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SOMETHING WICKED


SOMETHING HIDDEN
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SEVENTEEN YEARS AGO


Alice was annoyed.


Not just ‘Oops, I forgot to put the bins out’-annoyed; more ‘I could stop the car right now and make my idiotic husband walk the rest of the way home’-annoyed. She glanced away from the road towards said idiotic husband, Dylan. He was slumped against the window on the passenger’s side of their Micra, asleep with a thin slime of drool slinking across his chin. Attractive. Very sexy.


It was after midnight, the intermittent street lights along the deserted A road cutting through the darkness, and Alice was ready for bed. It had been her work’s party, yet she was the designated driver and Dylan had launched himself at the free bar like a desperate singleton hunting down a thrown bouquet.


She took another glance at him and then allowed the car to gently drift across the central line, before wrenching the steering wheel back into place and straightening up. The tyres squeaked across the surface as Dylan’s head flopped away from the window and then bounced back into it with a solid clunk. He gasped and coughed as he awoke, sending a splutter of saliva onto the dashboard.


‘Whuh . . . where are we?’


Alice focused on the road, unable to bring herself to look at him. ‘Earth.’


He sounded groggy. ‘Where?’


‘Never mind.’


Dylan snorted up what sounded like a thick glob of snot and then continued sniffing, before launching into a flurry of tongue clucks. ‘That was a decent night.’


Alice clamped her teeth together, not trusting herself to reply.


‘Allie?’


‘What?’


‘Decent night, yeah?’


‘It was until some dickhead spoiled it.’


‘That guy with the glasses who was dancing? Yeah, I thought he was a bit much.’


‘I meant you.’


There was a pause as Dylan tried to swallow, before succumbing to another round of coughing. The alcohol had unsurprisingly dried out his throat. His voice was scratchy but outraged: ‘I spoiled it?’


‘The free bar was a reward because we’ve worked so hard this year, not a challenge for you to drink everything they had.’


‘The barman talked me into doing those whisky shots.’


‘It didn’t take much convincing – then what happened with dessert?’


‘What about it?’


‘You had four! It was supposed to be a classy three-course meal but you had your own pudding, then finished off Deborah from accounting’s—’


‘She said she didn’t want it.’


‘Then you had half of mine and took an extra one off the waitress. If that wasn’t enough, you ate most of that block of cheese afterwards.’


‘So what?’


‘So you looked like a pig. I’ve got to go back to the office next week and now everyone’s seen you troughing like a rabid pig.’


‘I was embarrassing?’


‘Are you saying you weren’t?’


‘What about your boss? Coming around telling jokes that weren’t funny. Everyone was laughing like he was the reincarnation of Bill Hicks.’


‘That’s because he’s the boss. When he tells a joke, you laugh. You were sat there with four empty pints of Stella in front of you, an empty bottle of wine and four dessert bowls. He’d paid for all of that. The least you could do was smile.’


Dylan strained against his seatbelt, twisting, ready for an argument. ‘He wasn’t funny.’


‘I don’t care. You’re not coming next year.’


‘I wouldn’t want to. What were those company awards all about? They did a This Is Your Life for some bloke who packs boxes. I thought it was a gag but some woman at the front started crying and I realised everyone was taking it seriously.’


‘That’s because Frank’s worked there for twenty-five years and he’s retiring. It was a nice gesture. You spoiled the whole thing by laughing.’


‘They were playing Wind Beneath My Wings and he was singing along. I thought it was a joke.’


‘You were the only joke.’


‘Oh, whatever.’


The windows were beginning to steam up, so Alice reached down and turned the heating on, knowing it was going to be a long week. She’d get the sideways smirks from her colleagues, who would gossip among themselves about who had the most embarrassing partner. There was little doubt it was her. She knew this had always been likely to happen but there was only so long she could get away with hiding her husband. She was surprised he’d worn the required suit instead of one of his collection of Manchester City shirts. At least nobody had got him onto the subject of football.


After taking the turn onto Eccles Old Road, Alice accelerated, heading towards the hospital. The road was empty but the traffic lights were glowing crimson anyway.


Typical.


She rolled to a stop, leaving the engine growling as she continued to face forward, refusing to engage with Dylan, who was leaning on the window again. After what seemed like an age, the amber light appeared. Alice was about to pull away when the shadow of a figure stumbled off the pavement on the far side of the junction. Her first thought was that it was a drunk, faltering their way home after a night on the lash, but there was something about the shape that didn’t seem right. As the silhouette staggered underneath a street light, the features became clearer. It was a woman, her dark hair a tangled mess piled on her head, her top ripped and halfway down her arm, jeans loose and unbuttoned, feet bare.


