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  The sights juddered slightly before centring on the politician’s chest as he straightened his tie. In a line of people messing around with their expensive clothes,

  smoothing down patches of disobedient hair, and generally trying to make it look as if they weren’t cold, his choice of bright pink neckwear blazed brighter than anything.




  It also made him an easier target to hit.




  As he moved across the makeshift stage, one hand in the air acknowledging the smattering of applause, the sights followed him, the thin black lines and red circle keeping him in their centre as

  he pulled an obviously fake smile and nodded towards his crowd. Another hand shot through his hair: a sort of vaguely blond quiff but without the grease or height. It definitely involved a lot of

  back-combing though.




  Another nod and a smile. ‘Thank you, thank you.’




  Meanwhile, the red circle of the sights shifted a few millimetres until directly over his forehead.




  Jessica Daniel stifled a yawn. ‘You know, you really could just pop the guy’s head right off from here.’




  Esther Warren had one hand pressed to her ear, the other covering her eyes from the chilled spring sun raging over the top of the bus station, casting an icy glow across Manchester’s

  Piccadilly Gardens. She brushed away a non-existent crease from her suit and tightened her ponytail. ‘Yeah, the blood spatter might even improve his suit. Light grey and bright pink? Anyway,

  it’s a bit hard to blow anyone’s head off if all you’re holding is a pair of binoculars.’




  Jessica put them down and squinted instead from where they were standing on the steps towards where the Home Secretary was beginning his speech. ‘It’s always the little things with

  you, isn’t it?’




  Esther snorted. ‘I’m an inspector, temporarily in charge of policing special events for the whole of Greater Manchester. I’d hopefully notice a bloody great rifle if it was in

  front of me.’




  ‘I thought you said you were deputy?’




  ‘I said I was “technically” deputy. The chief’s off on the sick and nobody else fancies it.’




  Jessica tried the binoculars again, running along the line of gormless-looking men in suits on the stage standing around with their hands behind their backs, smiling on cue as the Home Secretary

  banged on about something to do with the community. ‘I suppose it’s a step up from kidnap squad.’




  Esther sighed. ‘That’s how the bastards sold it to me – it’s more like a step sideways off a cliff into a giant pile of shite at the bottom.’




  ‘What counts as a special event? Are you managing a riot squad if the cathedral’s jumble sale gets out of hand, or is there some fete I’ve not heard about?’




  Esther failed to stifle a laugh. ‘I’m glad my fledgling career is so hilarious to you. I’ll have you know we’re supervising a scout group tonight in case the

  ging-gang-goolies get out of hand and then we’re keeping an eye on the market this weekend.’




  ‘Really?’




  ‘Of course not really. It’s mainly football but there’s also some outdoor concerts coming up. We only got the call three days ago that the Home Secretary wanted to do something

  in the centre.’




  ‘Why’s he up here?’




  ‘Who knows? This Westminster lot reckon anywhere north of Watford is like a ghetto. They come up here thinking it’s a day in the trenches to show they’re one of us. As soon as

  the cameras disappear, it’s a first-class train back to London and a cheeky midnight handjob on Clapham Common.’




  Jessica took her phone out of her pocket and started fiddling with the screen. ‘You paint quite the picture.’




  ‘Aren’t you supposed to be helping?’




  ‘I am helping, I was just checking work emails – plus I’m here supporting you.’




  ‘Not just skiving off from Longsight then?’




  Jessica looked up and re-pocketed the phone in her suit trousers. ‘You asked me to come, here I am.’




  Esther checked her watch. ‘I asked you to bring the gang actually. It’s all about numbers to this lot. The Prime Minister gets three dozen officers, two personal handlers, guns on

  the roofs, a partridge in a pear tree and his PA carries the lube. The Chancellor only gets half that, so the Home Sec’s pissed off that he gets even less again. Suddenly his people are on to

  my people, the chief constable’s involved and then the diktat comes down that we need a “presence”.’




  ‘I’m sorry it’s just me then. We’ve got some guy in the cells for hiring out his sister to someone he owed drugs money, an off-licence was held up in Eccles last night,

  then there’s an entire family in after a domestic led to one of their houses being burned down. The fumes have apparently caused mass amnesia when it comes to answering questions.’




  ‘How’d you get out of dealing with all that?’




  Jessica pretended to polish her nails. ‘Delegation.’




  ‘Aye, I heard about the promotion. It’s been—’ Before she could finish the sentence, Esther turned half-around, pressing her finger to her ear. If Jessica hadn’t

  known she was talking into a radio mic, it would have seemed like she was having an argument with herself, her free hand flapping around animatedly: ‘Well, why didn’t someone fill it up

  with petrol then?’ Pause, scowly face. ‘I don’t know; we’re only the sodding police – perhaps we’ll manage with a herd of camels next time?’ Pause, more

  frowning. ‘What? No, camels. You know, big, slow things that live in the desert?’ Pause, shake of the head, eyebrows raised in disbelief. ‘What? No, I don’t need you to get

  me— Look, just forget it, fill the bloody car up with petrol and get your arse over here pronto.’ She shook her head, sighing, and turned back to Jessica. ‘I’m surrounded by

  morons!’




  ‘Whatever vehicle you’re talking about is definitely a petrol, isn’t it?’




  ‘Oh for God’s sake.’ Esther turned her back again, restarting her conversation with whoever was on the other end, telling them to make sure it didn’t need diesel.




  Jessica focused back on the stage across the concrete plaza. The Home Secretary was banging his fist on a lectern, facing slightly off-centre towards a bank of cameras. She pulled her jacket

  tighter around herself as the sun continued to lose its battle with the cold. She didn’t realise Esther was back by her side until the other woman spoke. ‘Either his top button is too

  tight or his head is too big for the rest of his body. He’s like a human bobble head.’




  ‘What’s he even announcing? Free Kalashnikovs for eight-year-olds?’




  ‘Something like that. They come up here, cameras in tow, a mini army carrying their bags and think it’s the Nuremburg rally. By the time you add up the PRs, journalists, hangers-on,

  TV types clinging onto their skinny lattes for dear life and all us lot, we outnumber the crowd anyway. It’s supposed to be a nice day – who wants to listen to this guy?’




