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    Guts for Garters   is the first in an explosive new series featuring the Alley Cats and DI Georgia Johnson as they make lives for themselves on London’s meanest streets


    Life’s not easy growing up on the Aviary Estate in South London. Alysha and her mates have survived being abused by people who should have cared for them, their lives ruined by crime and deprivation. Now they’re taking control of the estate so children can grow up safe with real prospects in life.


    When a rival gang starts encroaching on their territory, Alysha and the Alley Cats decide to teach them a lesson. The last thing they expect is to find one of their rivals murdered on their patch. The last thing they want is for the police to start sniffing around. But DI Georgia Johnson wants answers. Johnson trusts Alysha – but will she still trust her when she realises her prized informant is leading a gang herself? When another body is found – a teenage girl this time – Alysha decides to frame the evil leader of the rival gang … but he has a few nasty surprises of his own in store for the Alley Cats girls.
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    Brian, who will always be my hero.
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    One


    The blade of the machete was sharp, and Alysha’s aim was practiced and precise. It sliced into the skin between the inch-high letters – SLR – that adorned Burak Kaya’s muscular forearm.


    Kaya drew a sharp intake of breath as the pain hit. Dark blood erupted and snaked downward, onto and over his wrist, onto the dirt and grime of the concrete floor. He was tied up in a derelict garage, Alysha’s three lieutenants standing guard. This was the Aviary Estate in South London, where killing came easy but respect was a lot harder to come by.


    Alysha Achter had earned that respect. Fifteen years old, she was a queen, the leading light of the Alley Cats, the all-girl gang that owned this territory. She made the rules and no one was going to fuck with her or the residents of the Aviary any more. Those days were over. All the top Alley Cat soldiers had grown up on the estate, been abused as children, become under-age prostitutes or thieves or muggers. All had been users of hard drugs to get them through. Some had been young’uns and firearm-holders for the drug barons who fed their habits. Some had ended up in institutions, others in foster homes, where they were abused again.


    Now things were going to be very different.


    The Alley Cats ran the Aviary now. They made the ‘corn’, the money, on the estate. All drugs, weapons, and street trade around the estate belonged to them, and they had big plans for how the profits would be spent. They didn’t want violence and fear; they wanted families, kids of their own, but they wanted a better life for them first. They wanted them to have opportunities, opportunities which weren’t limited to selling drugs, prostitution, thieving, or prison. Right now there was nowhere for kids to be kids. The estate playgrounds were vandalised and burnt, the community hall closed down, the shops boarded up. The council had refused grants to improve the estate, so the Alley Cats were doing it their way. They had recruited nearly forty soldiers and these girls now policed the estate. They sold drugs only to existing users, no kids, and they pimped their girls fairly and gave them good protection on the streets.


    Despite the endemic problems it was a large and thriving estate, so a lot of nearby gangs were targeting it. The Alley Cats knew this; they also knew if they were to keep their territory safe so the residents could walk around without fear of being mugged, or worse, then they had to send the message that this was their territory. Anyone that dissed them, who broke their rules, had to pay.


    Kaya squeezed his face taut and threw his head back as he waited for the agonizing pain to subside. When Tink and Lox had tied him up they’d used rope to bind his upper torso to the back of the chair, then secured each of his legs to a chair leg, leaving his groin accessible so that the girls could get a good aim if they decided to stamp his balls in. They had also stripped him of his sweatshirt, and snapped his silver chain, breaking its symbolic SLR charm into pieces and dropping them on the floor in front of him.


    Leaving his torso bare for the punishment it would endure. Kaya was well known to the Alley Cats. He was a top lieutenant for Harisha Celik, his cousin, the leader of the South London Rulers gang from a neighbouring estate. The Alley Cats had recently discovered that Celik had taken over this garage on the Aviary. He had first had the owners’ car stolen. It had belonged to a couple of pensioners from the Raven block, and Celik knew if he took their old Nissan, then they wouldn’t bother using their lock-up. He had broken in, changed the lock, and now used the space to store an assignment of weapons smuggled in from Europe.


    To add insult to injury, he hadn’t even given the pensioners any corn for nicking their car.


    Celik needed to learn a lesson, and the perfect opportunity arose when they caught Burak Kaya red-handed on their territory, together with Celik’s girlfriend, Melek Yismaz. The two of them were sneaking into the lock-up with two cases of machetes and handguns.


    The Alley Cats had pounced on the pair and had taken them hostage. Kaya was tied to the chair. They had tied Melek to the inside of the door to the lock-up to watch. It wasn’t Alley Cat policy to hurt, or start a fight, with another girl, even if the girl was in an enemy gang, or a rival’s baby mother. But heaven help any girl that picked a fight with an Alley Cat. A screwdriver, a cricket ball, even a knife in the gut: if that’s what it took to protect their territory – and one another – they’d do it. All the girls had learned to fight well; they’d had to, to survive on the estate. All were prepared to fight to the death for the other girls, and the estate kids, and anyone else who was vulnerable or bullied on their territory. They saw it as their job. And today was a working day.


    Melek was tall, leggy, and olive-skinned. Her long dark hair hung down her back, reaching way past her shapely bottom. The Alley Cats had tied her hands to the garage door handle, allowing her a good view of the torture they were bestowing on Kaya, knowing she would report it all back to Celik. Melek shivered as she watched. Cried her pretty dark eyes out.


    None of this had been planned beforehand, it was just a lucky catch. Panther and Tink had been on Alley Cat business around the estate when they stumbled across Kaya and Melek sneaking into the lock-up. The girls had been photographing the estate playground. The ground was covered in dog shit, and huge rats scurried around, feasting on mouldering fast food containers that had been left to rot. The playground had been set fire to so many times that the estate kids had to look elsewhere for recreation, and the council did nothing to help.


    The girls had their own plans for the neighbourhood. Panther was going to give self-defence lessons to the estate women as soon as the community hall was repaired and open. She’d already taught Lox how to fight properly, how to use her teeth or stiletto while locating her weapon – shank, broken bottle, or the .38 that top ACs now carried when they needed to. Lox wanted to make records, or be a DJ or an accountant, she hadn’t fully decided yet. She’d gone to a top school and was good with numbers. She did all the book-keeping for the ACs and was in charge of the rebuilding plans the girls were making.