Alice pulled the car to the side, leaving the hazard lights blinking. She opened the door and leant out, the chill bristling across her skin. ‘Hey, are you all right?’


The young woman turned to face Alice, her skin pale, eyes wide. She was shaking, hugging her arms across her stomach. For a moment, they made eye contact, then the girl turned away and started to move more quickly, spinning on the spot and hurrying along the road. Alice held onto the car door, wondering if she should follow. They were a mile from home and it was late. Stopping anywhere at this time could be dangerous . . . but there was something chilling about the girl’s gaze: she wasn’t drunk or lost, she was terrified.


Dylan opened his door and climbed out, peering into the distance. He sounded calm and clear, no longer after an argument, not even drunk. ‘Is she all right?’


‘I don’t know.’


Before Alice could say anything else, Dylan had stepped onto the pavement and was crossing the junction. Alice locked the car and followed, quickening her pace to pass him. The girl glanced back over her shoulder towards them and tripped, her bare feet scraping across the gravelly tarmac as she bumped into a lamppost.


‘Do you need help? I can give you a lift somewhere.’


Alice’s voice echoed through the darkness without reply. The girl tried to run but there was no strength in her legs and she was off-balance. She lurched sideways, entangling herself in a hedge. As Alice approached, she saw the blood smeared across the girl’s midriff, the red seeping in all directions across her white top like a macabre Rorschach image. The girl kept one hand on her stomach, using the other to try to push herself out of the raking greenery.


‘Are you okay?’


The girl opened her mouth to answer just as Dylan arrived at Alice’s shoulder. Her eyes flickered towards him and then she screamed. Alice winced as the banshee shrill pierced her ears. She pushed her hand across her husband’s chest and forced him away, pointing towards the other side of the road, not needing to say anything as he did as he’d silently been told. The girl was out of breath, panting as her shriek dissipated to a whimper.


‘What happened?’ Alice asked.


The girl continued gasping, watching Dylan cross the road as she allowed Alice to lift her out of the hedge. Her hands were covered in blood, leaving a palm print on Alice’s coat as she leant on her for support. She continued glancing nervously across the road.


‘He’s my husband,’ Alice whispered. ‘You’re safe. There’s a hospital down the road – I’ll drive you. What’s your name?’


The girl nodded, teeth chattering in the cold, one hand still pressed into her blood-drenched stomach. Her voice was soft, barely there, a tickle on the breeze that chilled Alice to the bone. ‘I’m Anne . . . He had a knife.’
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MONDAY


Detective Inspector Jessica Daniel suppressed a shiver, refusing to admit she was cold despite the gale howling through the gaping window. From her experience, hotel windows could usually be opened an inch or two at most, which proved utterly useless in the middle of summer. Still, she was more of a Premier Inn type of person and had never rented the entire floor at the top of a five-star hotel.


Blaine Banner sat on the corner of the super-duper king-size mega-bed, picking at something between his teeth. He was wearing skin-tight jeans that brought a new meaning to the phrase ‘skinny fit’ and left Jessica in no doubt on which side he dressed. Not that she was thinking about that as she tried to focus on her notepad, not him. There was a magnetism that was hard to ignore. He was in his late forties, tanned and topless, long blond hair hanging down his back. His left side was tattooed with an enormous sun, orangey stencilled rays creeping around his back and torso, arms slim yet muscled.


‘You cold, darlin’?’ The gravelly tones scratched from his throat and even his voice held a charm, despite the casual sexism.


‘It’s fine,’ Jessica replied.


The hotel room was enormous – bigger than the ground floor of Jessica’s house – with luxurious carpets, fresh flowers and a tray in the corner piled high with food.


Banner nodded at the window. ‘Fresh air’s good for the mind.’


Given the faint odour, she suspected it was more to do with giving him somewhere to smoke, despite the row of ‘no smoking’ signs next to the lift.


‘I was wondering if you still had the note, Mr Banner.’


‘Call me Blaine, hon.’


Jessica gritted her teeth. ‘The note?’


‘What note?’


‘You called the police to say that someone had threatened to kill you by leaving a message in your room.’


He stared at her with the air of someone who didn’t speak English. ‘Right.’


‘And you’ve already had officers come out to you this morning . . . ?’


