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AFTERWORD


Interview with Jessica Daniel


SOMETHING WICKED


SOMETHING HIDDEN


DOWN AMONG THE DEAD MEN


FOR RICHER, FOR POORER




PROLOGUE


Spencer O’Brien was fighting a losing battle with the duvet. His bed was built into an alcove of the wall, the covers tightly tucked underneath the mattress on either side. He kicked his legs and flapped his elbows in a vicious battle of good versus evil, light versus darkness, man versus cotton blend. Man was ultimately victorious, wrenching out the covers and spinning into a sitting position.


He checked his phone for the time – ten past midnight – then sat unmoving, listening, sure he’d heard something outside. It wasn’t unusual: he was staying in his dad’s house on the end of a terrace not far from Manchester city centre. There was usually a low hum of traffic and frequently the early-morning cackle of someone on their way home after a night on the lash. It hadn’t sounded like that, though, it was more like a scraping . . . as if someone was trying to get in.


Spencer reached underneath the bed and put on his slippers. There had been three apparent break-ins at his father’s house in the past month. Nothing had been taken but his dad was scared, turning the fear into anger that the police were seemingly ‘doing nothing’. Spencer was a twenty-five-year-old man who had – temporarily – moved back in with his dad, sleeping in his childhood bedroom, all because he couldn’t bear the thought of his father being frightened and alone. His dad might be a Falklands veteran but that didn’t stop him being petrified, even if he never said it.


Whatever Spencer had heard was no longer there, replaced by the rattle of the window and banging of the ancient pipes running across the attic. That was the problem with an old place like this: an intruder could have smashed the windows and stolen everything as everyone upstairs slept peacefully, completely accustomed to the house’s natural clanks and clangs.


Spencer thought about wedging himself back under the covers but had never been good at getting back to sleep once he’d woken up. He also still had the headache that he’d gone to bed early with, a steady throb that felt like it was trying to push his eyes out. It crossed his mind that it could be carbon monoxide poisoning, but then he was paranoid about the state of the house. It was falling apart in all senses – which was why developers wanted to knock it down and start again.


He’d just lifted his feet out of his slippers when . . . Spencer heard another thump. His bedroom was directly above the rear door, through which the intruders seemed to be entering. He slipped across to the window, wrestling the curtain and peering into the dark mess of a back yard. He squinted towards the shadows but the moon was shrouded by cloud, making it almost impossible to see anything other than a sliver of light from the back door, creeping into a triangle across the uneven paving slabs.


Why would the light be on? And why would the back door be slightly open? It would almost be inviting someone to break in . . .


BANG!


Spencer jumped as the booming thunder of a shotgun rocked the house. He froze for a moment, knowing exactly what had happened but not wanting to believe it. His dad had been threatening this for days. If the police weren’t going to do something about the wave of intruders, the invaders, the burglars that so scared him, then he would. Surely he couldn’t have done it? Not this . . .


He took the stairs two at a time, hurdling the lower banister until he reached the kitchen, barely able to take in the sight that greeted him. The back door was open, the handle attached to a thin length of rope that looped over the door and across the ceiling until it dropped down, where it had been wound around the trigger of a shotgun that was tied to a dining chair. His father must have rigged the trap after Spencer went to bed early.


There was a thick spray of crimson across the back of the kitchen, blood clinging to the work surfaces and cupboard doors.


Oh, no. No, no, no, no.


Spencer crept forward, stepping around the chair and the gun until he could see the body. It was a woman who’d been blasted backwards, a bloody circular shape in the centre of her chest. Her head was resting to the side, long dark blonde hair curving around her cheeks and already matting with blood. He didn’t need to check to know that she was dead. Nobody got up from this, not even in the movies.


He turned at the sound of a cry, seeing his father in the kitchen doorway. His father was in his seventies, wiry white hair darting off in all directions, stripy white and red pyjamas pure Marks and Sparks. He’d once been a proud man but his mind was slipping.


‘Dad . . . what did you do?’


Niall O’Brien stared from his son to the dead woman, mouth wide. ‘I . . . didn’t mean . . .’


‘Where’d the gun come from?’


‘Is she . . . ?’


‘Of course she’s dead!’


Spencer’s raised voice made his father shrink away, stepping back into the hallway, covering his eyes and starting to cry. His footsteps disappeared up the stairs, with Spencer wanting to follow but knowing he had to do something else first.


When the 999 call handler answered, Spencer momentarily thought about asking for the ambulance before the horror hit him once more. He didn’t want to look at the body but he couldn’t avoid it. He’d never seen a dead person before, let alone someone like this, blown to bits. The poor woman. Was she really a burglar? Or just someone intrigued by the open back door and the light? This was so, so bad . . . his father hadn’t just rigged a lethal trap, he’d left the door open and invited intruders.


It felt as if he was on autopilot as Spencer gave his name and the address before the call handler asked for specifics. He turned back to the body, voice quivering.


‘There’s a woman at our house . . . she’s been shot,’ he said.


‘Is there any immediate danger?’


‘No, it’s . . . complicated.’


‘Can you see if she’s breathing?’


‘She’s definitely not.’


‘Is she someone known to you?’


Spencer stared at the body, about to say ‘no’ when it dawned on him that she seemed horribly familiar. She’d been wearing a suit when he saw her before but now she was in jeans and a jacket.


He gasped a reply, crumpling to his knees. ‘Oh, no.’


‘Spencer?’


‘She’s a police officer,’ he stumbled. ‘She was here the other week.’


There was a short pause before the handler replied. She sounded unsteady herself. Shocked. ‘To confirm, you’re saying that a police officer has been shot at your house?’