  ‘Who are the other lot standing at the front of the stage in suits?’




  ‘Local councillors, party organisers, activists – basically anyone who fancies getting their face on telly. I think Sky News are broadcasting live.’




  Jessica looked from one side of the plaza to the other. Behind the Home Secretary, there was an expanse of grass, recently trimmed and neatly framed for the cameras – enough to make anyone

  who might happen to catch a snippet on the news think that Manchester was a green paradise, instead of a pissed-upon traffic-jammed nightmare. In front of him, the rest of the area was paved, a

  busy tram station on one side, hotels, restaurants and stores on the other. Shoppers hurried past, glancing briefly towards the man in a suit before deciding they’d somehow find a way to

  continue their lives without stopping to listen. Just for good measure, the workmen refitting the giant clothes shop behind them started with the pneumatic drill to add a background din of

  chuntering concrete to the mix.




  ‘They always show them to the decent bits,’ Jessica complained, continuing to scan the area. ‘Nice bit of grass, some sun. If it was down to me, we’d wheel ’em out

  to a burned-out bingo hall in Eccles in the pissing rain. That’d give ’em a wake-up call.’




  Esther didn’t reply and when Jessica turned around, she was a few metres away, finger in ear, having a conversation that sounded like it was about who they should call to get petrol

  drained from a diesel engine.




  As the Home Secretary said something about either empowerment or impairment, one of the shoppers hurried across the back of the hundred-strong crowd and then stopped to chat to one of the

  uniformed police officers.




  ‘I’ll bet he’s either asking what’s going on, or he’s trying to find out where he can get a dozen eggs,’ Esther said, rejoining Jessica.




  ‘Everything all right?’




  ‘Don’t ask. Your lot can’t be this bad, can they?’




  ‘We got called out to some disturbance at a bowling alley last week. Someone reported a bloke waving a knife around and we sent a team in through the fire exit, not knowing it opened onto

  the alley itself. Three uniforms went through just as little Jonny-it’s-my-twelfth-birthday lobs a ball down. He ends up wiping out the lot of them and then some other kid thinks it’s

  planned entertainment for the party and throws another. Before our boys know it everyone’s having a go. They ended up needing the parents to protect them from the kids. One bloke lost his

  front teeth.’




  ‘Ha! You did well to keep that out of the papers.’




  ‘I think someone threatened to nick the lot of them for assault with a deadly bowling ball or something.’




  ‘What happened to the guy with the knife?’




  ‘There wasn’t one – it was one of the chefs that someone had seen walking into the kitchen. You’d have thought the oversized hat and white overalls might’ve given

  it away. I was on a day off so I can’t be blamed for any of it. I was just responsible for the giant bag of Skittles that was left on night shift’s desk.’




  Esther laughed as the man chatting to the police officer on the plaza gave a cheery wave, picked up his supermarket carrier bags, and continued walking away from the stage.




  Finger pressed to her ear again, Esther breathed a sigh of relief. ‘The minister’s car is on its way, so he’s nearly done. We’re one short for the escort to the train

  station but I doubt he’ll notice.’




  ‘Which station?’




  ‘Piccadilly.’




  Jessica pointed to the road adjoining the plaza directly in front of her in between a coffee shop and a bank. ‘What, the Piccadilly Station that’s five minutes’ walk that

  way?’




  ‘Don’t ask. The PM had an escort, so he wants an escort. If we get away without the sirens going, it’ll be a miracle.’




  Esther picked up the binoculars and did another sweep of the area. ‘Let’s hear it then.’




  ‘What?’




  ‘Your old DI went on gardening leave, didn’t he, and never came back?’




  ‘Jason?’




  ‘Reynolds, or something. Was it true he leaked that story about the teacher and the student?’




  ‘More or less.’




  ‘Good man. Wish I’d had the balls to leak a few things over the years. And you got his job?’




  Jessica tugged at the sleeve of her jacket, feeling uncomfortable. ‘Something like that . . .’




  Esther’s description of events wasn’t that far away from the truth – but Jessica’s promotion had only happened after a period away from the job which she didn’t

  particularly want to talk about. She’d been trying to move on and the new job was at least helping, partially because of the amount of paperwork she had to either fill in or sign off.




  A large group of student-types – jeans below their arses, expensive trainers, smiling – walked out from Oldham Street and started to cross the area from one side, just as a tram

  pulled into the station on the other and a horde of commuters emerged.




  ‘You do realise this is the worst perimeter I’ve ever seen for an event?’ Jessica said.




  ‘The minister didn’t want it closed off because he wanted the public to be able to “get involved”. I think “accessible” must be some buzzword at the moment

  because his advisor mentioned it a dozen times.’




  ‘So he wanted us to have a “presence” but he also wanted to be in public, with everyone able to “get involved”?’




  ‘I think he wanted his arse wiping too but he’s got all those blokes on stage lining up to do that. This is the best I could manage.’




  There were seven uniformed officers standing at the back of the crowd and another two on the stage. Off to the side, a dozen more were fighting to get a clear view through the shoppers.




  ‘Chilly, innit?’ Jessica said, changing the subject.




  ‘They reckon it’s going to get even cooler next week. Some grinning weatherman was saying last night it was the coldest start to a May on record.’




  ‘Knobhead.’




  ‘Quite. It’s like they relish giving bad news. Imagine sending one of them round on a death knock – they’d take party balloons.’




  Jessica pointed towards one of the students with hair gelled into thick spikes jutting off in various directions. ‘Look at that guy – he’s got shorts and a T-shirt on.

  It’s just above freezing.’




  ‘We should nick him just for the hair.’




  As the two groups met in the middle of the plaza, it almost doubled the crowd in front of the politician. Perhaps buoyed by the increase in audience, the man in the pink tie leant into the

  lectern, angling towards the camera, and said something that he at least looked like he believed, punctuating each word with a pump of his fist. It got a limp round of applause, which was more than

  it deserved.




  Esther was on the radio again, louder this time. ‘Well tell him to pull his finger out – and if he doesn’t, tell him I’ll rip it off and shove it sideways up

  his—’ Another angry flap of her free arm. ‘No, I don’t need you to write it down, just tell him.’