    So Harisha Celik trespassing on the Aviary, taking a garage from pensioners, and using it to store weapons – and drugs which he intended to sell to children – had more than insulted Alysha. She had been waiting patiently for this opportunity and, now she had it, she was burning with anger. She dug the edge of the machete into the open skin on Kaya’s arm. He screamed in pain.


    ‘And he calls us pussies,’ Panther laughed sarcastically, raising her eyes to heaven.


    Panther bore many scars from past scraps. She was capable of taking anyone on and coming out on top. She was tall – over six feet though only sixteen – Jamaican, and angry. Her mother had died when she was four, and she and her older brother had been in and out of care until her uncle took her in when she was eight. He regularly abused Panther, and prostituted her to make money. When she was fourteen the brother she’d never really known died of gunshot wounds and her uncle had a stroke which confined him to a chair. It was left to Panther to look after him and to make enough money to provide for them both, which she had dutifully done by continuing to work as a prostitute, for Alysha’s pimp. That was how they’d met. When Panther’s uncle died a few months later, she moved into Alysha’s top floor flat on Sparrow block of the Aviary and became an Alley Cat lieutenant. Her job in the gang was pimping the street girls, looking out for them and protecting them from vicious punters.


    Alysha handed the machete to Lox, whose street name came from her waist-length hair – and her aptitude for picking any lock in record time.


    Lox had run away from her alcoholic mother and a father who had sexually abused her from an early age. She started working the streets, alone, to make enough corn to buy drugs, which was how Alysha had met her. The local pimp had found Lox on his territory, trying to get punters, and started to beat her for trespassing on his patch. Fourteen-year-old Alysha had been chosen as his ‘mistress’ a year earlier. He was a violent pervert, and Alysha hated him, but had chosen him over being alone, over screwing up to twelve punters a day for him. Alysha intervened on Lox’s behalf and persuaded the pimp to take her on as one of his whores. Lox looked young for her age, so was hired out to well-paying and sadistic punters who liked hurting underage girls. But Lox was angry and always hurt back when they abused her. The pimp regularly beat her because she bit or kicked the punters when they burned her. Alysha liked her spirit, saw gang potential in her. When Alysha, single-handedly, took on the pimp and took over his territory, she immediately offered Lox a way out of prostitution. Alysha taught Lox about surviving on the Aviary, got her off drugs, and invited her to live in the Sparrow block flat. Lox did so well that Alysha made her a lieutenant in the Alley Cats. Lox repaid Alysha with fierce loyalty and Alysha adored her; they would lay down their lives for one another.


    Lox took the machete from Alysha and brought it down across Burak Kaya’s upper arm. Fresh blood erupted, and Kaya let out a huge wail in pain.


    Panther was holding a large roll of black gaffer tape. She pulled a piece about six inches in length from the roll, bit it free, then moved to secure it across his mouth with her large hands, white and floral plastic nails digging into his skin. Kaya jerked his head away, puffed out his cheeks, and spat a mouthful of sticky phlegm at her. It landed on the dark brown skin of Panther’s cleavage and the edge of her leopard-print T-shirt.


    No sooner had it landed than Tink retaliated. She swiftly planted her pink Doc Martens boot hard into Burak Kaya’s balls.


    Tink, too, had grown up on the Aviary. Her mother was an addict and Tink had no idea who her father was. As kids, Alysha and Tink were close friends, living from hand to mouth. Alysha’s mother had died when she was less than a year old and she’d grown up with an alcoholic father who was never around. She and Tink used to stand together outside the fried chicken shop and beg for scraps. One day a dealer approached them and offered them money to run errands for him. They were about six years old and happily agreed to deliver drugs and hide guns for him when the feds were around. Eventually both girls went on the game, and then Alysha was taken in, at the age of thirteen, by the pimp, to be used for his sadistic pleasures alone. Once Alysha had taken control of the territory she took Tink, like Lox, out of the misery of prostitution. Tink had lived on Sparrow block on the Aviary, same as Alysha, but in the flat one floor down. Now, like Panther and Lox, she had moved in to Alysha’s place. Officially, Alysha lived there with her father, but her father rarely came home. When he did Alysha gave him a wad of money, and he went off to drink himself stupid until the money ran out.


    Melek Yismaz rattled the garage door she was tied to and shrieked as Tink kicked Kaya in the balls. ‘No, please!’ she screamed out. ‘That’s enough. No more.’


    ‘Gag her,’ Alysha told Panther without even glancing in Melek’s direction, ‘she’s doing my head in.’ Alysha then followed Tink and kicked Kaya in the balls, hard. As he grunted in pain, she leaned in towards him until her face was just inches from his. ‘A message for your prick of a leader. Remind him this is Alley Cat territory. Tell ’im, if he thinks he can steal from my residents, an’ do our kids with drugs, then this is just a taster. Got it?’


    He didn’t answer.


    She kicked again.


    ‘I said, ’ave ya got it?’


    Kaya’s dark eyebrows had lifted and his lips were squeezed together in pain. He still said nothing.


    ‘Yes or no?’ Alysha withdrew her boot and then kicked hard several times.


    He screwed up his face in pain but stayed silent.


    ‘He’s got a death wish,’ Panther said. She was attempting to tape Melek’s mouth. Melek was pulling her head away like a horse refusing a bit. ‘Please don’t, please!’ she pleaded. ‘I’ll keep quiet, and I’ll take your message to Harisha.’


    ‘Fine,’ Alysha said, barely turning her head more than a few inches to acknowledge her. ‘You do that.’ She leaned in to Burak again. ‘See, your cunt of a leader thinks he can take this lock-up, and sell his gear round ’ere, so until you agree to tell him that we said no, then you are gonna keep getting hurt.’


    He spat at her.


    Lightning-quick, Alysha grabbed him by the hair and pulled his head back. She lifted her leg and dug the dirty stiletto heel of her boot into the cut on his forearm.


    As he screamed out in pain, she twisted her heel further in.


    ‘The SLR owe money to two old dears on my estate,’ she told him. ‘You tell ’im to pay, or face the consequences.’


    Rivulets of perspiration were breaking out over his forehead, but Kaya stayed silent.