‘She’s some sort of detective . . . she came round because there’s been a bunch of break-ins at my dad’s house. There’s something that’s come out of her pocket, an ID card – it’s right here.’


‘Mr O’Brien, you shouldn’t—’


‘I can see it from where I am. There’s blood all over it but her name’s clear. It’s Detective Inspector Jessica Daniel.’
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THREE WEEKS PREVIOUSLY


Phoebe drummed her fingers on the steering wheel, enjoying the sunshine on the back of her knuckles. It was officially summer. Well, not officially, but the sun was out and Manchester was bathing in its wondrous glow. That was as good as declaring it was summer, even if it only lasted for the morning.


She squinted into the distance, wondering why nobody ever did anything about the state of the traffic heading into the city every morning. There were traffic lights everywhere, as if the council were paid according to how many times the damned things blinked red. Somewhere ahead, a car horn beeped, then another and another, vehicles communicating via the medium of a high-pitched bleating.


It wasn’t doing Phoebe’s dull headache any good.


She pulled down the sun visor, shielding her gaze from the glare off the car ahead and closed her eyes. On the radio, the track changed to something upbeat: something that brought back memories of dancing on Friday night. It was by someone who had a single letter as one of their names – like Jay Z but not as good. Dave G, or something? There was definitely a G in there. Gav P? No, that was ridiculous.


Phoebe’s eyes jumped open, the seatbelt clamping against her breastbone as the ringtone blared through the Bluetooth headset welded to her ear. Instinctively, she touched the earpiece, expecting somebody to start moaning about the delivery of a printer or something similar. It was a Monday, for crying out loud, why couldn’t people leave her alone?


‘Phoebe Davies,’ she said, trying to sound upbeat, ‘how can I help you?’


There was a snigger and then a female voice replied: ‘Is that how you always answer your phone?’


Phoebe laughed, easing the car into first and creeping along a few vehicle lengths until she reached a halt again.


‘I didn’t think you’d make it out of bed today,’ she said. The last time she’d seen her friend Imogen was the previous day, passed out on another mate’s sofa. The combination of the sun, barbecue and booze hadn’t done any of them any good.


‘Uggggghhhhh . . . me neither,’ Imogen replied. ‘How’s your head?’


‘Not happy – plus it’s sunny and I’ve got to work. There’s an audit today.’


‘Yuck.’


‘I thought there were laws about this sort of thing? What’s the point in the European convention on human rights if it doesn’t include having a day off when the sun’s out?’


Imogen wasn’t listening. She smacked her lips together and Phoebe could tell she was grinning. ‘You’ll never guess who Nicola went home with after you left yesterday.’


‘Who?’


‘Guess.’


‘Not Leo . . . ?’


‘Aww, yuck. Course not. No one’s ever gone home with him. It was Dylan.’


Phoebe was about to reply when the car behind beeped its horn. She realised the traffic was moving, though she wasn’t.


‘Hang on.’


She yanked the gearstick into first and bunny-hopped forward, engine growling in protest. All too soon, the lights flickered back to red as she came to a halt at a four-way junction. She glanced in her rear-view mirror to see the man in the red van behind waving his arms around, calling her a list of names that she didn’t need to be a lip-reading expert to understand.


BEEEEEEEEEEEP!


‘All right, piss off.’


Imogen’s voice echoed from the tinny speaker. ‘Me?’


‘Not you, some bloke behind me is having a heart attack. Anyway, Nicola went home with Dylan?’


The traffic started to filter across the junction, weaving around as cars turned onto the main road, heading into, or away from, the city centre. Phoebe glanced in her mirror again, where red van man was still fuming. She could see a vein bulging around his eye.


‘Yeah, so Dylan was, like, totally trying it on with her. You know what he’s like – top button undone and those really tight shorts. Anyway, Nicola’d had four Bacardi Breezers and you could tell she was up for it. One minute, she was sitting on the lounger in the garden, the next she’d disappeared. Ollie reckoned he heard noises coming from the spare bedroom but he’s always exaggerating. Next thing you know, Nicola’s saying goodbye, then Dylan’s offering her a lift home – as if none of us knew what was going on! You’ll never guess what happened next.’


Phoebe opened her mouth to reply but the words never came out. There was a squeal of wheels from in front. A prison van was waiting in the yellow criss-cross area of the junction, indicating towards the city centre. As it inched forward, a grubby white van accelerated from the opposite direction, lurching one way and then wheel-spinning sideways at the last moment.


BOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOM!


The front of the white van slammed into the cabin of the prison van, making it slide, wobble as if it was going to topple over, and then settle back onto all four wheels.


Phoebe yelped, not realising the sound was her until she heard Imogen in her ear, asking what was wrong.


There was a rush of grey from the front seats of the white van – airbags – and then the doors sprung open. There were two men in jeans and trainers with hooded tops and balaclavas. One was in black, the other blue. Each had a sawn-off shotgun pointed at the cabin of the prison van. The person in black angled the weapon to the sky and pulled the trigger. The bang was so loud that Phoebe jumped, unclipping her seatbelt and diving sideways so she was spread across the passenger seat, out of sight. The gearstick dug into her ribs as she heard a man’s voice.


‘Out!’


She peeped over the dashboard, where a man in a uniform was climbing out of the prison van, arms in the air.


‘Phoebes?’


Phoebe tapped her ear, ending the call and then plucked off the headset, dropping it on the driver’s seat. She was trying to watch what was going on, while remaining unseen.


