered at the station. Twice, mind you.’

Twenty-one backed away from Ren and meowed loudly in protest. 

The orange tabby of indeterminate age was a feline squatter who’d come with the apartment, a furry legacy left behind by its previous tenants. He wasn’t there when Ren moved in, but a week later, Ren discovered him lounging in the bathtub like a king on his porcelain throne. Ren tried and failed to shoo it away and ended up having to feed the cheeky feline. A month later, he christened him after the apartment unit number. It was either that or ‘Bathtub Bandit’, and Ren figured Twenty-one had a better ring to it.
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