‘Right.’


‘But your management insisted they wanted someone more senior.’


He stared at her blankly, bottom lip pouting. ‘I might’ve told them I wanted someone prettier.’ He winked and broke into a crooked smile, showing a flash of Hollywood teeth. Jessica wanted to be offended but it was hard not to be taken in.


‘So . . . do you have the note?’


He shook his head. ‘There wasn’t a note.’


Jessica put down her pad. ‘I don’t understand why I’m here then.’


‘It was all on the mirror, plain as day.’


‘What was?’


‘The message. As soon as I went in for a shower, it all got a bit steamy’ – another wink – ‘and then it appeared.’


‘Did you show the, er, message to the officers this morning?’


‘Nah – rubbed it away.’


It took a lot of effort but Jessica managed not to roll her eyes. She’d known this visit was going to be a waste of time from the moment Detective Chief Inspector Lewis Topper asked her to go. Everything concerning Blaine Banner had been front-page news in the area since he’d announced his two-week residency at the Manchester Arena. He’d not performed in his home town for a decade, despite being one of the biggest rock draws on the planet. Tickets had sold out in under an hour and, now the gigs were upon them, a permanent phalanx of paparazzi had bunkered down across the road from the hotel in which he was staying.


‘Can you remember what the message said?’ Jessica asked.


‘It just said, “Dead man”. I wasn’t that mithered but Sledge told the boss and she called you lot.’


Jessica glanced at her notes. ‘And “Sledge” is your guitarist, right?’


‘Aye, Sledge the Ledge. I s’pose I should tell you about the other message.’


‘What other message?’


He nodded at the A4 pad on the desk behind her. ‘Someone left me a note on there.’


‘I thought you said there wasn’t a note.’


‘This happened the other day.’


Jessica wrote the word ‘DELUSIONAL?’ on her pad.


‘What did that say?’


‘I dunno, “wanker”, or something like that. I thought it was one of the lads having a laugh.’


‘What did you do with the note?’


Banner shrugged. ‘Ate it, dint I?’


Jessica looked up. She wasn’t sure what she’d expected as a reply but it definitely wasn’t that. ‘You ate it?’


Another shrug. ‘Aye – I spent some time in Tibet and this monk bloke told me about facing my fears. Some grandmaster something-or-other. Big fan of the band. I signed his pet tortoise.’


Jessica crossed out the question mark on her pad and flipped it closed, moving across to the desk. She perched on the edge and started to leaf through the A4 sheets.


‘You coming along?’ Banner asked.


‘Where?’


‘To see the band.’


Jessica didn’t have the heart to tell him that she’d never been a fan. ‘I couldn’t get tickets.’


Banner was now scratching his crotch, which, given the tightness of his trousers, was borderline pornographic. ‘Aah, don’t worry about that. I’ll talk to Steph – she’s the boss. She’ll stick you on the list.’


‘Sorry, I’ve got to work.’


Jessica scratched the side of her pencil lightly across the top of Banner’s pad. At first there was nothing but as she moved towards the centre of the paper, the indented white etchings began to appear in the middle. Whoever had written the note had pressed a little too hard on the paper. Banner was a renowned boozer, the type of rock star whose drinking spells were celebrated by the red-tops and became legendary. According to the tabloids, he’d once got so drunk that he’d been escorted from San Francisco’s Golden Gate Bridge while clutching a rubber dinghy after telling passers-by he was going to jump. It was no suicide attempt, more an inflated belief that he fancied a bit of sailing around the bay. True or not, Jessica got the sense that his powers of recollection weren’t what they might be – though his memory of what was written on the pad was along the right lines. The word ‘TWAT’ appeared in the centre of Jessica’s scribbling.


She held up the pad for Banner to see. ‘Is this the note you’re talking about?’


He squinted, still scratching his crotch. ‘Aye, summat like that.’


Jessica put the hotel pad in a bag, wondering if their fingerprinting budget would stretch to having it examined. Almost certainly not – it was enough hassle getting it authorised for a burglary half the time. Besides, there was every chance Banner had done it himself.


‘What’s your name?’ Banner asked, typing on a mobile phone.


‘Er . . .’


‘I’ll stick you on the guest list anyway.’