The first man getting out of the prison van had been joined by a second. Black hoody was aiming his shotgun towards the pair, as blue hoody grabbed something shiny from them and hurried to the back of the van. There was more shouting and then another bang. Phoebe could see other drivers in their cars, watching, not daring to intervene. She risked a quick glance behind, where the man in the red van was on his mobile. As she wondered if she should’ve called the police, sirens sounded in the distance. Black hoody heard them too, glancing towards the city centre and raising himself onto tiptoes. He shouted something towards his mate, who was edging sideways to peer around the two officers. They were on their knees, hands on heads, staring at the tarmac.


BANG!


Another gunshot and then black hoody ran to the back of the prison van, shouting something Phoebe couldn’t make out. Moments later, the two hoodies dashed across the junction with two men in suits a little behind. The four of them disappeared behind a hedgerow at full pelt, not looking back as the blare of the sirens melded into a deafening chorus.
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The tea machine in the canteen of Longsight Police Station snapped, crackled and popped its greeting, showing a flagrant disregard for a certain breakfast cereal company’s copyright on those particular noises. That done, it croaked, wheezed, made a grinding noise, and then launched into something that sounded like someone with laryngitis trying to blow their nose. Eventually, when it had finished angling for attention, it spat out a tan plastic cup that was foaming with what was hopefully milk. Detective Inspector Jessica Daniel plucked it from the holder, sniffed the liquid, grimaced, and then crossed to the table. She leant back into the cold plastic chair and fought a brave, though ultimately losing, battle against a yawn.


‘Aren’t you going to get me one?’ Detective Constable Dave Rowlands asked.


Jessica nodded towards the machine. ‘Don’t your legs work?’


‘But you were already there.’


‘When was the last time you bought me something?’


‘Friday – that Dairy Milk in the offy, then a glass of wine in the Wounded Duck.’


Jessica rolled her eyes back into her head. What day was it again? She vaguely remembered the Friday – sitting in the hallway of the magistrates’ court, only for the defendant to plead guilty at the last minute. She mooched around the shops afterwards, blamed the buses for taking her time to get back to the station, and then met her colleagues and mates, Dave Rowlands, Izzy Diamond and Archie Davey, around the corner for a swift few halves before nicking home.


On Saturday, she’d hammered through the midget-sized pile of paperwork she’d not managed to palm off onto someone else, then accidentally got stuck in the traffic from a football friendly on the way home. Schoolgirl error. Basics.


On Sunday, she’d . . . hmm . . . think . . . gone to the city centre with Bex, and then they’d spent the day in the park reading and marvelling at the blue skies and hazy ball of warmth. A rare day off when it hadn’t lashed it down. Summer was here!


That meant today must be Monday. Whew, on the wrong side of thirty-five, it was a relief knowing which day of the week it was without checking.


Jessica dug into her jacket pocket, spilling a metallic clatter of coins onto the table. ‘Knock yourself out,’ she said, nodding at the machine.


Rowlands hunted through the shrapnel, clearing out the rest of the coppers Jessica had been trying to get rid of since the mardy cow in the post office had dumped it on her the previous week.


‘You’re too generous for your own good,’ he said.


He scuttled past her towards the machine, smelling of the same hair gel as when she’d first met him too many years previously. Any man over the age of thirty-five with spiky hair had some serious questions to ask of himself. For the most part, Rowlands had calmed down in recent years, but those bloody spikes remained, like a baby hedgehog welded to the top of his head.


More yawning.


The tea tasted as bad as ever, most likely made with the kind of browny-grey sludge water that was usually stuck to the nation’s draining boards.


Dave flopped back into the chair opposite, sipping what the machine laughably called a ‘latte’.


He nodded towards the main doors. ‘Aren’t you supposed to be interviewing that lad from this morning?’


Jessica shrugged. ‘He’s not going anywhere. Besides, his solicitor’s that flash twat with the BMW. The air-con downstairs is on the blink again and it’s steaming in the solicitor’s room. I’ve heard he loves the odd trip to those “saunas” out Eccles way’ – bunny ears – ‘so I’m sure he won’t mind waiting.’


‘You just don’t like BMW drivers, do you?’


‘Who does?’


Rowlands paused to think. ‘Good point.’


More tea, another yawn.


‘You off to see Niall O’Brien today?’ Rowlands asked.


‘I’m supposed to be but with everything else, it might end up being tomorrow. I’ve already been out once.’


‘Doesn’t he live on his own? What’s he like? Nutter?’


Jessica thought of the old man living on the abandoned terrace, unwilling to sell to the housing developers. ‘I dunno . . .’ she replied. ‘I feel sorry for the bloke.’


The smell of soggy fried potatoes was drifting invitingly from the canteen counter, a cholesterol-spreading siren luring its prey with the promise of a satisfying encounter, only to leave its victims with dysentery.


‘I might get something to eat,’ Rowlands said, turning.


‘You’re not still on the salads, are you?’


He patted his stomach. ‘I’m a picture of health and fitness.’


‘Maybe a Picasso.’


Rowlands turned back. ‘I don’t understand what your problem is.’


‘Think of every story you’ve ever been told – anecdotes, encounters – anything remotely funny. Has any great tale in the history of mankind ever started with, “We went out for salad and . . .”?’


‘What’s your point?’


‘That you’ve been a right boring sod since you started on whatever diet it is that you’re on. I don’t want to know how many calories are in a glass of wine – only a fun-hating bastard would even bother to add it up.’


Rowlands pointed a thumb towards the door, where Detective Chief Inspector Lewis Topper was standing with a hand on his hip. He looked suspiciously young for a DCI: all dark hair and athletic, no hints of grey. No Ordinance Survey map of wrinkles. It was sickening. His nervous breakdown was at least a decade away.