    She took the machete from Lox and held it in the air. ‘I’m waiting for an answer.’


    He didn’t move.


    Alysha turned to Melek. ‘You might wish your mouth was plastered up, ’cos your so-called lieutenant here’s gonna keep getting hurt until he nods his fucking head.’ She brought the machete swiftly down across of Kaya’s hand. ‘Oh dear, no wanking for you for a bit,’ she said, as more blood flowed and he screamed in pain.


    ‘Burak!’ Melek half-screamed and half- pleaded. ‘Nod your head, and let’s leave Harisha to sort it.’


    Burak shook his head. ‘Not to these pussies,’ he whispered in agony.


    Tink stubbed her cigarette out angrily on his other hand. ‘Just in case he’s left-handed. Wanking’s not nice, see.’


    His face had turned red and perspiration was running down his temples. Tears also ran from the sides of both his eyes.


    Melek was watched in horror.


    ‘See, the thing here is,’ Alysha said calmly lifting his head up again by his hair, and watching the tears spill from the side of his eyes and roll down his blood-stained neck as she kicked him continuously in the shin, ‘that you ain’t going nowhere until you nod your fucker of a head to say you’ll take the message back to your poxy leader. Message is: you can’t trespass on the Aviary, disrespect us, and get away with it. Got it?’ She watched him for a second before raising her voice and shouting into his face, continuing to kick his shin, ‘No one rips off our pensioners, you piece of shit. He pays them, in full, for the car he nicked, and a year’s rent on this lock-up. All these weapons now belong to us.’ She moved her face away from his. ‘That’s the message.’ She raised her voice. ‘Got it?’


    ‘Yeah, he’s got it.’ Melek’s voice, high-pitched and desperate.


    Alysha didn’t turn around. ‘I’m talking to him,’ she said, still kicking Kaya with her boot. ‘An’ ’e’s really pissing me off.’ She raised her voice and the machete. ‘If you don’t nod your head, this time it’s your eye. An’ you know I mean it!’


    He nodded his head.


    ‘Finally,’ Alysha said turning to her girls, ‘We are getting somewhere. She turned back to Kaya. ‘First clever fing you done today.’


    He was trying to keep his eyes on her, but he was slowly slipping into unconsciousness.


    ‘He’s said we agree,’ Melek pleaded again. ‘Now let him go.’


    ‘We want your contact for these machetes and firearms, the one in Europe,’ Alysha said. ‘Give me that, and then I’ll let you go.’


    Nothing.


    ‘Tell us, and you can go,’ Panther said to him.


    Kaya was silent.


    Alysha shook her head and turned to the other girls. ‘He’s not answering again, how rude’s that?’ She stood up and pulled a small, but very sharp, knife from her boot. ‘’Fraid you ’ave to learn,’ she said. ‘It’s fingers this time.’


    ‘No. Don’t! Stop!’ Melek shrieked wiggling desperately trying to release herself from the door-handle she was tied to. ‘He doesn’t know who the contact is in Europe. Neither do I, or I’d definitely tell you. But if you let him go, I’ll give you my word that I’ll find out, from Harisha, and I’ll tell you.’


    ‘What, you think we was born yesterday?’ Panther said to her. ‘You think we’re gonna believe that you’ll do just that, fuck Harisha’s brains out believing he’ll tell you, and then you’ll come running and tell us.’


    ‘I swear I will.’


    Alysha turned to her. ‘Listen, darling, you’re more stupid than I thought. Harisha ain’t gonna tell you nothing; he ain’t even faithful to you. If his lieutenant,’ she kicked Kaya’s boot, ‘really don’t know, then Harisha ain’t gonna tell no one, ’specially not a skank he’s honking. Which, incidentally, is all you are. Once ’e’s got you up the duff, he’ll cast you aside. That’s the way it is with him.’


    ‘I know where he keeps his other weapons,’ Melek said after a beat.


    Alysha and the girls looked at each other. Alysha turned to Burak Kaya. He had gone a very pale colour. She turned back to Melek.


    ‘Tell, now. You need to take him away and look after him.’


    ‘You’ll let us go if I tell you?’ Melek asked.


    Alysha clicked her tongue against her teeth angrily. ‘I just said, didn’t I?’


    ‘They’re in the old war tunnel,’ Melek said, turning to look at Burak. He showed no reaction.


    ‘Where’s the war tunnel?’ Lox asked her.


    ‘It’s near Lambeth Bridge, in Keepers Street,’ Melek continued. ‘There’s a big manhole by the steps to the river. Just by that is another drain, a bigger one. It’s at the base of the steps. He keeps a padlock on it. If you can undo the padlock, there’s a rope just inside the grille, on the left, it’s fixed to the inside of the tunnel. You tie that around yourself and then you have to lower yourself down and into the tunnel. It’s narrow and it’s a long drop, but there are firearms and crates of machetes and drugs there. He sells from there. It’s safe, but hard to get in and out of.’


    ‘Where is the key to the padlock?’ Alysha asked her.


    ‘Harisha has it. He keeps it in his flat somewhere.’


    ‘I can pick it,’ Lox said.


    Alysha nodded. ‘Yeah, you can pick anything, mate.’


    ‘Except a decent bloke,’ Tink teased.


    ‘Let him loose,’ Alysha said to Panther.


    She turned back to Melek and looked at her. ‘Your fella is the lowest of the low, don’t you know that? He’s robbing old pensioners, and filling eight-year-olds with crack.’


    ‘And you are so much better, I suppose,’ Melek spat back. ‘If I don’t get Burak to hospital, he’s gonna die.’


    ‘We ain’t cut any arteries,’ Alysha told her. ‘An’ we only sell drugs to addicts, not to kids. An’ we look after the elderly on this estate, and help the addicts when they want it. So don’t you give me all your fucking lip.’ She held Melek’s angry eyes, then she said evenly, ‘Lower than your man ain’t born, you must know that. If you get fed up being pushed about, and want proper loyalty, we’re recruiting soldiers. But you’d have to pass a lot of tests, cos you’re well fucked up with that lot, an’ you’re the loser, believe me. So, till we’re sure of a soldier, they stay the enemy, got it?’


    ‘Fuck off.’