‘Right, I, er . . .’ Jessica didn’t know how to tell him that she didn’t like his music. ‘I’m not very good at gigs,’ she managed to say. ‘There’s always someone who’s six-foot stupid that decides to stand in front of me, then I can’t see anything.’ Banner grinned at her, the gentle wrinkles of his skin folding in on themselves. He looked like he’d spent a lifetime on a sunbed, yet his smile was intoxicating. He gave her another wink and before Jessica could stop herself, she was off, as if chatting to her mates. ‘They should bring in a height limit at gigs – if you’re over six foot, you either stand at the back, or you’re not coming in.’


Banner started to laugh. ‘Aye, we could put up one of those boards like they have in front of rollercoasters. If you can’t pass under a certain height, then you’re at the back.’ His gaze lingered on her a fraction too long. He was definitely giving her the eye, though Jessica was in no doubt that this was probably how he looked at anyone female or, indeed, anyone with a pulse. ‘So, what’s your name?’ he added.


‘Jessica Daniel.’


He tapped away on his phone. ‘Right, and your number?’


‘You can call 999 if there’s a problem.’


‘What if there’s no problem?’


He smirked mischievously and, much as she wanted to ignore it, Jessica felt a tingle in her stomach. It was definitely because she hadn’t eaten that morning. Definitely. She rolled her eyes a little too theatrically, taking out a business card from inside her jacket and handing it over.


‘Don’t call unless you really need to,’ she said. ‘If it’s an emergency, dial 999.’


He scanned the card and then dropped it on the bed. ‘Will do, hon.’


Jessica took a step towards the door, ready to leave. The uniformed officers had already visited to do the job properly, she was only there to shut up Banner’s management.


‘You leaving already?’ Banner asked.


‘I’ve got to get to work.’


Banner’s expression had changed. His lips were pursed, eyes narrower. ‘You’ve lost someone, ain’tcha?’


Jessica felt glued to the spot, one foot a little in the air. She leant against the wall, held in his gaze as he waited for an answer.


‘I, um . . .’


Banner stood and Jessica realised how tall he was – at least six foot and even more imposing because of his sculpted arms. His eyes shone a bright blue, drilling straight through her. She felt tiny.


‘Was he a boyfriend or something? Husband?’


Jessica wanted to look away but was transfixed. Banner crossed the room and rested a hand on her shoulder. He smelled rugged, of hours-old smoked cigarettes and alcohol from the night before, like her dad in the old, old days. The two names of those she had lost rested on the tip of her tongue – Adam and Bex, different people, different circumstances but each with one crushing thing in common: Jessica.


One was in a coma; one had vanished without a word. Would each of their lives have been better if they’d never met her? That was the question that kept Jessica awake at night, yet she didn’t want to know the answer. All she could do was carry on with her life and pretend it wasn’t happening.


‘It’s complicated,’ Jessica whispered, finally able to edge towards the door.


Banner nodded slowly, the moment lost. ‘I’ll put you on the guest list anyway,’ he said, back to his previous self. ‘There’s a private box with your name on it. Any time you fancy coming along, just turn up at the door and tell them who you are. They’ll whisk you straight through – free drinks, food, the lot. Bring your friends.’


Jessica nodded appreciatively. ‘Right.’


She finally it made it through the door, taking a large gasp, the claustrophobia clearing. She wondered how he’d known. Did she wear the hurt so obviously that anyone could tell?


Jessica hadn’t even reached the lift when her phone started to ring. The display showed an unknown mobile number but the gravelly voice was distinctively obvious the moment she said hello.


‘Hey,’ Banner said.


‘I told you to only call in emergencies.’


‘Yeah, but I wanted to hear your voice.’


Jessica hung up.
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As she stepped out of the lift, Jessica was accosted by the hotel manager who wanted assurances that things were ‘in hand’, before insisting three times that, in his view, there was no need for the media to be told anything. Jessica gave him some gumpf about press office-this and media relations-that before he ushered her out of a side door, away from the watching paparazzi.


Back in her car, Jessica sorted through her notes, glanced at the scribble-covered ‘TWAT’ and then dumped everything on her passenger seat. This was not how she’d expected to spend the morning. She wasn’t sure if there was anything in what Banner had been saying and, given it wasn’t his idea to call the police and that he didn’t seem bothered by the apparent death threat, Jessica wasn’t sure what else she or her colleagues could do. Sometimes the job meant acting as a glorified babysitter and she had the sense she’d been appointed as Banner’s.


Jessica took out her phone and called DCI Topper. He answered on the second ring, the thunder of his fingers hammering at a computer keyboard punctuating his greeting. ‘Hello.’


‘It’s Jess.’


‘How’s our rock star?’