  As Jessica was beginning to wonder if the pins and needles in her leg meant it was colder than she’d thought, she realised it was actually her phone buzzing in her pocket. She plucked it

  out and tried to read the text message before tutting and hunting around in her jacket.




  ‘What’s up?’




  ‘Bloody glasses. I’m always losing them.’




  ‘I’ve never seen you wearing glasses.’




  ‘I only need them for reading close up. Plus I look like an idiot in them.’




  ‘Weren’t you on your phone a minute ago?’




  ‘That was just arsing around to look busy. Do it around the station, tut a lot as if you’ve got stuff on and no one bothers you half the time.’ Jessica finally found her

  glasses in her top pocket and put them on, only to delete the message instantly. ‘Some spam saying they’ll get me compensation for an accident.’ She re-pocketed everything.

  ‘Go on, you can say it.’




  ‘What?’




  ‘I know you want to.’




  ‘Fine, you do look a bit . . . weird . . . with them on.’




  ‘Thanks.’




  ‘Not in a bad way, just . . . all right, I’ll stop digging. Anyway, we’re keeping an eye on that Heaton ParkFest shambles at the end of the month. I could probably sort you a

  ticket or two if you fancied it?’




  ‘Don’t even get me started. I’ve already got tickets – not my choice.’




  ‘Ha! I was just being nice, I didn’t think it’d be your thing.’




  ‘If I wanted to spend a freezing afternoon swaying gently in a field, I’d—’




  Jessica’s sentence was cut short as a woman’s scream rippled across the plaza, followed by another and another until it sounded like the entire crowd was braying at the top of their

  voices. Jessica set off at full pelt but Esther was already barrelling ahead, bellowing into her radio mic for details. The cold air filled Jessica’s lungs in seconds and by the time she was

  close enough to have an idea of what had happened she could barely breathe. People were running in all directions, the thin line of uniformed officers struggling to maintain anything approaching a

  perimeter, let alone keep control.




  As Jessica put her hands on her hips and tried to catch her breath, sirens blared in the distance, drowning out a man’s hysterical cries: ‘He’s down, call an

  ambulance’.
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  DCI Jack Cole sat in the sparsely filled temporary incident room on the first floor of Longsight Police Station, looking at Jessica and the four unfortunate PCs who had been

  walking through reception when Jessica had grabbed them to make the event look busy. The actual incident room in the basement had been closed the previous week for renovations, with no one

  seemingly thinking CID might need somewhere to work in the meantime. As an alternative, some of the far smaller, damp-riddled storerooms had been cleared out upstairs. The fact there was no

  adequate heating system in rooms usually filled with boxes didn’t appear to be a priority for anyone, meaning coats and gloves were a necessity.




  The chief inspector seemed to be losing hair by the day, sporting a receding hairline that could have been parted by Moses. The worry lines across his forehead were now permanent features,

  although if Jessica had had to tell a superintendent about the bowling-ball incident, then she might have them too.




  Cole stared at Jessica as the PCs shuffled nervously, probably wondering why they were there. ‘So to sum up, I’ve been in meetings since first thing this morning,’ he said.

  ‘The Home Secretary’s back in London on the warpath, telling all and sundry that there weren’t enough officers on duty and that he’ll be pushing for a full

  investigation.’




  Jessica was feeling defensive. ‘I wasn’t even officially there! I was doing Esther a favour and it wasn’t her fault either – he said he wanted to be accessible, how were

  we meant to know some loon would turn up with a bottle full of acid?’




  ‘Aylesbury’s gone bananas – it’s been on the news channels non-stop all day.’




  ‘I’m surprised the super found time to get himself off the golf course. It’s not as if it was raining.’




  Cole silenced Jessica with a ‘you’re-an-inspector-now’ look, something she had seen a few times recently. No wonder he was losing his hair.




  ‘Where is everyone?’ Cole asked.




  ‘Half of them are still out cleaning up from the weekend, the rest are on it. We’re a DS down too . . .’




  Jessica had constantly been onto the DCI about the fact she hadn’t yet been replaced, meaning that, although she had technically been promoted, she was now doing an entirely new workload

  as well as much of what she had handled before. ‘Budgetary constraints’ and ‘I’m aware’ were his favourite responses. Cole ignored her, nodding towards the empty

  whiteboard.




  ‘Someone keeps nicking the pens or there’d be stuff on there,’ Jessica explained. ‘If you don’t nail it down around here, some bugger walks off with it. Someone

  should get the police in.’




  Cole wasn’t amused.




  ‘All right, fine,’ she added. ‘Councillor Luke Callaghan was hit in the face with some sort of acid thrown from something we’re not sure about yet. We’re going to

  have to wait for the results but the paramedics reckon it was nitric. It’s not the type of thing you can buy over the counter, so we’re trying to get a list of suppliers and potential

  buyers. Izzy says there are loads – plus some of the businesses who store it have thousands of staff on their books. It was only a small quantity, so we’re looking at all sorts of

  places, mainly labs. Don’t expect anything any time soon – we’re getting nailed on overtime, so the late boys might have to help out.’




  One of the PCs had found a marker and written the victim’s name on the board. In Jessica’s mind, this made him prime suspect for the spate of pen thefts.




  ‘Who’s Luke Callaghan?’ Cole asked.




  ‘He’s a councillor for the Old Moat ward – got in at the last election with a narrow majority. Thirty-five, married, runs some sort of technology company.’




  PC Pen-Thief wrote ‘Old Maid ward’, ‘techno comp’ and ‘nitro acid’ on the whiteboard in appalling handwriting.




  ‘How is he?’




  ‘He’s still in surgery. The acid hit him in the face but we’ve not heard anything else. The media haven’t got his name yet but it’s not for the want of trying. We

  caught some master-of-disguise journalist trying to sneak into the ward wearing a white coat. He’d managed to wander through reception, past hospital security and was outside the door getting

  out his camera phone when one of our boys nabbed him.’




  ‘Who does he work for?’




  ‘No idea – he’d probably sold his mother to get the coat, you know what journalists are like. Either way, his phone was accidentally trodden on by one of the officers as he was

  being escorted out. We’ve been trying to get hold of Callaghan’s wife but with no luck. There’s no answer at the family home and we don’t know where she works.’