    ‘Get them out of here,’ Alysha said to Panther.


    Albert Wilkins was standing at the side of the window watching the goings on the estate grounds below his first floor flat. He was a nervy man in his early seventies, thin and small, with fine, thinning hair and astute, but frightened, blue eyes. He was holding back the frayed pink and yellow floral-patterned curtain that covered their lounge window. His fingers, nails bitten down to the quick, twitched nervously as he watched Melek Yismaz with Burak Kaya’s arm draped around her shoulders, practically dragging him across the estate grounds.


    ‘Someone out there looks as if he’s half dead,’ he shouted to his wife. ‘He’s bleeding like a pig in an abattoir. There’s a girl with him. Come and look, Vera! It looks as if she’s dragging him.’


    ‘None of our business,’ came the reply. ‘Less we see, less we know.’ Vera walked into the room and saw Albert looking out the window. ‘Get away from there before you’re seen! Get away, d’you hear? If someone’s dead, we don’t want to get involved.’


    ‘They can’t see me.’


    ‘They can, and they know who lives here.’ She raised her voice yet again. ‘Let the curtain go and move away from the window, will you, or they’ll come after us again.’


    Albert ignored her. He pulled glasses from the pocket of his home-knitted cardigan, and pushed them on and moved in closer to the window.


    ‘I’ve seen them before. I know who that boy is.’


    Vera hurried back into the kitchen.


    ‘It’s one of them Turkish boys,’ he shouted to her. ‘I don’t know which one, but it’s one of the ones that broke all your eggs when they tripped you up and you tore all your tights and grazed your legs. You know, when they stole your pension money and your keys.’


    ‘For Christ’s sake, Al! Less we know, the better. Who knows what any of them are capable of now? The police never sort anything and we can’t stand up for ourselves.’ Her voice cracked. ‘Al, please, leave the curtain be. They’ve got the car, just leave it be.’


    ‘He’s being dragged, or half carried, by that dark girl. And that’s blood, or I’m an elephant. It’s leaking all over the ground.’


    There was a rattle of china teacups, but Vera didn’t answer.

  


  
    Two


    14:00 Monday


    Georgia Johnson enjoyed the challenges of being a DI in South London. The murder department especially was always busy. In this area of London, gang warfare was fast accelerating, and shootings and stabbings over territory were becoming everyday occurrences. When a gang leader was sent down by the police, or taken out by a rival, another gang usually emerged, and the turf, the territory, was taken over. Often, some of the previous gang would reunite and fight for their old turf, which usually resulted in a lot of bloodshed.


    Being black as well as female, in a force like the Met, still meant you had to work harder to prove your worth, despite all the race and gender equality pamphlets that were handed out at regular intervals within the department. Georgia ignored the jokes and remarks made at her expense, despite knowing she could pull any of those responsible into a disciplinary, but she chose to let the discrimination wash over her head. She’d joined the force to catch criminals, and she was doing well. She was quite young, at just over thirty, to have made DI, but her sights were set much higher. Murder investigations were all-consuming and usually exhausting, but the feeling of euphoria when her team had tracked and caught a killer, and she stood in court watching the families of the victims seeing justice done for their loved ones, knowing their own lives could move on because of it, was worth everything she had been through to catch that killer.


    Georgia was strong and independent. Her Caribbean mother and her Indian father were both doctors, and her four siblings had followed suit; only her sister had also moved a little towards the world of crime, becoming a forensic biologist. Georgia was the youngest of the children. At one time she’d aspired to be a physiotherapist, but had changed her mind at fifteen, after the winter’s night when she walked home, at nine o’clock, across Clapham Common, disobeying her parents’ rule to never walk there alone in the dark. That fateful night changed her life.


    The man that raped her could still be alive and free. Georgia had no idea who he was, although she would never forget his voice, or the words he spoke after he brutally stole her virginity. She had been too afraid of the consequences to ever tell anyone what had happened that night. Even all these years later she never spoke of it. There was no point, she thought. No evidence now. But the mental scars had never healed; and even all these years later, if she closed her eyes, she could still hear that voice, and feel her heart beating in terror as the memory of her knickers being torn from her young body jumped back into her brain. Then the reek of stale tobacco mixed with garlic would engulf her nostrils and the ghastly sensation of his foul tongue pushing into her mouth and his penis into her virgin body, as he grunted and bounced like a wild animal, clamping his hand over her mouth while his sweaty unshaven cheek rubbed back and forth over her breast. After he was done, his heavy fingers pinched into her cheeks and he spoke those words that were implanted in her mind: I will kill you, if you tell. I will know, and I will come after you, and then I will really hurt you.


    He took her white knickers as a souvenir, pulling what was left of them from between her bare, bruised, and bleeding thighs and pushing them into his pocket, leaving her to get up from the filthy ground and limp home, bruised and terrified. Even now, if a prisoner had grubby nails, or a heavy buckle on the belt of his jeans, or smelled of stale tobacco, she had to go to the loo and wash her hands continually until the memory once again left her mind. Often just the sight of dust or dirt would start her hand-washing ritual. Working in the murder division meant she was constantly called out to dirty locations, derelict murder sites or the crime-ridden high-rise estates where gang stabbings and shootings were far too frequent. She had learned to deal with it. She kept disinfectant hand gel with her mobile phone, and never went out without either.


    Having to constantly wash her hands she felt was a small price to pay for keeping people safe and London rid of criminals. Sometimes she resented being born a woman. But if she was a man, could she really do more? She didn’t think so, even if there were some in her department who would disagree. She trained constantly and kept herself in top condition, and could outrun any of the men in her squad. And she was afraid of no one. If someone broke the law, she went after them, and if their crime involved rape, then she was like a greyhound after the hare: on their trail, chasing hard. She’d never let up, not until the perpetrator was caught and charged.


    Despite the terrifying ordeal of the rape, Georgia hadn’t shut herself off from sexual relationships. For her, intercourse was like a good massage, It helped her to focus, and unwind, particularly on demanding and difficult cases, but it could only happen in her own bed; she would never sleep in anyone else’s. And she chose her partners very carefully, never allowing any of them to get too close, though she kept the same ones. Currently there were three in her life, all very good friends as well as lovers, and chosen because she knew they wouldn’t get clingy or emotionally needy.