Jessica downed her tea, fighting the gag reflex. Time to get to work.


Walking from one area of Longsight Police Station to another was like moving from the Arctic to the tropics. In the cells and the solicitors’ area in the basement, they were in the midst of a sultry Amazonian summer, with treacle-like humidity and sweltering temperatures. On the upper floor, where DCI Topper’s office was, it was a cool, comfortable Spanish autumn: fit for shirt sleeves, linen pants, sangria in the evenings, and an afternoon siesta. On the central floor, on which lay Jessica’s office, the canteen, the entrance and the interview rooms, the air-conditioning was turned up to the maximum, sending a glacial blast of Russian winter along the corridors. Someone had rigged up a heater in the corner of the interview room, which was paddling a gentle warming breeze that wasn’t making much difference.


BMW-man had something green between his teeth. It was definitely something leafy, the sort of psychotic breakfast only a solicitor could eat. He’d probably blended some sort of super-veg protein shake before clambering into his too-clean German car and racing across the city when he’d heard the news. Jessica eyed him with as much disdain as she could muster, which wasn’t much nowadays. Age was mellowing her. The bastard.


The client of BMW-man looked as if he’d never seen anything leafy in his life: a scrawny, runty waste of existence, whose name Jessica knew only too well. She shifted her attention to him, taking in the speckled growth on his chin that could loosely be described as stubble. His hair was a greying mess, eyes darting from one side of the interview room to the other.


‘You all right, Carl?’ Jessica asked.


Carl Frosham nodded quickly, swallowing and reaching for the glass of water on the table. Jessica wondered if the constable had fetched it from a toilet bowl in the men’s, or if he’d gone to the water fountain. She hoped the former. Frosham’s hand shook as he sipped the liquid, sloshing a little onto the floor.


‘Just a bit jumpy,’ he replied.


‘Probably not as jumpy as that newsagent when you held a knife to his neck and threatened to rape his twelve-year-old son in front of him.’


Frosham sputtered a spray of water down his chin onto the table.


‘Inspect—’


Jessica cut off the solicitor with a wave of her hand. She could feel DCI Topper watching her through the video feed, telling her telepathically that was the one he’d let go. The only one.


She held Frosham’s eye: ‘So . . . why didn’t you run?’


He continued to shuffle nervously, inspecting his grubby fingernails to go alongside his grubbier mind. He scratched his chin, staring past Jessica towards the door and potential freedom beyond. Well, if he could get past the team of crack police officers who worked at Longsight. And Fat Pat on the front desk. Jessica could sense him thinking that he should have made a break for it after all.


His voice was high-pitched and squirrelly, as if one of his testicles were in a gradually tightening vice. It was the type of thing he’d probably enjoy.


‘I’m in enough trouble, ain’t I?’ Frosham said.


‘You’ve got that right. What happened?’


Frosham peered sideways at his solicitor, who remained unmoved. ‘Am I gonna . . . ?’


Jessica glanced between the men, knowing the prisoner would’ve already been told this. ‘You’re not going to get credit for staying in a prison van when it’s been rammed by another vehicle. The fact you’re incarcerated in the first place should give you a clue that you’re going to be punished. That said, if you’re really helpful, I might be able to rustle up a Yorkie before we send you back – but I’m not promising. It depends what mood the vending machine’s in.’


‘Right . . .’


Jessica looked at the solicitor, wondering if he was going to help. The answer was a clear, uninterested, wordless ‘no’.


‘I’m not asking for a kidney,’ Jessica added. ‘You were in the van, on the way to court for sentencing, when another vehicle crashed into it. What happened?’


Frosham glanced at the camera again, then his solicitor, and then, finally, Jessica.


‘There was a big bang,’ he said, presumably referring to the incident, not starting a debate over evolution versus the Bible.


‘Go on . . .’


‘That’s pretty much it. One minute we’re bumping along – those vans are bloody uncomfortable. You should do something about it.’


Jessica underlined the words ‘toilet water’ on her pad. ‘I’ll get right on it.’


Frosham nodded. ‘The next minute, everything’s spinning and some bloke’s outside, shouting for us to get away from the door—’


‘What did he sound like? Local?’


‘I dunno. Kinda normal. Anyway, there’s another bang and then the doors fly open. There’s this guy in a baklava and he’s got the keys for the cages. He opened them all and then the other two ran for it.’


Jessica presumed the attackers weren’t wearing pastry-related desserts, so let the slip go.


‘Did he say anything?’ she asked.


‘Only “stand back” when the doors were closed, but we were in cages anyway.’


‘What about the other prisoners?’


‘Nobody was saying anything.’


Jessica opened the file in front of her, held up a photograph. ‘Owen Priestley – a friendly chap, though you probably wouldn’t introduce him to your daughter. He robbed an off-licence with a sawn-off. When the till got stuck, he used the butt to beat the owner into intensive care. Despite a splash of his blood being at the scene, he pleaded not guilty.’


She looked up, catching Frosham’s eye – he was another not-guilty merchant. Some people couldn’t help themselves, enjoying the farce of the trial, hearing the details repeated over and over. They were going down anyway, so might as well get some sport from it. Frosham didn’t take the bait.


‘Nine months back,’ she continued, ‘Priestley slashed someone across the face while in prison. No one knows where he got the knife. He was on his way back to court today to have his sentence increased. Do you know him?’


Frosham shook his head.


‘Sure?’


‘I’ve read about him, like. We’re on different wings.’


Jessica nodded. Of course they were – people like Frosham weren’t allowed to mix with the rest of the prisoners, else they’d get more than a knife slash across the face.