  Cole turned to the board, new worry lines joining the old ones as he scowled at the spelling. ‘I’m judging by the focus on the victim that there’s no news on who actually threw

  the acid?’




  Jessica had long been worried by how transparent she apparently was to Cole. They had been working together for far too long. ‘We’ve got half-a-dozen people going through every CCTV

  camera in the area.’ She pulled a folded-up printout from her pocket and handed it to PC Pen-Thief, who attached it to the board with a magnet. ‘We’ve got our guy getting off the

  tram, mingling through a group of students and then joining the back of the crowd who were listening to the Home Secretary. As you can see, he kept his hood up.’




  Jessica realised the ‘as you can see’ was an exaggeration given how poor the photograph was. Cole turned to look at the photo, tilting his head to the side and creating another worry

  line.




  ‘That’s a snap taken from the camera on the tram station,’ Jessica said. ‘We’ve been trying to get one from the actual tram but some little shite had covered it

  with duct tape and no one apparently noticed. We’ve got a couple of shots from the back but I doubt we have too many people who can ID him from that. If they can, I’ve got a stack of

  CCTV hoody shots they can have a go at first. The only other ones we have are from the side but it’s nothing useable – the media will have a field day if we stick any of them

  out.’




  PC Pen-Thief wrote ‘hoddy’ on the board.




  ‘Witnesses?’ Cole asked.




  ‘Our hoody gradually made his way to the front of the crowd. It wasn’t tightly packed so he didn’t have any problems. Most of the people there scarpered as soon as the

  screaming began, so we’re trying to identify them too and we’ve got the usual appeals out for help with our inquiries, blah, blah, blah. The only ones who didn’t make a break for

  it, predictably, were the ones who didn’t see anything.’




  Cole dragged a chair towards the board, screeching it along the hard floor like a nail down a blackboard. ‘Do we at least know where he or she escaped to?’




  Jessica pointed towards the printout on the board. ‘We’re assuming “he” – roughly five foot nine or ten – and it looks like he might have a hint of a beard on

  that picture. It could just be the dodgy camera though.’




  The word ‘Man’ appeared on the board, spelled correctly but in such dreadful handwriting that it looked more like ‘Nom’.




  ‘We’ve got him heading along Oldham Street and then disappearing into the Northern Quarter alleys. We’re trying to get the CCTV enhanced but it’s the same old story.

  After that, there’s nothing. We’re checking number plates just in case he had a car waiting but there’s nothing so far and I wouldn’t expect anything anyway – he knew

  where he was going. He could easily have changed his clothes and gone back to the centre. We’re checking the alleys in case any clothing has been abandoned but I’ve just got a load of

  people complaining about hunting through rubbish. Dispatch told me one of our lot found a pile of used condoms under a flower pot. Knowing the area, it could’ve been some sort of modern art

  thing but then it could just be a bunch of daisy-chaining teenagers. Either way, they’re pissed off.’




  ‘Is there actually any good news?’ Cole asked.




  ‘I wouldn’t call it that. We’ve been talking to the news channels to see if they captured our hoody on camera without making it too obvious that we’ve got nothing

  ourselves. We’ve given them the old “maintaining relations” line and slipped in that we could get a warrant – but if they had any footage of the guy, they’d be running

  it themselves. There’s nothing so far and we’re not expecting anything.’




  Jessica saw the little colour that was left in Cole’s face drain away as he rubbed the skin above his left eye until it began to flake. She guessed he was picturing the conversation he was

  going to have with the superintendent: no suspect, hardly any camera footage, no witnesses, one councillor in hospital – all in a daytime attack in the city centre as the Home Secretary

  watched on.




  It wasn’t one of Greater Manchester Police’s finer moments.




  ‘What exactly are the news channels saying?’




  Jessica peered over his shoulder towards the board, deliberately avoiding eye contact. ‘The usual – some ex-Met police guy was on, saying that security should have been tighter and

  that he didn’t believe something like that would happen in Westminster.’




  ‘They really think we’re all monkeys up here, don’t they?’




  ‘Well we do get paid peanuts . . .’




  Another hint of a worry line creased onto Cole’s forehead, a tram map of interconnecting concerns. Definitely not the time for jokes.




  Jessica continued quickly before he could reply. ‘They’re speculating it was a failed attack on the Home Secretary but we’ve got nothing to confirm that. In fact, the few vague

  witness statements we do have say our hoody didn’t go anywhere near the stage. Callaghan was standing in the front row with a few other councillors and the attacker dashed across the front of

  them before disappearing across the plaza.’




  ‘So was Callaghan the target?’




  ‘Perhaps. He was on the Internet last night publicising the appearance, so if someone did have it in for him, they’d know where he’d be.’




  The door at the back of the room banged open as a slightly dishevelled-looking PC stumbled through, arms wrapped around himself, hair limp and flat. ‘It’s bloody freezing out

  there,’ he said through chattering teeth. When he realised he wasn’t talking to a sympathetic audience, he pulled out a cardboard folder from inside his jacket. ‘I’ve been

  told to bring a few things up for you, Ma’am—’




  ‘It’s just Jess.’




  No matter how high she was promoted, Jessica didn’t think she could ever get used to being called anything other than her name. At a push, she could live with ‘Inspector’ and

  would even settle for ‘the gobby one’ if it meant not being called ‘Ma’am’ or ‘Guv’. Anything official made her feel even older than she was.




  ‘Right, er, Jess . . . we’ve managed to get a shot of the hoody from one of the hotel cameras facing the plaza. It was taken as he was crossing from the tram.’




  Jessica reached out to take the folder. ‘Have you got a face?’




  ‘Not exactly.’




  He wasn’t wrong. If she squinted, Jessica could just about make out the shape of the hooded figure’s head. The face was partly in shadow but even the lighter bits were a speckled

  blur. ‘What am I looking at? This is worse than what we’ve already got.’




  ‘Look at his hand.’ Because of the fuzziness, Jessica couldn’t say for certain that it was definitely a hand but whatever it was had hold of a white blob. ‘Our guys say

  it’s probably some sort of flask, or possibly a coloured glass beaker.’




  ‘Are you sure it’s not a coffee cup?’ Jessica asked, looking up.