    Sergeant Stephanie Green, Georgia’s close friend and confidante, always said Georgia didn’t get laid often enough, but then Stephanie had to bed at least one new man every week. Stephanie collected sexual conquests, she wanted as many as she could have, but then she tired of them, often after one date. Georgia teased her about it, telling her there was Italian blood in her genes. Nothing could be further from the truth; both of Stephanie’s parents were from Stepney in the East End, part of long-established families. Their daughter’s name was a way of keeping in touch with their roots when they moved south of the river and started a family.


    Stephanie’s nickname in the incident room was ‘the tube’, as it was a well-known fact that Stepney Green tube station was easily accessible to most of London. Stephanie thought the nickname both funny and complimentary; nothing like that bothered her, she was very much one of the lads, even though she had been intimate with most of them. For Stephanie, once a conquest was bedded she was bored and off looking for her next, although she always kept them as friends – something Georgia found of great value, as Stephanie had bedded at least one man from each of the many departments in the Met, from technical investigation through to pathology and the firearms unit. If Georgia needed help on any enquiry, then Stephanie usually had a special friend somewhere who could be persuaded to assist or get a job done quicker.


    Georgia put Stephanie’s appetites down to the suffocating marriage she had freed herself from. She had married young, to a man she referred to as her ‘waste of space’, though he had given her two beautiful children. Her daughter Lucy was planning to join the Met after university; she had already done work experience there and a job was waiting for her, providing she got a good degree. Stephanie was thrilled and flattered that her daughter was following her into the force. Georgia was, too; secretly, she’d always wanted a daughter, and had become close to Lucy. Stephanie’s son, Ben, had just turned seventeen and was almost always out, leaving Stephanie free to run her own life and invite who she wanted into her bed.


    Georgia was going from one case to another, and more often than not two or three murders at the same time these days. As far as a DI’s job went, once on a case, you worked on it until it was solved. You worked flat out for results. That didn’t bother Georgia, she was a workaholic. What did bother her though, bothered her quite a lot, was the fact that Detective Inspector Alison Grainger was moving back into the murder department.


    Alison Grainger had been away on compassionate leave after a close friend and work associate had been killed on duty. When she first came back to work, she had taken a position in the Sapphire Unit – the South London rape unit – where she had been for a while. Recently, she’d put in for a transfer back to murder, saying she was ready, and now wanted to work in her old department again.


    Georgia knew Alison, but not well. She had bumped into her a few days ago, on Alison’s first day back in the murder department, and thought her withdrawn, nervy, and very pale-looking. Georgia wasn’t convinced she was ready to come back and track down murderers but had kept those thoughts to herself. It wasn’t her place to make judgements, and it was also difficult inasmuch as DI Alison Grainger was the girlfriend of the chief, DCI Paul Banham. Everything that was said and done on cases and within the department, when Alison was involved, would now go straight back to Banham. Most things did anyway, work-wise, but Georgia had always been careful to keep Stephanie Green’s private life away from his ears, feeling that it was in the sergeant’s best interests. Georgia didn’t want the DCI thinking that one of his sergeants spent too much time indulging her enormous sexual appetite or distracting any of the team from their work. The truth was, there was no better detective than Sergeant Green in the whole of the department. Stephanie had a nose for it, she was streetwise, uncannily sharp, and highly intelligent. The only reason she hadn’t gone further up the career ladder was by choice: she’d wanted to share her time between her children and her job.


    Georgia trusted Stephanie with her life. She was also very aware that Stephanie needed protecting from herself at times, so Georgia always played down the rumours about her, feeling it was in the best interests of the department. However, with Alison Grainger back, and in the DCI’s pocket, things could get complicated. Or, worse still, difficult.


    Today, Georgia had told herself, she wasn’t going to think about work. She was having a much-needed day off. She was officially on HAT duty, the Met’s term for being on standby, just in case a murder happened on their patch that couldn’t be covered by a team on duty; if so, she would be called out. But with Alison Grainger newly back, and obviously raring to go, Georgia was confident that her day was her own.


    She had chosen to stay at home and clean her flat, really clean her flat. She had a large bucket of sugar-soap mixed with warm water next to her where she stood, on the top step of a high ladder. Soapy water was running down her arms and into her black plastic household gloves as she manoeuvred a mop sponge on the end of the long wooden handle. A flowered plastic shower cap covered her wiry black hair. She glanced up at her work. The ceiling looked like a zig-zagged pedestrian crossing; from the angle she was working there were certain areas the mop wouldn’t reach. She made her way hastily down the ladder, re-positioning it, so the unwashed part of the ceiling was within her reach. She climbed the ladder again, positioned the mop, and started to clean frantically, just as the pocket of her denim dungarees started vibrating, followed by a loud rendition of ‘Onward, Christian Soldiers’. Her phone was telling her the HAT team had found a body and her presence was required urgently.


    Stephanie Green was also on HAT standby, but had taken herself off on a mechanics’ course – another step towards fulfilling her secret dream to build her own motorbike.


    She was leaning over the engine of a car. Her voluptuous size sixteen bottom had wiggled its way to the front of the mainly male group taking the one-day course. She more than knew her way around the engine of a car, and the tutor had assigned her the task of tracking down the cause of the engine’s failure to start. She had got as far as the cellanoid. She had taken it out from the steering column, shown the other participants what she was doing, and was about to take it to pieces, when her phone burst into a rendition of the Bee Gees’ ‘Stayin’ Alive’ – the tune she had uploaded to alert her when the HAT team were calling.


    As her grease-covered hands speedily pulled her phone from her pocket she caught sight of her face in the wing mirror. Engine grease streaked her nose, cheeks, and chin. Her lank, mousy copper-streaked hair had also absorbed some and, to add insult to injury, she reeked of engine oil. But the HAT team were calling and she had to go; there was no time to go home and change. Not a fitting scenario for a sergeant who was trying to bed her DCI. She made her apologies and hurried out of the garage where the course had been taking place.


    As she hurried to her car and settled behind the wheel, she pulled her hair back from her face, securing it with a rubber band and leaving yet more greasy marks. She backed her car out of the car park, congratulating herself on having handed her personal card to her tutor over lunch, and not waited until the end of the day. He was very eligible, and she wanted the opportunity to bed him too.