‘What about our second guy?’ she asked. ‘Kevin Jones has a long string of minor-ish crimes, ending with a robbery last year.’ She glanced up again. ‘He’s what we call “a little shite”. He was on his way to court to hopefully be sent down for four or five years. Know him?’


A shake of the head.


‘And you’re sure that neither of them said anything to you while in the van?’


‘The first guy, Priestley, said something about the weather – “Nice day for it”, that sort of thing. I ignored him.’


‘Did you recognise anything about the attacker?’


Frosham shook his head. ‘He was wearing a baklava.’


‘What about his build? Tall? Short? Fat? Thin? White? Black? Asian? Arms? Legs?’


‘Just kinda normal.’


‘Did he specifically go for Priestley or Jones?’


‘I dunno – he unlocked all of our cages.’


‘But who did he unlock first?’


‘Ummm . . .’


Jessica waited. She was assuming it wasn’t Frosham, so he had only two choices. It wasn’t University Challenge.


‘. . . Priestley, I think.’


‘You think, or you know?’


‘I don’t know.’


Great.


Jessica turned and checked the clock above the door. Although she’d told Rowlands she wanted to make her BMW-driving friend wait, it was time to get moving. The Scene of Crime lot would be finishing with the prison van, and uniform would have had a whole bunch of front doors slammed in their faces by now. The grown-ups were ready to get involved.


‘Is there anything else you can think of?’ Jessica asked.


Frosham squirmed. ‘I dunno . . . just . . .’


‘What?’


‘After the cages were open and the other two jumped onto the road, the other guy with the gun ran round to the back. He and his mate didn’t seem to know what they were doing.’


Jessica sat up straighter. Useful information for once. ‘How do you mean?’


‘With the guns. They were waving the sawn-offs around like they were toys. I flinched when my cage was opened because I thought it might go off. They could’ve shot anyone.’


Frosham might be a nasty piece of work and it wasn’t much comfort that he knew how people were supposed to handle weapons. In the short time since the prison van had been intercepted, the talk had been that it was a professional job. Jessica wasn’t convinced when she first heard about it and she certainly wasn’t now. If a person was going to attack a prison van, why do it close to the city centre on a main road? There would be witnesses everywhere and police swarming within minutes. The prison van had already travelled along a set of country roads where it was far more vulnerable. There was also something unsubtle about the attack. She’d heard stories from other forces where people had used stingers to burst a prison van’s tyres. Ramming it with another car created too many unknowns in which the attackers could have been injured. One frayed seatbelt or damaged airbag, and the attackers would be in intensive care themselves. The fact they were flapping the shotguns around like water pistols only added to her unease. She’d seen criminals brandish guns and they never waved them around like actors in movies. They gripped the weapon as if it was their first-born, eyes steely and determined. Only amateurs or idiots wafted them around. That was how accidents happened.


Jessica could feel Topper’s eyes on her through the video camera again, giving her the wind-up.


‘I’m not sure if they’re going to take you back to court, or if you’re going back to prison,’ Jessica told Frosham. ‘For now, we’re going to send you back to the cells downstairs. If you can behave yourself, someone will rustle you up a brew and that Yorkie. All right?’


Frosham answered before his solicitor could. ‘I’d prefer a Turkish Delight.’


She presumed he was talking about chocolate.


In the corridor, Topper gave Jessica one of his disapproving eyebrow raises, a silent warning about her opening statement. She knew the drill. She’d seen enough of those looks.


He had his hands in his pockets but was half-turned towards the main exit. Since he’d replaced Jack Cole as the station’s DCI, the main change was how hands-on he was. Cole worked from his office, Topper had a habit of sticking his oar in. Jessica preferred it when others kept their oars firmly out of her way.


‘How’s everything going?’ she asked.


‘If it is a pair of amateurs, they’ve created havoc. Sky News have a helicopter in the air; the super’s on one because someone from the Herald called his home number; and even the BBC are covering it. Someone must have woken up the newsdesk at Salford.’


Always thinking of the media – typical of any officers with more than a pair of initials in front of their name.


‘I meant have we found Priestley or Jones?’


Topper sighed and smiled at the same time, another trick straight out of the DCI handbook. It was why Jessica wouldn’t be cut out for the job: she didn’t do sugar-coating.


‘What do you think?’ he replied, setting off for the car park.
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Topper was going through the full range of clichés – it was ‘all hands on deck’ and time to ‘shape up or ship out’. He wanted to ‘see which way the wind blows’, although he’d been ‘talking until I’m blue in the face’ and now it was time for all the local divisions to ‘pull together in a time of crisis’. He pointed out that they could have been first on the scene but ‘too many cooks and all that’.


He’d joined Greater Manchester Police from a force in Scotland barely six months previously but Jessica didn’t know where he was from. Sometimes he sounded Scottish, other times Irish. Even when he was being nice, he sounded annoyed.


Jessica felt like telling him that she wasn’t the press officer and he didn’t need to give her the official party line. Basically, they were in the shite and could very much do with finding Owen Priestley and Kevin Jones, not to mention the pair who’d broken them out of the prison van.


Manchester traffic was riddled with more chaos than usual. With one of the main four-way junctions into and out of the city closed, nobody was going anywhere fast. Well, except for them. Topper had the blue lights flashing, siren blaring, as he weaved through the glorified car park that was technically Mancunian Way.