‘Do you want the official version?’


‘No.’


‘He smells like he’s still hungover and I’m not sure these death threats are anything other than someone playing a joke, or in his own mind. He said someone had left a message on the mirror, but that he rubbed it away; then he ate another note.’


‘He ate it?’


‘Don’t ask.’


‘What did the hotel manager say?’


‘Not much, other than worrying if things were going to get into the media. Our officers checked the CCTV but there wasn’t much to see, plus Banner himself doesn’t seem to know when it happened.’


There was a pause in the typing. ‘What do you think?’


‘Keep quiet and see what happens. Banner and his band have the entire top floor to themselves. You can’t get there without a keycard and Banner’s refusing security. There’s probably nothing in it.’


Thump-thump-thump. It sounded like Topper was hammering in a nail. He must go through keyboards like an infant through rusks. ‘Fair enough. When will you be back?’


Jessica glanced at the clock on her dashboard – twenty to ten. ‘Ten minutes?’ she replied. ‘Fifteen? Depends on traffic.’


‘Good, there’s a briefing at ten and you need to be here.’


‘Why?’


There was a pause and then: ‘Best put the radio on.’


Jessica pulled into the queuing traffic, scrolling through the radio stations until she found someone talking about how bad the day’s traffic congestion was . . . as if it was ever any different. The travel bulletin ended and one voice handed over to another, the radio presenter thanking her colleague in a stony hard news voice. Jessica wondered if broadcasters ever mixed things up, introducing a story about murder in jaunty tones, before banging on about a duck who’d befriended a Shetland pony in the harshest accent. Probably not.


‘A quick recap,’ the presenter said. ‘We’re talking about the imminent release of the serial killer known as “Jaws”. We’ve learned this morning that the murderer, real name Damian Walker, will be released from a secure hospital in the coming days under a new identity. Seventeen years ago, Walker abducted five young women over the course of three summer months. All of the attacks occurred in Salford, Greater Manchester, and, if you’ll excuse the graphic nature of the details, he bit his victims, leaving teeth marks on their shoulders.’


The presenter gulped, perhaps understandably. Jessica knew little about the specific details of the case, although it was semi-familiar because of how big it had been in the news at the time. It was before she’d become an officer, before she’d even thought about the Force as a career.


‘Four of the women died from their injuries,’ the presenter continued, ‘but the fifth survived and gave the police a description of her attacker. Damian Walker was arrested the following day and didn’t deny the murders, telling officers that the voices in his head told him to do it. The survivor of those attacks, Anne Atkinson, is with me today. Good morning, Anne.’


There was a scratch of microphone and then a much quieter female voice, racked with understandable nerves. ‘Hi . . .’


‘Thanks for being with us today, Anne. Your attacker has spent these last years in a secure hospital. How do you feel about his release?’


Jessica sighed, knowing exactly how the interview was going to go. As if anyone needed to ask that question. What did the presenter think the answer was going to be? That Anne was going to break out the balloons and streamers?


Anne’s voice quivered as she replied, her terror far more evident in her hesitations than in her words. ‘I’ve not really left the house. We were told today that he’s already been released and it could have happened over the weekend. My husband and I . . .’


She tailed off, a sob catching in her throat as the presenter offered comforting words. It was always quite the trick to make someone cry and then put a hand on the person’s shoulder.


Jessica’s row of traffic was finally moving but she stuck to the inside lane, continuing across the city on autopilot as she listened.


‘He’s got a new identity, hasn’t he?’ the presenter cooed.


Anne was tearful, struggling through her reply. ‘That’s what they told us but they said they can’t reveal any more. We don’t know where he’s living – he could be down the road for all we know.’


‘Do you think you’d recognise him today?’


Jessica felt a chill. She’d been attacked in the past, felt fingers and needles pressing into her. She’d never forget the faces of those who’d hurt her.


‘I don’t know . . . I just . . . We were in the supermarket last night but I had to go home because I couldn’t stop looking at people, thinking they might be him. It was really scary.’


‘Do you think he’s reformed?’


Jessica’s fingers tightened on the steering wheel, knowing what a loaded question it was. When she’d been attacked, been hurt, she’d wanted vengeance but there was a point at which she had to let go. As sorry as Jessica felt for Anne Atkinson, she knew the victim was the worst person to judge something like that, especially when it came to mental health issues.


Anne faltered and didn’t avoid the questioner’s trap. ‘All I can say is that he abducted me. He cut me, tried to bite me. What sort of person does that?’