  The PC checked a Post-it note he was carrying. ‘Er, I don’t think so. Wouldn’t the acid have gone through that?’




  ‘No idea but if it was someone carrying around some skinny latte thing, then we could have brought in any of those TV people hanging around.’




  ‘Right . . .’




  Definitely not the time for jokes.




  ‘Anything else?’




  The PC checked a second Post-it note and began to read. ‘The team searching the Northern Quarter alleys said to tell you that . . . oh . . . this is more a stream of abuse than an actual

  message. Fat Pat’s on the desk today – I’m not sure why he kept this.’




  Jessica snatched it away, read it quickly and then screwed it into a ball, before launching it at – and missing – the bin. ‘Sodding thing.’




  ‘There’s one more. Apparently Luke Callaghan’s wife called 999 last night to say he was trying to attack her.’
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  Jessica edged around a rusting skip filled with scrap metal and hopped over a patch of mud onto a crumbling path. Landing unsteadily, she narrowly avoided falling over what

  looked like some sort of ancient boiler, made sure no one had been watching, and headed for the front door. The crimson paint and cracked glass of the opening led into a concrete hallway that gave

  off the unmistakeable smell of eau de piss.




  Considering her husband was a councillor and ran his own business, the area of Hulme in which Debbie Callaghan lived was quite the comedown.




  Jessica went up the steps, being careful not to touch anything, as she made her way to the third floor. The wall in front was decorated with the spray-painted slogan ‘fuk da policje’

  – which was either part-English, part-gibberish, part-Polish, or someone local went to the same school as PC Pen-Thief. The other option was that it was a postmodern comment on the

  integration of Eastern Europeans into British society – but given the swastika drawn above, Jessica doubted it.




  A middle-aged woman with greying brown hair pulled back into a ponytail invited Jessica into the poky phone box masquerading as a flat and apologised for the mess. She was wearing an

  unflattering jumper and a pair of jeans that were too long and hanging over her socks. As she entered the living room-cum-kitchen-cum-bedroom, Jessica had to admit that, compared to the outside,

  the flat’s interior wasn’t too bad. Bright prints took the edge off the flaking grey walls and Debbie’s cushions, throws and ornaments at least made the place look hospitable. As

  for the mess, if she thought this was untidy, Jessica thought Debbie should come to her house.




  Debbie invited Jessica to sit on the blanket-covered sofa as she fussed around the room, moving her ornaments, wiping away specks of dust and moving onto the next. ‘Sorry about this,

  I’ve not been in long and it’s . . . well, it’s a complete dump around here. Your people last night said someone would be round.’




  With nothing in their official records, Jessica had used the details given to the 999 operator the previous evening to find the address.




  ‘This isn’t quite about your reasons for calling 999 last night,’ Jessica replied, before explaining that Debbie’s husband had been attacked that morning. If she knew

  anything about it, the woman had a good poker face, even if she didn’t seem too concerned.




  Debbie continued to move around the room, glancing over her shoulder towards Jessica as she replied. ‘I suppose I’m not listed as Luke’s next-of-kin any longer. It’s not

  a surprise no one called. I moved out around three months ago but we’ve not had much of a relationship for years.’




  ‘What happened last night?’




  ‘I told them I didn’t want to make a statement.’




  ‘It didn’t sound like that when you called 999 – you said your husband was attacking you.’




  Debbie paused by a small heater and crouched, using a cloth to wipe between the grooves. She didn’t look up. ‘I made a mistake. It doesn’t matter now, does it?’




  ‘When you phoned, the operator heard a male voice shouting abuse in the background.’




  ‘It was someone down the hallway – you can see what it’s like around here.’




  ‘You do realise that wasting police time is an offence and that you could be jailed for making a hoax call?’




  Debbie sighed, sitting on the floor and turning around to face Jessica. ‘Fine, he was here – but I still don’t want to make a statement.’




  ‘Perhaps we can just have a brew then?’




  Debbie didn’t reply, so Jessica stood and crossed to the kitchen area, filling the kettle and clicking it on before starting to hunt through the cupboards.




  ‘Tea bags are under the sink with the sugar, mugs are next to the cooker, milk’s in the fridge. Mine’s a Julie.’




  ‘A what?’




  ‘A Julie – as in Andrews. A white nun: milk, no sugar. Sorry, my dad was in the navy.’ Jessica leant against the cooker and waited for Debbie to meet her gaze. ‘It was a

  last resort to call you,’ Debbie said. ‘Luke’s been round here every few days since we split up. At first he was begging me to go back to him but when I kept saying I didn’t

  want to, he’d turn up drunk and shouting. Yesterday was the worst.’




  ‘Why did you leave him?’




  Debbie picked herself up off the floor and moved to the sofa. ‘We’ve been married since we were seventeen. When I left, I’d just turned thirty-five and it took me most of those

  years to realise that it’s not normal to be in a relationship where the other person wants to know where you are all the time.’




  The kettle started to steam and Jessica filled the two mugs before crossing to the sofa and sitting next to the woman, offering her the drink.




  Debbie took a sip before continuing. ‘After we left college, I gradually lost all of my friends because he didn’t like it if I went out by myself. He’d stay up and then want to

  know exactly where I’d been and who I’d spoken to. Then he’d keep going on about men that were out, wanting to know if I’d talked to anyone or if they’d tried to chat

  me up. If I said I’d only been with my mates, then he’d go on about how I must have something to hide but if I said someone tried to buy me a drink, or held a door open for me,

  he’d hit the roof. He’d accuse me of wanting to sleep with them. Eventually, I stopped going out.’




  ‘How old were you?’




  ‘Twenty-three? Twenty-four? It was the same everywhere. If I went to the supermarket, he’d want to know if I’d been served by a man or a woman. When I got home from work,

  he’d want to know what I’d done all day. I worked in an office and Luke was obsessed with my boss because he was a bloke. He kept saying I wanted to sleep with him to get a promotion.

  Eventually I ended up quitting. As my career fell apart, his took off with his business and then the politics thing.’




  Jessica couldn’t stop herself. ‘He sounds like a right charmer.’




  Debbie had another sip of her tea. ‘Quite. When he got elected, he liked having me there just for the image of having an adoring wife behind him. But then he’d have meetings and

  other business, so I’d be alone at the house a lot. Have you been there?’