    Max Pettifer wasn’t a popular man. His greying hair was combed into a whiff of a quiff on top of his head, in a failed attempt to hide the fact that he was both balding and coming up to retirement age. He had grey eyes, a reddish tinge around his nose, and a black sense of humour. Pettifer was still head of Forensics, but only working part-time these days as he fast headed towards his pension. Today he was working, covering for the pretty and popular Phoebe Aston, who was now away for the second time on maternity leave.


    Georgia took a deep breath when she saw him. Working as a pathologist one could excuse dark jokes at the expense of the victim, but Max’s cynicism and the dull drollery with which he delivered his so-called funnies was never enough to bag a smile from any of the murder team. It was difficult to know who disliked him the most, Georgia or DCI Banham – both had good reason. He was the sort of man who went to all lengths to be unhelpful. He never made any assumption or speculation, and would never even give them a hint of what they might expect to hear about how the victim was murdered, until confirmation from the over-worked and always behind schedule forensic laboratory was official.


    Georgia often felt the killer could have gone to the other side of the world, had a dozen plastic surgery operations, even undertaken a complete sex change by the time Max got around to delivering any helpful information. The only thing Georgia could think of to be thankful for, in the case of Max Pettifer, was that Stephanie Green had never fancied jumping his bones.


    The cadaver was curled in a foetal position over a pool of congealed blood. His arms were covered in stab wounds. The wall behind him was patterned in blood. It looked as if the boy had leaned against the wall and then slid down as he tried, and failed, to stem the blood from his many cuts.


    ‘A stabbing?’ Georgia asked, lifting her white forensic mouth mask to allow herself the freedom to speak, and tentatively moving as near to the scene as she dared without hindering the blue-overalled forensic officers who were busily working around scene.


    Max shrugged in his usual non-committal way. Already he was an irritant. Georgia could only hope that Phoebe Aston wouldn’t get too content with motherhood; the murder department missed her.


    She turned to the exhibits officer. ‘Any footprints?’


    The exhibit officer, holding a video camera on a lead around his neck, shook his head. ‘Nothing at all, ma’am,’ he said. ‘Not that I can see.’


    Georgia looked up to see Stephanie hurrying along the estate path, pulling the bluebell-coloured Forensics suit up and around her large body as she hurried. Her hair was already half out of the obligatory plastic cap detectives had to wear at the scene of a crime, and the white mouth-mask was hanging around her neck.


    ‘Glad I’ve had lunch,’ she said looking down at the pool of blood, then flicking a piss-taking smile at Max, and adding, ‘And I wasn’t referring to you, darling.’ She stretched one side of her mouth downward, and winked at Georgia to share her disappointment at seeing Max at the scene. Georgia was staring at the streaks of black grease jotted over Stephanie’s face, but decided not to comment. She discreetly tapped her pocket, checking, yet again, that she had her hand-gel with her.


    ‘I guess we half expected this, didn’t we?’ Stephanie said letting out a noisy sigh. ‘Gang battles for custody of the Aviary Estate territory. No one actually runs it right now that we know of.’


    ‘This isn’t quite Aviary territory though,’ Georgia reminded her. ‘It’s just on the edge.’


    ‘Battles starting over the territory control then,’ Stephanie suggested.


    ‘South London Rulers?’ Georgia said, leaning in and pointing to the blood-stained ‘SLR’ tattooed on his forearm. ‘And he certainly looks Turkish.’ She then lowered her voice to Stephanie, ‘My informant lives on the Aviary. Let’s pay her a visit.’


    Stephanie leaned over the cadaver, examining it carefully. ‘His finger has a very deep cut and there are cigarette-shaped burns on the back of his hands.’


    ‘Not what killed him,’ Max said abruptly.


    ‘He was tortured then,’ Stephanie said.


    ‘Or a punishment,’ Georgia added.


    ‘Do we have any identification? She asked the forensic officer who had been kneeling at the back of the body.


    ‘Nothing in any pockets,’ he replied.


    ‘And robbed too,’ Georgia said. She was about to tell them to take DNA and run it through the file, when she heard Banham calling to her. He was at the cordon signing the book. It was common knowledge that Banham wasn’t good around corpses, especially bloodied ones. He’d been known to throw up at many a murder scene, giving Max Pettifer fuel for his ‘jokes’. Banham was with Alison Grainger, both were dressed in the bluebell forensic suits as they headed down the path. Georgia noticed Stephanie’s expression.


    ‘I think you’ve missed your chance with the DCI,’ Georgia whispered to her. ‘Looks like DI Grainger will be shadowing us on this one.’


    Alison Grainger was tall and skinny with extremely long legs. With her pale skin and reddish-brown hair there was possibly Celtic blood in her genes, and her reputed fiery temper would back that up. Right now her hair was furled into a blue plastic cap, accentuating her wide-set, grey-green eyes, which currently bore an apprehensive gaze.


    ‘You all know DI Grainger,’ Banham said as he approached. ‘I’m delighted to say she’s back with us in Murder after her time in Sapphire Unit.’


    Max Pettifer looked up. ‘I heard you hadn’t the belly for this lark anymore,’ he said, catching Banham’s angry glare but ignoring it. ‘Well it’s not a bad’un for your first one back. No maggots or decay, it’s fresh and doesn’t stink the place out.’


    ‘How specific can you be for time of death?’ Georgia asked him, quickly changing the subject. ‘What would you say, about three hours ago?’


    Max shrugged. ‘Perhaps.’


    ‘Someone must have seen something,’ Stephanie said looking up and around at the tower blocks that surrounded them. As was usual around the estate when someone was murdered, all the residents had crowded onto their balconies for a good look, but if questioned by the police, no one ever claimed to know or have seen anything.


    ‘Who phoned it in?’ Banham asked.


    ‘Anonymous, of course,’ the exhibits officer told him.


    ‘It’s only three o’clock now,’ Georgia said looking up at the residents who were leaning over their walkways looking down at the proceedings. ‘Lots of people would have been coming and going, this is one of the main entrances to the whole estate.’


    ‘I’ll instruct uniform to start the door-to-door,’ Stephanie said hurrying off to find the police sergeant in charge.