The sun blared down on the pair of battered vans that were still in the centre of the junction, glass and metal glittering across the tarmac. There were people in white overalls checking the scene, uniformed officers talking to witnesses and sending others on their way, and a cordon of police vehicles blocking off most of the immediate area. Above, the rotor blades of the Sky News helicopter chikka-chikka-chikka-ed annoyingly. There were satellite trucks parked beyond a police barrier off to one side of the junction, with a row of microphone-wielding reporters doing pieces to camera. There was also a crowd of people lined up behind another barrier, armed with mobile phones, access to YouTube, and, presumably, nothing better to do on a Monday morning.


A superintendent from Manchester’s North division – DSI Deacon – was lapping it up. He was giving a briefing to a couple of officers, half-turned so that the wall of cameras could see him, pointing towards a row of grubby brown-brick houses beyond a hedgerow. Technically, the escapees were nothing to do with him, but he’d been stuck in traffic close to the scene and got there first. In non-policing terms, he’d called shotgun. Jessica’s Metropolitan district was also represented: DSI Jenkinson trussed up, ready for an impromptu-looking, though heavily orchestrated, press conference that would be occurring any minute. He was vying with his opposite number for attention. The fact there were two superintendents in one place with no golf course in sight was a miracle in itself.


If there was one thing officers in the Metropolitan division hated, it was working alongside anyone from the North, South, East or West districts. That said, any of the Manchester areas were preferable to collaborating with police from Merseyside, the north east or Bloody Yorkshire, as they were officially known. Still, any of those were better than cooperating with any of the pricks who worked for the Met in London, although liaising with them was narrowly better than having to talk to anyone from Scotland. And it was best not to mention Wales. The British police force was separated into a collection of districts united by the fact that they couldn’t stand one another.


Deacon continued pointing, showing his authority to any cameras that were trained upon him. Jessica and Topper stood listening, along with a couple of other CID members who were unlucky enough to be on shift.


‘. . . Priestley, Jones and the attackers disappeared into that estate,’ Deacon said, still pointing. That must be day one of the training course: how to look authoritative while pointing. ‘We’ve got as many officers as we could get our hands on going door to door.’


‘We’ve not found them yet,’ Jenkinson interjected, talking over the other DSI. ‘We’ve got Jones on CCTV heading towards a tower block, which we’ve sealed off. He lives in the area, so could be hiding anywhere.’


‘Have you tried his actual flat?’ Deacon asked.


Jenkinson frowned at him. ‘I’m not sure how you do things up north, but that’s the first thing we tried down here.’


A hint of a smile crept across Deacon’s face: ‘We tend to keep our prisoners locked up, so don’t have that problem.’


‘Can’t keep hold of your laptops though, can you? How many did you lose last year?’


‘Sorry, were you talking to me, or going massively over budget?’


The two DSIs stared at each other, on the brink of debating who had the biggest dad.


Jessica ditched protocol and politeness, speaking over the pair of them. ‘Surely Priestley’s the priority?’


The pair of superintendents – superintendi?, superintendo? – turned to face her.


‘It’s just that Jones is a bit of an idiot,’ Jessica continued quickly. ‘He’s been done for all sorts over the years and always gets caught. This is where he comes from, so he’ll be in a mate’s flat. Sooner or later, he’ll nip out for a packet of Hobnobs and we’ll get him. Priestley’s a nasty piece of work.’


Jenkinson was nodding slowly, though he might have been trying to remember her name. ‘I was about to say precisely that,’ he replied.


Deacon was nodding too, not wanting to cede control that he didn’t have in the first place. ‘I was coming to that, too. A witness saw three men getting into a silver Volkswagen. With Jones spotted heading towards the tower block, it’s likely the hijackers were there for Priestley. We got a call five minutes ago from someone out Eccles way, saying there was a silver vehicle on fire on the industrial estate that backs onto the M602.’


Jessica stopped herself from sighing – that was the single piece of information they needed. She didn’t need to say anything because Topper had already taken a step back to the car.


‘We’ll go,’ he said.


It was always the way when the neighbouring forces came together. The higher-ups would argue over stupid things, fuss over who got to go on TV, and then, eventually, the rest of the team would get to work. Topper didn’t say it but his silence showed his relief that the DSIs were staying out of the way. As Topper and Jessica headed to Eccles, the superintendents would be talking to the media, appealing for witnesses, and chucking in the odd long word to make themselves seem more on the ball than they were. The former DSI in the Metropolitan district – Aylesbury – once got the words ‘idiosyncratic’ and ‘dichotomy’ into a conference, which impressed even Jessica. Still, only clever dicks used long words when a short one would do.


If Priestley and the pair who’d broken him out were going for ostentatious, then they’d certainly achieved it. The silver Volkswagen had been dumped at the side of a disused warehouse and then set on fire. Unfortunately for them, it had been left a little too close to a wheelie bin filled with something flammable. Balls of black smoke were billowing into the air, threatening a nearby factory. Workers in dark blue overalls were filming the scene on mobile phones as fire officers doused the vehicle, bin, and surrounding area with jets of water.


Jessica and Topper were barely out of the car when they were back in it. Someone working on the industrial estate had seen three men racing away in a black Astra, which had since been spotted driving erratically a couple of miles away in the streets, zigzagging along the back of the Trafford Park train station. Topper had stopped spouting clichés but the journey was riddled with silent resignation that they might be following a trail all day and there were more productive things that could be done from the station.


Topper pulled up behind a pool car on the maze of tight streets packed with red-brick houses and low walls. An apron-clad woman was outside one of the houses, talking to a uniformed officer, pointing towards the abandoned black Astra at the front of the house.


‘. . . so who’s going to move it?’ she asked.


The officer was scribbling in his notebook as Jessica and Topper arrived, ID cards at the ready.