‘Do you have a message for the authorities?’


‘I’d beg them to lock him away again.’


‘What about a message for the community into which he’s been released?’


‘My husband and I are going on holiday to get away from this. I don’t know who his new neighbours are, let alone where he’s living, but I can only tell them to be afraid. He did this to me and he can do it to you.’


The presenter thanked Anne and then said they’d be back after the weather. Jessica turned the radio off. She didn’t necessarily disagree with anything Anne Atkinson had said but knew that a large proportion of people assumed ‘the authorities’ meant the police. In their minds, it would be the police who’d released Jaws.


It was going to be a long week.


Jessica continued following the route along Stockport Road until she reached the series of turns that would take her back to Longsight Police Station. Her heart sank as she reached the entrance. Outside the gates was a woman dressed in fluorescent pink athletic gear holding a large placard. As soon as Jessica indicated to turn into the car park, the human beetroot waggled the card up and down in an effort to get Jessica’s attention. Jessica offered a weak apologetic smile, unsure what else she could do as the words ‘WHERE’S LIAM?’ bounced into her eye line.


It was going to be a very long week.
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After parking her car, Jessica walked through the front door of the station into the almost empty reception area. Fat Pat was standing behind the desk, not eating for once. He was the heart of the station, knowing everyone’s business and able to gossip like a divorcee at a mother’s meeting. As much as Jessica wouldn’t want to admit it in front of him, Pat was a more than competent sergeant who was perfectly suited to dealing with the scroats who turned up at their door, not to mention keeping an eye on what went on around the place.


He was watching the wall-mounted television and didn’t bother to look in her direction. ‘Everyone’s upstairs,’ he said.


Jessica peered at him, wondering if he’d lost weight. His face didn’t seem as round as it usually did.


‘What?’ he asked, finally focusing on her.


‘Nothing.’


‘You not going to compliment me?’


‘On what?’


His eyebrows formed a bushy V. ‘Lost six pounds this week.’


‘In the chocolate machine? That’s always nicking pound coins off me.’


Pat’s eyes narrowed, before he continued as if she’d said nothing. ‘That’s sixteen pounds in total.’


‘Er, well done,’ she managed. At some point, he’d have passed a medical to get into the Force, which was a frightening thought. Jessica tried to blink away the vision of him sweating on a treadmill.


Pat nodded at the door. ‘That nutter still outside?’


She had started towards the stairs but stopped. ‘Don’t be a dick, Pat. She’s lost someone close to her and wants to know where he is.’


She couldn’t tell if Pat was chastened or hungry. Either way, he nodded towards the stairs. Jessica knew that it wouldn’t have been too long ago that she’d have joined in, calling the placard woman a nutter too. It was worrying how much she’d changed, how much the direction of her life had made her grow up.


Upstairs, DCI Topper’s office was empty but there was the sound of clinking teacups from along the hallway. The recently installed incident rooms were an architectural stroke of genius in that the heating worked, there was no water leaking from the roof, and basics such as pens and whiteboards were present. It was a far cry from the shambles with which they’d been lumbered for the past few years. The rooms were also very white, possibly for hygiene purposes, but more likely to catch out anyone with a hangover.


Jessica was met by the smell of instant coffee. DCI Topper was sitting next to Detective Superintendent Jenkinson, each sipping from mugs sporting the Greater Manchester Police logo. As she looked around the room, Jessica realised everyone was holding a new mug. Someone, somewhere, must’ve found a few quid in the budget. There was even a plate of custard creams plonked next to a bowl of sugar. In the league table of biscuits, custard creams were undoubtedly near the bottom but it was a step up from the usual nothing.


Jessica poured herself a coffee and took a seat. Her presence had barely been noticed as the men continued to talk around her. Detective Inspector Franks – her nemesis and accident waiting to happen – was standing tall, boring the arse off Acting Chief Constable Aylesbury about who knew what, though it was almost certainly related to himself. Narcissist didn’t go far enough in describing the inspector: he was the type who couldn’t walk past a mirror, or else he’d lose a morning.


Aylesbury was peering away from Franks, looking for an escape, when he spotted Jessica. Years before, he’d been her DCI, prior to sliding his way up the greasy pole of promotion. He was surely destined for the chief constable’s job at some point, being one of those who rarely left his office but always looked good for the cameras with swept-back hair that hadn’t gone completely grey.