    ‘I’ll come with you,’ Banham said hurrying after her.


    Georgia looked at Alison. Both knew he was going round the corner to throw up. Neither said a word.


    Banham was back within minutes, wiping his mouth with his handkerchief. He had told Georgia once, in confidence, about the murder of his first wife, how he had come home and found her and their eleven-month-old baby axed to death. Georgia had her own skeletons. She more than understood his.


    Banham stood next to Georgia and lowered his voice. ‘I’m putting Alison with you on this one,’ he said to her. ‘You’re all right with that, aren’t you?’


    ‘Yes, guv, totally,’ she said. ‘I still get Sergeant Green though, don’t I?’


    ‘Of course.’ He turned to check that Alison wasn’t in hearing distance. She wasn’t, she was talking to some of the forensic team a little way away from where they stood. ‘She’s been away a while, and she’ll need a close eye kept on her. I’d like you to report all back to me.’


    Georgia didn’t answer.


    ‘She’ll need to be updated on all that’s happened around this area,’ he said. ‘You have strong contacts down here, and a good informant, so I’m putting all this in your hands.’


    ‘That’s fine, guv.’


    ‘I’ll want to be kept in the loop with everything.’


    ‘Guv.’


    ‘We have to remember she lost one of her closest friends in the line of duty, and it’ll be a case now of taking everything one step at a time.’


    ‘With respect, sir, I’m a detective, not a nanny.’


    Banham’s blue eyes bored into her. ‘You’ve been a very good influence on that Alysha Achter. You‘ve done a lot to get her back on her feet and that hasn’t gone unnoticed,’ he said. ‘Some might say that would be a social worker’s job. Alysha was a criminal, Alison is one of us.’


    Georgia swallowed her anger. ‘Alysha Achter is my informant,’ she said evenly. ‘She became a criminal out of desperation. I helped her because she was alone and underage, and now she pays us back by giving us information that leads to the prosecution of criminals.’


    ‘She gives nothing. We pay her well for it,’ Banham reminded Georgia.


    ‘This estate has the highest crime figures in the whole of Greater London. It took work to get Alysha on side. In case you hadn’t noticed, no one else around here gives us the time of day.’


    ‘I have noticed,’ he said curtly. ‘And again I say, all credit to you.’ He kept his eyes on her for a silent moment then he said. ‘Please keep a close eye on DI Grainger and report everything back to me, I’ll consider it a favour. I’ll see you at the briefing. Don’t be late.’


    As he turned to go, she quickly asked, ‘Sir? I am Senior Investigating Officer on this case, I presume?’


    It took a few seconds before he answered. ‘No. Alison Grainger is the more experienced officer out of the two of you, but you have the contacts and knowledge of this estate, so I’m making you joint SIOs.’ Again his eyes bored into her.


    She knew arguing the point was futile. The man was in love with DI Grainger, so she nodded. ‘Guv.’


    Banham turned and walked away.


    Max Pettifer looked up from his place of kneeling beside the cadaver. ‘You can understand why people want to kill sometimes, can’t you?’ he said with a chuckle.

  


  
    Three


    14.00


    Nearly seventy South London Rulers were standing in a run-down garage. It was situated on their territory, but within yards of the Aviary. Harisha Celik had put out the call and all had obeyed.


    A lot of the gang members were Turkish, many of them related. Trent and Bilaboo, two of the gang’s high-ranking lieutenants, were also first cousins of Harisha, as Burak Kaya had been; all sharing the same olive skin, black hair, dark, angry eyes, and fiery tempers. There were also a dozen Chinese boys in the gang, a few Pakistanis, a few mixed-race boys, and many white soldiers. Harisha Celik’s ruthless reputation went before him. He was known to make big money, smuggling drugs and arms from Europe, and all wanted to be part of that powerful empire.


    He had slyly teamed up with the Chinese boys, the ones with strong European contacts, for the sole purpose of furthering his connections for machete and samurai dealers to Europe, deciding it was cleverer to work with the Chinese, rather than against them, for now. The Chinese were tough fighters, they knew how to use samurai swords and machetes and could teach the soldiers a lot. Harisha wanted that knowledge, and their contacts. Up until recently the SLR had survived by using knives and guns, but since they had machetes at their disposal their street cred had upped. Harisha saw the interest from other street gangs and wanted to be the one to make money from importing them. He knew the Chinese had the connections, but not the nous, so he befriended them; he intended to drop the bastards when he had got all he could from them. The Chinese and Vietnamese were also experts at growing cannabis. Harisha intended building a supply of cannabis factories, so he had no intention of falling out with them, yet. Cheap grass was a good way of pulling in youngsters and setting them on the road to heroin addiction, the brown or the food as it was known on the streets, which made him big money.


    He had drawn the young Chinese boys into his gang by telling them they were now family to him. Their own families were all busy working twenty hours a day serving pork balls in tiny takeaway joints, so the boys had nothing to do but hang around the streets. Harisha offered them protection around the south of London, told them there was more to life, that his gang would show them how to make big money. When their usefulness ran out, they’d end up at the bottom of the Thames, but for now he welcomed them. In truth he didn’t give a shit for any of his gang, except his blood cousins Bilaboo and Trent, and Burak Kaya, who he had just been told had been found murdered.


    He stood in the lock-up, facing his crew, looking his usual cool self in dark glasses and a black leather jacket opened to display a white T-shirt tucked into tight jeans. The jeans were decorated with a glittering imitation diamond-studded belt to match the diamond he wore in his left ear. His face, like his body, was thin. He wore two thick gold chains around his neck and a large diamond signet ring on his little finger.


    Melek Yismaz stood at his side, shivering with shock and crying loudly. Her noise was annoying Harisha, who up until now had found her highly desirable. Her perfect figure, long legs, and long dark hair, peroxide intermittently streaked through it, drove him mad with lust. In the past he had shared his girls with his cousins, to keep the interest going for himself, but not Melek, he was jealous and possessive with her, and after her gang-bang initiation into the SLR he had allowed no one near her. Right now, though, as she stood by his side wailing, his attraction was fading fast.