  ‘Not yet.’




  ‘We’ve got this beautiful place out Withington. We bought it when Luke’s business started to do well. Because I was at home all the time, I had nothing to do except tidy the

  place up. By the end, I was staying with him more because I couldn’t face leaving the house.’




  ‘What made you change your mind?’




  Debbie finished her tea and put the mug on the floor. As she leant back, she rolled her sleeve up, waiting for Jessica to digest the criss-crossing red scars on her bicep.




  ‘Did you—?’




  ‘I didn’t tell anyone, least of all your lot. He came home drunk one night. There’d been a problem with the washing machine and an engineer had been round. He wanted to know

  what he looked like and how old he was, then if I’d made him tea. I said that the guy just came, fixed it, and left but Luke wasn’t having it. He pinned me up against the wall,

  screaming in my face, calling me a bitch and a slag. He said he’d slash my throat in my sleep and bury my body where no one would find it.’




  ‘Why didn’t you tell us? We have people—’




  Debbie’s demeanour changed instantly, shuffling away from Jessica and standing quickly, knocking over the empty mug with her foot. ‘You must think I’m stupid. Luke might have

  had his problems but I’d rather trust him than your lot.’




  ‘Mrs Calla—’




  Debbie cut her off, shouting: ‘No, you listen. I told you I didn’t want to make a statement and I don’t. If you’ve just come here to tell me about what happened to Luke

  then you’ve done that, so you can leave.’




  Jessica didn’t stand, rolling up the sleeves of her jacket and blouse until the thick red marks around her own wrists were visible. She sat with her palms facing up, feeling Debbie’s

  eyes on them, before pulling the material back down. ‘It’s not what you think,’ she said.




  Debbie picked up the mug and sat back on the sofa, wrapping her fingers through the handle and closing her eyes. ‘Sorry . . .’




  ‘You don’t have to apologise.’




  Debbie shook her head, remaining silent for a few moments, gaze fixed on Jessica before she started to speak slowly. ‘I said my dad was in the navy but that was when I was a kid – he

  died in prison when I was a teenager. He was no angel but he always said one of you lot fitted him up for some post-office job. Said he wasn’t even in the city at the time. I don’t know

  the truth – but he was my dad, y’know? And he hated you lot.’




  ‘I’m not sure what you want me to say.’




  Debbie tugged at her jumper, shrugging. ‘Two days later when Luke was out, I packed up my stuff and came here. I saw an advert in the paper and phoned the landlord. I don’t know how

  he found out where I was but Luke came knocking a few days after, crying, saying he was sorry and that he missed me. Then he was back a day later, asking if I’d return. Two days later and he

  was angry again, going on about how I was going to ruin his career because politicians needed to be married. Then he was laughing and saying that I was in this shithole and that he’d make

  sure I didn’t get a penny of his money. I didn’t even want anything.’




  ‘What happened last night?’




  ‘He was drunk, shouting worse than ever, saying that I was a whore and all the usual stuff. He said no one would want me because I’m too old. Then he pulled out a knife – which

  is when I called you.’




  ‘What did he do?’




  ‘Not much. When I told him I was talking to the police, he said that I’d keep and then he scarpered.’




  ‘And you’ve not seen him since?’




  ‘No.’




  ‘I’ve got to ask you this—’




  ‘I was at an AA meeting this morning. I used to drink a lot around the house – there wasn’t much else to do – but when I moved out, I decided I was going to get myself

  clean. I can give you the name of the guy who runs it. He’ll vouch for me.’




  Debbie crossed to the kitchen, hunting through her handbag. Jessica knew the alibi would check out but there was still a possibility that if the woman was desperate for revenge she could have

  hired someone else to attack Luke for her.




  Debbie passed Jessica a scrap of paper with the name ‘Shane Donovan’ and a phone number on, adding: ‘You can’t think I’m involved. I’m just a normal person.

  I’ve hardly got any friends and the ones I do know work in bakeries, hospitals. I go out for coffee once or twice a week with the woman who lives next door and we moan about the people

  downstairs. She lost her dad recently, so it’s been hard for her.’




  ‘Do you know anyone who might have it in for Luke?’




  ‘You name it. He wasn’t exactly popular with the main rival candidate when he got elected. The guy Luke beat had been in the same seat for twenty-odd years but these leaflets went

  out to a bunch of houses in the area, saying he was a paedo. Luke denied all knowledge and the election board said it wasn’t provable. I don’t know for sure and Luke never said anything

  about them but it wouldn’t surprise me – it’s the kind of thing he’d do. He ended up winning by a couple of hundred votes. Then there’s Michael, of course.’




  ‘Who’s that?’




  ‘Michael Cowell. We all knew each other at college. He and Luke used to be business partners but it all fell apart. I don’t know the ins and outs but Luke used to rage about him all

  the time up until a year or so back.’




  ‘Do you have any details?’




  ‘Nothing that would have been recent – plus I left almost everything at the house. I only took what I could carry when I moved out.’ She indicated around the room. ‘Most

  of this stuff comes from charity shops.’




  Jessica turned down a second cup of tea and checked a few more things, before leaving Debbie her card. She told her which hospital Luke had been taken to but wasn’t entirely surprised by

  the reply: ‘At least I’ll be able to sleep tonight without worrying about him coming round here with a knife.’




  At that, Jessica was gone; past the swastika, down the pissy stairs and back across the obstacle course of a garden to her car.




  ‘Bloody . . . bastard . . . bloody . . . thing. Can you hear me?’




  Detective Constable Izzy Diamond’s reply echoed clearly through the speakers in Jessica’s car. ‘I can hear a lot of swearing, so if that’s you, then yes.’




  ‘It’s this Bluetooth thing, I never know if it’s working. It used to be quite the skill to hold a phone between your ear and shoulder, steer with one hand, change gear with the

  other, overtake a string of cars and talk someone through an interview all at the same time. Then they went and banned it and now we’re at the mercy of technology. Philistines.’




  ‘I think there’s a few officers around here still suffering from post-traumatic stress after being in a car with you, so perhaps they were onto something?’




  Smart-arse.