‘Aaah, Jessica, you’re here,’ he said, extricating himself from Franks in one slick movement and shaking her hand. They weren’t exactly friends but cordial would just about cover it and he certainly wasn’t on first-name terms with the other officers present.


‘Sir,’ Jessica replied with a nod as Aylesbury took his spot at the front of the room, the whiteboard behind him. The ripples of small talk evaporated as the assorted officers took their seats. Pinned on the wall above Aylesbury was a flatscreen television that was turned off. It was part of the refit, though no one seemed to know from whose budget it had come. They never had money for anything, so there was every chance it had been repatriated from unclaimed stolen goods.


Aylesbury nodded at the blank screen. ‘Morning, everyone. It falls to me to tell you that the story about Damian Walker – Jaws – being released is true. First, I should make it clear that everything said within these walls must remain here. I’m sure you realise that anyway, but . . .’He tailed off, not finishing the sentence. Jenkinson, Topper and Franks were all sitting in front of him, backs straight and knees crossed in perfect alignment, like an ageing boyband on a comeback tour about to hit a key change. Jessica wondered why she was there.


‘If you’re unfamiliar with the case, Walker had thirteen and a half years at Ashworth High Security Hospital, before spending another three and a bit in a medium-to-low facility just outside of Greater Manchester. He is now considered safe for release. I only know this because it came to the attention of the management team last night that Ms Atkinson was going to appear in the media today. She’s already been on television and radio and I believe there are more appearances lined up. We’re not sure of the full details but it does appear as if someone has tipped off Ms Atkinson about Walker’s release—’


DI Franks opened his mouth before his brain kicked in. ‘Is that leak something we should be investigating?’


Aylesbury, ever the pro, kept his calm, eyes unrolled. ‘No one believes it would look very good if we were to launch such an investigation, especially if we were to bring in Ms Atkinson for questioning. For now, it’s being treated as an internal matter at the hospital.’


Which was surely something Franks could’ve worked out for himself. It was that type of attention-seeking stupidity that had earned him a series of nicknames that started with ‘Funtime Frankie’ at one end of the scale and ‘Wanky Frankie’ at the other.


Aylesbury continued with barely a breath: ‘Walker’s new identity is known only to a handful of people, and that type of information usually goes too high for me. Walker’s release was supposed to be low-key and confidential but obviously that’s not now the case. Someone from the Force tried to contact Ms Atkinson but she’s not interested in talking to the police and, according to the radio, off on holiday anyway.’


He paused for a sip of coffee as Franks shuffled on his seat, leaning forward with his fingers cathedralled together like a praying mantis.


‘What I must impart to you,’ Aylesbury added, throwing in a bit of corporate speak for good measure, ‘is that we need a coordinated line from everyone who works for GMP. The other assistant chiefs are touring the local stations today passing this message on to your colleagues. If anybody asks you anything to do with Walker then your reply must be “no comment”. It doesn’t matter if it’s journalists, friends, some bloke in a pub, whoever. “No comment” at all times. Everyone needs to be on message. The last thing we need is some flappy-mouthed inspector telling someone in a pub that Walker should’ve been locked up for good, then it turns out that person talked to a journalist.’ He puffed out loudly. ‘God knows GMP has had enough bad publicity recently.’


He was right about that – ever since the Pratley report had accused the Force of being ‘institutionally corrupt’ in the past, everyone who worked for Greater Manchester Police had felt the greater level of scrutiny. Still, it was typical that the management were on a trip around the stations reminding everyone to keep away from talking to the media. It was a shame they weren’t so quick to muck in when there was actual work to do.


‘Everyone has to stay on message,’ Aylesbury concluded. ‘If you could make sure that’s passed on to officers at all levels, it would be strongly appreciated.’ He nodded towards Jessica and then Topper. ‘If you two could remain, there’s another matter we need to discuss.’


Franks took the hint and stumbled his way to the door, glaring over his shoulder towards Jessica, no doubt outraged that her presence was requested and his wasn’t. DSI Jenkinson was even more confused. As superintendent, he would have expected to be a part of whatever was going on but Aylesbury assured him all was in hand. Reluctantly, the two men left, inching along the corridor and peering back towards the incident room in case they were called back.


They weren’t.


Aylesbury continued to sip his coffee, offering a thin smile and lowering his voice slightly. ‘I’ve not been entirely honest with you . . .’