    Every time he asked her to tell the crew exactly what had happened that morning, what had led to Burak being shanked and murdered, she was unable to answer through her wailing. This was embarrassing him. The girl should show him respect. If he told her to do something she should fucking do it. Enough was enough. He curled his ring-embellished fingers into a fist and quickly punched her, hard, three times, on the side of the head.


    Her head hit the concrete wall behind her, and she immediately went silent. It had done the trick. He snaked his arm around her neck and pulled her into him and kissed her gently on the cheek.


    ‘Good girl,’ he said. ‘Stop crying.’


    He turned back to his gang. ‘Burak is murdered. Murdered by those skanky Alley Cat Crew bitches,’ he shouted angrily. ‘They have started a war, and we are going to make them wish they never had. Death is too good for what they have done to our lieutenant.’ He raised his voice. ‘If they think they can steal our machetes.’ He looked at the Chinese boys, who were holding their long sharp knives up in support. ‘Our boys risked everything to bring in them in from Europe. They’ve been stolen along with thousands of pounds of brown.’ He became louder and angrier. ‘Those filthy whores have killed Burak, and taken our weapons and drugs.’


    All the crew were now waving weapons and verbalising their agreement and anger. Harisha went even louder.


    ‘And now those bitches think they can deal, on my patch, and say it is theirs!’


    Melek started sobbing again. He glanced quickly and irritably at Melek and then brought his attention back to addressing his gang. ‘I want those whores brought here to me, alive. We will roast them on a spit like the pigs they are, slowly. They will burn, for revenge for our Burak.’


    As his crew cheered, he snaked his arm around Melek’s neck, and pulled her in to him and stroked her hair.


    ‘Why you cry so much, my darling,’ he said to her. ‘You are safe now, my angel.’ He kissed the top of her head softly, and whispered through gritted teeth, ‘Shut up.’


    Melek looked at him, her make-up had run down her cheeks and stained her face. ‘I thought they were going to hurt me too,’ she told him. ‘I begged them to stop, but they didn’t. I tried to get him away and back here, but he died in my arms. I had to leave him when I ran to find you,’ she cried again.


    He lifted his sunglasses and stared at her. Up until now he had been mesmerised by her mean eyes, her long legs, and the long flowing hair that tumbled down her back to her arse. He liked that she would do everything he asked her to, sexually.


    He pulled his arm away from her neck and turned her chin so she faced him. When he saw the fear in her wet and frightened eyes he felt his cock harden and wanted to fuck her right there and then.


    ‘You are my woman, no one would dare hurt you,’ he said to her. ‘I will look after you.’ She sniffed, and fluttered her wet lashes.


    He turned back to his soldiers. ‘Fucking pussies,’ he spat. ‘They have terrified my woman and killed my lieutenant.’ He took an angry breath. ‘One by one they will die, a slow and painful death.’


    The soldiers raised knives and weapons. Some pulled their dark blue SLR bandanas up over their faces as they cheered in agreement.


    Harisha opened the box behind him and took a large block of cocaine from it, holding it up so all could see it. ‘And rewards for whoever brings them in.’ He turned back to Melek. ‘Did they use names to each other?’


    She looked a little muddled, as she tried to think.


    ‘Describe them. How many?’ he pushed.


    ‘Four.’


    ‘One was Alysha Achter, Alley Cat cunt herself, right?


    ‘Right,’ she nodded.


    ‘And the others?’


    As Melek described the tall, brown-skinned, clumsy, loud-mouthed lieutenant, one of the soldiers shouted, ‘Panther!’ Then ‘ Tink!’ as she talked about the skinny runt with the pink hair and heavy pink boots. ‘Long brown hair with green streaks and a green nose stud and matching nails’: ‘Lox!’.


    Harisha put the coke back in its box and lifted his own perfectly manicured hands, placing them against the air in front of him as a sign of a fait accomplice. ‘Burak will be avenged,’ he said. ‘Next bit of business is the feds. There’s a tent been put up where Burak died. It is guarded by feds. They’ve taken Burak’s body, and they’ll be belling his family.’ He looked all around at his gang, taking them all in, but his eyes rested on the Chinese boys. ‘They will be bothering us soon. No one says nothing. You say you’ve never heard of him.’ He turned to Bilaboo and Trent. ‘Except us. We say he was family, but we never hung out much with him, we don’t know nothing of his tribe.’


    The cousins nodded.


    Harisha then turned to Melek. ‘I’m gonna buy you a nice big diamond for those pretty hands of yours, ’cos you are going to do just fine when those feds catch up with you, aren’t you?’


    She nodded, and then sniffed.


    ‘No matter what they say, and how much they push you, you never saw no one, you don’t know nothing, and that’s all you say, ain’t it, my angel?’


    Melek lifted her pretty hands and wiped the snot from her running nose. ‘Yeah,’ she assured him. ‘I’ll say that. I won’t say nothing else.’


    He smiled and raised his voice, his mean dark eyes narrowing. ‘Cos we are going to do the punishing, ain’t we?’ he said to his soldiers. ‘We are gonna tear their pussy-arsed heads from their bodies and cut them into slivers of pig food. We are going to do that for Burak.’


    The noise of the gang high-fiving their retaliation for their fellow soldier’s death rung around the garage. One by one blue bandanas and hoods were pulled up as they turned to leave.


    ‘I want them dragged in here,’ Harisha shouted as they were all leaving. ‘No one kills them, right? They’ll learn who runs the fucking turf on the Aviary Estate, and that no one messes wiv us.’


    Hooded heads were nodding their agreement as they made their way from their hideout.


    ‘And watch out!’ he shouted after them. ‘The feds are sniffing.’


    When all the crew had left Harisha moved to Melek. He had a hard-on that he had no intention of suppressing. He removed his sunglasses and stared into her frightened eyes. She was watching him back.


    His body was now only inches from hers, and the wall was behind her. He could feel the fear in her breath. That was making him harder. He stroked her tiny waist and then moved his hand and tugged down the zip of her jeans. As he felt her body tense he knew he had to get inside her, he could hardly contain himself. He stroked her hair and then her face, very tenderly, and then he tugged her jeans down to her ankles.



OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
The DS Johnson
Series

‘One of the best up
and coming writers'’
Peter Guttridge,
The Observer

GARTERS