  Jessica waited behind a row of parked cars as a dustbin lorry sat in the middle of the road leading off Debbie’s estate. The early morning sun had given way to the usual grey skies and a

  biting wind and the bin men – or hygiene technicians as they were probably known nowadays – were draped in an array of hats, gloves and scarves, their breaths spiralling into the air.

  They pulled a succession of wheelie bins into the road, blocking both directions of traffic, as Jessica checked the car’s clock, knowing it was going to be one of those days.




  ‘I didn’t quite catch that,’ Jessica said. ‘The line is all crackly. Anyway, I’ve got some names for you.’




  ‘From the wife?’




  ‘Yes, she’s Debbie Callaghan; married Luke not long after leaving school. He sounds like quite the shite. She says he used to beat her, mental abuse, made her stay indoors, probably

  cheated at Cluedo too. A right nasty bastard.’




  ‘Do you believe her?’




  Jessica leant on her horn as the bin men stood having a chat in the middle of the road. ‘Probably – she’s got the marks, plus there was a lot of detail she would have had to

  make up on the spot. She’s got an alibi for this morning too – she was at an AA meeting run by some Shane Donovan bloke. I’ve given him a call and will go have a word.’




  Jessica heard the sound of a keyboard rattling. ‘So you reckon Luke might have been the target?’ Izzy asked.




  ‘Maybe. She had quite a story.’




  ‘So could she be involved, with an accomplice?’




  ‘I doubt it but check her out anyway.’ Jessica also asked Izzy to find some details on Michael Cowell, the candidate Luke beat in the election, and Debbie’s next-door

  neighbour. If in doubt, cover your own arse. ‘How’s the CCTV hunt going?’ she added.




  ‘How do you think? We’ve got a marginally better image from a camera just off the square but it’s still a fuzzy grey mess. The tech guys are going to see what they can do but

  we’ll probably end up with a slightly less fuzzy mess. Witnesses are a waste of time – and they’re the ones we can find.’




  ‘The Guv?’




  ‘He’s not left his office. One of the girls said she heard shouting and that when she walked past it looked like he was untying his shoelaces.’




  ‘I hope she bloody stopped him – we’ve got enough paperwork.’ Jessica continued to speak as she undid her seatbelt and leant across the passenger’s side to see what

  was going on with the unmoving dustbin lorry. It was apparently nothing, while there was now a string of traffic behind her. ‘The poor guy’s had a shite year since his missus left him.

  Every time we have a conversation, it’s about what an arse the super’s being – or how much of the budget he has to cut. Who’d be a chief inspector, eh?’




  ‘At least he’s not cleaning used johnnies out of plant pots.’




  ‘You heard about that?’




  ‘There’s a whole search team gunning for you.’




  ‘That’s what they’re getting paid for.’




  ‘Anything else?’




  ‘See what you can dig up about Debbie Callaghan’s father – he apparently died in prison twenty years ago. Got put away for holding up a post office. It’s probably nothing

  but you never know. Give it to Dave.’




  ‘He’s on holiday, remember?’




  Another long beep of the horn. ‘Still? How long’s he been gone? If he’s off for any longer, it counts as emigrating, doesn’t it?’




  ‘He only left four days ago.’




  ‘I thought it’d been quiet. Right, I’ve got a group of dustmen to kill—’




  ‘There’s one other thing. We’re still checking but there was a post on some anarchist web forum congratulating them for the success of the attack.’




  ‘That’s all we need. Isn’t there enough porn on the Internet to keep this lot occupied? What do the tech guys reckon – is it legit?’




  ‘Not sure, it could be a hoax or someone getting the wrong end of the stick. It relates to a group called Anarky.’




  ‘Spelled with a K-Y?’




  ‘Exactly, do you know them?’




  ‘I know a man who does. Well, either that or a certain pen-thieving PC has been answering the phones again.’
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  Jessica walked carefully through the tight streets of the Northern Quarter, just in case any of the search team were still out and wanting revenge. Stray carrier bags fluttered

  between the grimy buildings as the arctic breeze was joined by a thin film of mist, just to make the day even better. One lone police van was parked on the main through road but, aside from that,

  the back alleys were a mix of the usual shoppers who’d got lost and locals using the area as a shortcut and potential toilet.




  With its live music, pubs, cafes and independent shops – not to mention the ‘characters’ often found roaming the alleys along the backs of the main streets – the Northern

  Quarter provided its own unique form of entertainment.




  After one full circuit through the zigzagging maze of streets, Jessica had barely seen anyone, let alone the man she was looking for. It also looked like the search team had done quite the

  clean-up considering the general lack of rubbish and half-eaten abandoned takeaways that would usually be on the streets.




  Jessica returned to her car wondering what to do next when she figured there was no harm in trying the obvious. She headed towards a nearby pub and the adjacent white plastic door with the

  shabbily scrawled ‘43’ that was written on in permanent marker. The door buzzer was hanging on by a thin wire but Jessica pushed it anyway, feeling the vibration in her finger as a low

  angry rumble echoed from inside. She waited for a few seconds and had already stepped away, ready to head back to the station, when she heard a chain unclinking as the door opened inwards.




  It took Jessica a few moments to realise that the person in the doorway was who she was after. ‘Toxic’ Tony Farnsworth was an alcoholic drug user who, despite having this flat, often

  lived on the streets. He had a long string of convictions, generally for low-level thefts, and had once been banned from every licensed premises in the city centre. Then he’d had shaggy

  unkempt hair, a track of razor nicks across his cheeks where he’d tried to shave and a thin nothingness of a frame from years of living on little but booze and the contents of a syringe. The

  man in front of her had almost the same features but everything was tidier. His hair was short and flat, his cheeks fuller and covered with a thin layer of stubble. Instead of the enormous coat he

  used to wear, Tony was in skinny jeans and a tight-fitting long-sleeved sweater. Although he was still lean, his chest and arms were larger and he no longer looked like a government warning poster

  for anorexia.




  ‘Tony?’




  His eyes widened. ‘Do I know you?’




  Jessica pulled out her ID card. ‘We’ve met before – quite a few times.’




  Tony squinted at her card and withdrew into the entrance of his flat, hugging his arms around himself. ‘I don’t exactly remember that much about the past few years. Daniel . . .