‘More of you,’ she added, throwing her hands into the air. She was in her late forties, the curtain-twitching, gossipy sort that police officers loved. She checked her watch, shaking her head. ‘I can’t talk long, I’ve got a cake in the oven. It’s my Anthony’s birthday.’


Ooh, cake.


Jessica’s stomach grumbled.


With the crash scene, the fire on the industrial estate and now this, the Scene of Crime team were going to be busy. The uniformed officer would have to waste the rest of his morning waiting next to the Astra, ensuring no one went near it, as they waited for one of the flatbeds to pick it up.


Jessica nodded towards the vehicle. ‘Did you see anyone getting out?’ she asked.


The homeowner was pointing a finger, still flapping her arms. ‘See ’em? I gave ’em a piece of my mind.’ She pointed at her house and the handwritten sign taped to the inside of the living-room window:


NO PARKING EVER: CAR OWNER. THAT MEANS YOU.


‘People are always trying to leave their cars ’ere, then get a train into the city. Saves on parking. Soon as I saw ’em pull in, I was out of the house telling ’em to do one.’


‘How many were there?’ Jessica asked.


‘Three – then I went inside and saw that one on the news and called you straight away.’ She wiped her hands on the apron, proud of herself. If there was one thing that got people riled up, it was other people parking – perfectly legally – in front of their houses. When in uniform, Jessica had been to two fights and an attempted murder arising from disputes over where neighbours parked their cars.


‘Who did you see?’ Jessica asked.


‘Somebody Priestley.’


‘Did you get a good look at the other people who were in the car with him?’


She shook her head, wafting a hand in the vague direction of the crossroads at the end of the road. ‘Oh, they were off and away with their hoods up.’


‘But you said you gave them a piece of your mind . . .’


‘Oh, I did. I told that fella to move his car. Didn’t realise who it was at the time.’


‘What did he say?’


The woman snorted, peering over her shoulder conspiratorially. ‘I won’t repeat the exact language, but he told me to . . .’ She lowered her voice so much that Jessica missed the first word. The second was definitely ‘off’.


‘What did he do then?’ Jessica asked.


She pointed towards the junction again. ‘He ran off too.’


‘Did you see where they went?’


‘I think they dropped down onto the train tracks.’ She pointed to her left, away from the city centre. ‘Heading that way . . . now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got one cake to get out of the oven, and another to ice.’ Her eyebrows arched towards the Astra. ‘You going to move that, or what?’


Jessica smiled at the uniformed officer. ‘Our colleague here’s the man to ask . . .’


Stitch-up complete, Jessica and Topper headed towards the four-way junction. Three of the roads led further into the estate, with the final side a small two-house cul-de-sac with a brick wall at the end. It was high enough to be tough to climb by one lone person but not too much of a challenge with two or three helping each another. The pylons on the other side signalled the train lines.


‘She must’ve followed them down the road if she saw them going over the top of the wall onto the train tracks,’ Jessica said.


Topper was nodding, glancing from house to house. More PCs would eventually be on their way but there was so much going on, neither of them knew when that might be.


‘I’ll knock on a few doors,’ he said, ‘you call in.’


There was one person at the station who always knew what was going on. Detective Sergeant Isobel Diamond answered on the second ring. She was perhaps Jessica’s best friend, certainly the colleague she trusted the most. Izzy had recently been promoted but still found time to do a lot of the groundwork for whatever Jessica was working on. If Jessica had her way, Izzy would work solely for her: the two of them against the world. With Izzy’s talent, good grace, and social skills alongside Jessica’s natural ability to piss people off, they made a good team.


In the background, Jessica could hear the rush of officers racing around, though Izzy sounded calm.


‘Having fun?’ Izzy asked.


‘I’m at Trafford Park staring at a brick wall,’ Jessica replied.


‘You always did know how to enjoy yourself.’


‘Can you check the transport police logs and see if anyone reported men on the tracks around Trafford Park, heading away from the city.’


‘Humphrey Park’s the next stop on that line,’ Izzy replied.


‘Did you know that off the top of your head?’


‘Yep.’


‘And you were laughing at me for being sad.’


There was the tip-tapping of a keyboard and a low humming. ‘I’m not sure about the transport police but we did get a match for that Astra,’ Izzy said. ‘It was nicked from the Morrisons car park in Eccles last week. Someone’s checking ANPR at the moment – not that it matters if it’s been abandoned. Hang on . . .’


Jessica was strolling back and forth along the length of the wall as the line went muffled. Topper had already knocked on the doors of both houses in the cul-de-sac, without reply, so he crossed the junction and was trying another.


Izzy’s voice was suddenly back. ‘You’ll get it on your radio in a moment,’ she said. ‘Someone just called 999 to say that three men were acting suspiciously close to an abandoned pub by Humphrey Park. Tactical firearms are already on their way.’


It was only a five-minute drive and as Jessica and Topper arrived, two dark blue police vans pulled in, followed by more marked cars. The pub was a square, detached building within a javelin-throw of the park. Huge boulders had been placed to deter travellers at the entrance of a rubbish-strewn, moss-ridden, crumbling car park, but there was a smart black car parked in front. Metal plates were bolted to each of the pub windows, with a large PLOT TO LET OR SELL sign pinned high above the main door. The pub sat on a corner, with a set of double doors opening onto each of the streets. There were criss-crossed planks across the doors, though, even from across the road, Jessica could see the wood was rotting.


More police cars arrived, blocking the roads, as officers decked out in helmets and thick pads emerged from the vans, MP5s in hand. Thankfully, no one had tipped off Sky News, with the helicopter nowhere in sight. The last thing they needed was an armed siege in full view of the media.


The remaining officers were dashing along the surrounding pavements, urging people back into their houses, but one woman was arguing with a uniformed officer, pointing towards the pub. As Jessica and Topper arrived, she turned to them, hoping for support.


‘I’m Mrs Briggs,’ she insisted. ‘I’m the one who called you.’


She was older than the cake-baker down the road, but still had the excited air of someone who made it her job to know everyone else’s business. In fairness, it wasn’t every day a bunch of people turned up with machine guns to surround a pub. Drinking after hours wasn’t usually treated so harshly.


‘You still need to go back into your house,’ Topper said, putting on his kindly talk-to-the-public voice. It was an octave higher than his usual tone. He smiled too much when he used it, like a used-car salesman about to sell a punter the front half of one car welded to the back half of something else. Smiling didn’t suit him.


Mrs Briggs shifted from foot to foot, trying to peer around them towards the pub, where the tactical firearms team were getting into position. There wasn’t time to argue and, short of frogmarching her inside or arresting her, they didn’t have too many options. Topper nodded towards the police car. ‘You can sit in the back, just don’t . . . touch anything.’


The three of them retreated to their vehicle, parked across the junction from the pub with a wall of officers and parked cars between them and the action. With the angle at which they were parked, they had a ringside seat.


Jessica was in the passenger seat, Topper behind the wheel, Mrs Briggs fidgeting for a better view behind.


‘What exactly did you see?’ Jessica asked, not turning.


Mrs Briggs was pressed against the window. ‘I told the woman on the phone – three men were ripping away the planks covering the doors, then they headed inside.’


‘How long ago?’


‘Twenty minutes or so?’


Talk about rapid response time – they’d excelled themselves. Funny what GMP could do when there was a news helicopter nearby.


‘Are you sure no one left?’ Jessica asked.


‘The woman on the phone kept me on the line, so I talked her through it. They could’ve sneaked out the back windows, but no one came out the doors.’


The firearms team were almost in place, a handful around the back, most at the front.


‘What did they look like?’ Jessica asked.


‘Dunno really – they were all in dark clothes, plus my eyes aren’t what they were. When I said there were three of them, the woman on the line got a bit excited and told me to stay on the line. I didn’t expect all this.’


As soon as the call came in, the handler had elevated it. Because of the seriousness of the break-out, someone had alerted tactical firearms straight away. It wasn’t exactly standard procedure, but then prison vans weren’t rammed every day of the week. Something didn’t feel right, though. There had been a degree of planning to the break, with at least three vehicles involved, so why end up in an abandoned pub? They could have gone anywhere.


Jessica’s thoughts were interrupted by the crunch and smash of the firearms team pouring through both sets of the pub’s front doors. They could hear the action on the radio, a series of shouts, people saying ‘clear’, then a louder ‘show me your hands’ and ‘get on the ground’. Mrs Briggs was shuffling anxiously behind Jessica, waiting for the big moment when the gunshots began. There was nothing like a good police shooting on a Monday morning to raise the quality of local gossip.


Instead, a man’s terrified voice whimpered through the radio: ‘I’m just an estate agent – you can call my office.’


Topper reached forward and switched the radio off, sighing.


There was silence. A long, punctuated silence. When she spoke, Mrs Briggs’s voice was a whisper. ‘Sorry.’


‘Better safe than sorry,’ Topper replied diplomatically.


‘They were skulking around and it looked like they were breaking in. It was all very suspicious.’


‘You did fine,’ he said, which was a nice way of glossing over that reporting an estate agent for looking shifty was like reporting a doctor for having bad handwriting. It was a mistake anyone could make.


At least no one had been shot.


Jessica rolled over, slapping a hand towards the nightstand, where her phone was chirping, wanting attention. It was dark, too early for this . . . and her bloody phone wasn’t there anyway. She fumbled in the gloom, before realising there was someone next to her. This wasn’t her house, wasn’t her bed.


Light was flashing from her phone’s screen, sending a spiral of annoyance into the air from the floor as she finally grabbed it, fumbling with the screen and mumbling something that might’ve been a ‘hello’.


The covers were twisted in a tight knot around her lower half but Jessica kicked and fought until she was free, disturbing the man next to her, who rolled over and started to groan. She put a hand over his mouth as she listened to the caller. She’d seen and heard so much over the years that she didn’t think she could be shocked any further, yet the news left her stunned. She sat upright, removing her hand from the man’s mouth. He’d got the message and gone quiet.


‘I’ll be right there,’ Jessica said, hanging up.


There was no light on her side of the bed, so she stood, fumbling along the wall, around the corner and towards the door.


‘What are you doing?’ the man asked.


‘Getting up.’


‘Why . . . ? It’s, like, stupid o’clock.’


Jessica snapped the light switch, filling the room with a dim orange glow. The man shrieked, grabbing at the duvet and covering his head.


‘You’re not a vampire, are you?’ she grumbled, finding yesterday’s clothes on the floor, before opening his wardrobe to find one of the shirts she’d left. The fact she kept anything at his flat made her annoyed with herself. She shouldn’t be here, she should be at home, yet she couldn’t stop coming back. He wanted her, which was more important than whether she wanted him.


Jessica started getting dressed as he slowly emerged from under the covers, squinting, but eyeing her up and down at the same time.


‘No,’ Jessica said.


‘What?’


‘I’m on my way out.’


‘I didn’t say anything!’ he replied with a smile.


‘You were thinking it.’


He smirked, running a hand through his slightly curly hair, which sprung back into its usual position. ‘What’s going on?’
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