  Daniel . . .’ He rolled the name around his tongue a few times. ‘Did you once arrest me in an off-licence?’




  ‘Twice. One time you’d tried to steal some brandy from the top shelf, slipped and knocked yourself out on the ice-cream freezer; another time, the shopkeeper hit the panic alarm and

  left you alone in the shop. You’d panicked and—’




  ‘Pissed myself . . . I remember. You were blonder then, bit younger. Told me to stop fucking my life up or I’d end up dead or in prison.’




  ‘Sounds about right.’




  ‘You bought me breakfast another time too.’ Tony rubbed the back of his head nervously, making the hair stick up. ‘I’ve not done anything wrong. I know you lot used to be

  around all the time ’cos I’d been out nicking but I’m clean now.’




  ‘That’s not why I’m here.’




  At first Tony seemed confused but then his eyes widened. ‘Oh, it’s not me ma, is it?’




  ‘It’s to do with Anarky.’




  ‘Oh . . . you better come in.’




  Tony led Jessica up a flight of stairs into a flat that was bigger than Debbie’s but much emptier. Aside from a tiny portable television, a sofa and flat-packed ready-to-fall-apart coffee

  table, the living room was bare.




  Tony headed straight for the doorway at the back of the room. ‘Fancy a tea? That’s what you lot drink, ain’t it?’ Indeed it was – Jessica was drowning in the bloody

  stuff. A police officer’s opium. Tony continued without waiting for an answer, his voice echoing through the open door. ‘I’ve got ginseng, Earl Grey, Lung Ching, Bancha, mixed

  berry, Koslanda, Assam, Darjeeling, Covent Garden and a bit of Oolong somewhere. Any one in particular?’




  He’d replaced one addiction with another. Jessica didn’t know which was worse; she might even prefer the hard drugs. ‘Whatever you’re having.’




  Jessica would usually have had a poke around but there was nothing to poke at, so she sat on the sofa instead. A few minutes later, Tony returned with two dainty china teacups on a tray with a

  matching teapot.




  ‘I went for the Bancha,’ he said, putting the tray on the table and sitting on the floor. ‘Best leave it for a bit to let the leaves do their thing.’




  Junkie.




  ‘So, Anarky . . .’




  Tony glanced away towards the corner of the room. ‘I’ve not been on any of their marches for ages. I left all that behind.’




  ‘But you used to be a part of everything they did. You were on our watch list – probably still are – because every time there was a protest march through the city, there you

  were.’




  As he reached towards the teapot, Tony’s hand was shaking. He plucked off the lid, took out the strainer, and dunked in a spoon, swirling the liquid around manically. ‘I was

  different then. Those guys used to meet in the pub, so I’d see ’em there. I was so pissed half the time, I didn’t even know what they were on about. I thought they were on a pub

  crawl.’




  ‘Come on, Tony . . .’




  He filled both cups with a steaming green liquid that smelled vaguely of tree bark and offered Jessica one, the saucer rattling in his hand as he passed it over. ‘Okay, it wasn’t

  quite like that but I still didn’t really know them. They’d go on about how big government was run by rich men and that we were all puppets. They bought me a few drinks, so I tagged

  along.’




  ‘What about the other marches?’




  Tony sat back on the floor, sipping his tea, his eyes on Jessica’s feet. ‘I don’t remember everything but it was always a day out – a bit of excitement. I remember this

  pink one where they had biscuits at the end.’




  ‘Pink one?’




  ‘Yeah, a bunch of girls all wearing pink going on about stuff. I remember the colour.’




  ‘I think that was a breast cancer awareness march.’




  ‘Whatever – I’m just saying that I don’t remember much. Whenever I saw the groups around, I thought free booze or free biscuits. Then someone would say,

  “Let’s smash something up”, and I’d be all “Yeah, let’s stick it to the man, man”. It was all the booze.’




  ‘I take it you’re not talking about the breast cancer march. They don’t tend to do much smashing.’




  The corners of Tony’s lips curled into a smile and Jessica realised he was actually quite good-looking. Now they weren’t hazed over by a drug-related fog of confusion, his eyes had a

  glint, mischievous but not shop-smashing. She couldn’t remember but perhaps that’s why she’d told him to stop mucking his life up all those years ago, rather than just slapping on

  the cuffs and chucking him and his pissy pants into a van.




  ‘How much do you know about Anarky?’ she asked.




  ‘Not much – there was some Tom bloke, I really don’t remember. I know everyone tells you that but I actually don’t remember and anything I could come up with

  could potentially be a dream anyway. I’m not entirely sure everything I recall is accurate – well, unless I once sat down for tea with a giant green elephant and we talked about the

  onset of global capitalism.’




  It was Jessica’s turn to grin. She picked up the tea and sniffed it, thinking it smelled a bit like her back garden after a solid weekend of rain. She sipped it anyway, surprising herself

  by not gagging. It wasn’t that bad, so she took another drink, thinking about the impending, swirling shit-storm that awaited her back at the station and concluding she was best hiding here

  for as long as she could.




  ‘How does it feel to be clean?’




  Tony’s smile became a laugh. ‘A bit boring really – I don’t know what to do with myself half the time.’ He lay back on the carpet, giggling to himself. ‘No,

  it’s good, like there was this grey fog which has gone now. Before, I used to look at everything as a means to getting something else to drink, or go up my arms.’ He sat up again, eyes

  back at Jessica’s feet, with a sigh. ‘You’d see mobile phones in shop windows and think, “that must be worth a few quid, I wonder what I could get for that”.

  You’d hang around cashpoints hoping someone gave you something or dropped a note. One time this woman walked off with her card but left the cash in the slot. There was about a hundred quid,

  so I took it and pegged it before she noticed. It only hit me a few days later that she was some woman with a kid in a pushchair, run off her feet, knackered, probably taking out her shopping money

  for the week. I thought about that kid going hungry, p’raps her old man giving her a slap, like, and I’d spent all her money on shite. I couldn’t stop thinking about her but then

  it just made me depressed, so I went and nicked some shoes from this shop on Deansgate. Got twenty quid for them and guess where that went.’




  ‘What were you on?’




  Tony shrugged. ‘You name it, I probably tried it. I think I was into paint-thinner for a while.’
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