He crossed the room, poked his head out of the door to ensure the corridor was clear, and then beckoned them after him as he continued in the opposite direction of the stairs. In the old days, he would have been leading them towards a series of rooms filled with boxes and who knew what. Currently, the station was undergoing a refit that never seemed to end. All Jessica knew was that her office had received no attention, although it would probably need a deep clean before any builders started knocking through walls.


They passed a second incident room before Aylesbury directed them through the next door. A suited man and woman were waiting, perched uncomfortably on plastic chairs with an open packet of custard creams on the floor.


Aylesbury stood between them. ‘Clayton Gordon, Millie Evans, this is Detective Chief Inspector Lewis Topper and Detective Inspector Jessica Daniel.’


The four of them shook hands and exchanged niceties before they all sat around the packet of biscuits. Topper seemed confused, which was unusual for him. He’d migrated to Manchester to take the job of chief inspector almost a year before, having previously worked in Scotland. Gradually the job was getting to him, the hair starting to grey around his ears, wrinkles deepening around his eyes. It got to all of the chief inspectors in the end. Most officers wanted to get out and do some real work but a DCI position was the death knell of that, leaving capable policemen jammed behind a desk. For some, like Aylesbury, it was exactly what they wanted; for others, like Topper, it was a slippery slope to retirement.


Aylesbury pointed towards Clayton and Millie. Clayton was black, in his thirties with a chunky gold bracelet and not much muscle; Millie was a similar age, white, with blonde hair tied into a ponytail. Clayton was wearing glasses and fidgeting in his seat.


‘Mr Gordon and Ms Evans both work for the witness protection programme,’ Aylesbury went on. ‘As acting chief constable, I’ve been informed of Mr Walker’s new identity for reasons that will become apparent.’


He nodded and Millie took up the story. She glanced between Jessica and Topper, apparently unconcerned by rank, nor easing them into the secret. ‘Mr Walker has been given the name of Eric Seasmith. He is currently living in the south of the city, close to the M60.’


She turned back to Aylesbury and there was a pause, in which Jessica and Topper exchanged a glance acknowledging that either or both of them were about to be stitched up.


Aylesbury nodded appreciatively, turning back to Jessica and Topper. ‘So far, none of the assistant chief constables knows this information, only me and now you. None of your colleagues is aware, nor can they be. With the information of Walker’s . . . Seasmith’s release now in the public domain, there is a risk of a possible threat to him. Things have moved quickly but after much discussion last night, it’s been decided that CID will offer a pair of officers to support witness protection in their work around Mr, er, Seasmith.’


He paused, apparently finished. Jessica turned to Clayton and Millie. ‘You said he’s currently here – so how long has he been back in the area?’


The newcomers glanced at each other but Millie answered, pushing a thread of hair behind her ear. ‘Mr Seasmith was actually released two weeks ago. He’s a Salford native, but with the history he has there, it was considered too high risk for him to return to that exact area.’


Jessica thought that ‘history’ was one way of putting it. Also, his new location was only a handful of miles from Salford.


Millie continued: ‘That said, his crimes occurred seventeen years ago and the chances of him being recognised in the locality are considered to be slim – he’s a very changed man. We offered other spots around the country but Mr Seasmith was reluctant and his doctors felt he would integrate into society better by having familiar things around him. He has no family or friends, so this allows him to start again.’


Clayton cut in, his bracelet clinking on the table: ‘It’s been hard for him, too. He’s been in secure facilities for seventeen years and now he’s suddenly in the real world and has to fend for himself. That was before any of this media furore.’ He nodded to Jessica and Topper. ‘Our bosses are hoping – we’re hoping – that your involvement won’t be necessary but we need people who know what the situation is, not officers who might read things the wrong way, or call handlers out of the loop. What we really need is someone, or pair of people, on call who can act in a police capacity if anything goes wrong.’


‘Like what?’ Topper asked.


‘Say, for instance, if his identity is discovered. Assuming there are no objections, we’d like to take your details and then, if necessary, we’ll be in contact.’


Topper looked to Jessica, eyebrows raised. He was clearly in but it was her decision. She took a breath and shrugged. ‘What could possibly go wrong?’
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Jessica sat in her office deleting emails. Did she want to go on a training course? No. Management course? No. Penis enlargement? No, though she forwarded it to Detective Constable Rowlands, along with half a dozen others relating to ‘blue pills’. Was she interested in taking part in some amateur dramatic shite the constables were knocking together for Christmas? Not a sodding chance.


As well as the usual, she’d won the Canadian lottery, was being offered an exciting investment opportunity in Burundi and had almost a dozen emails relating to weight loss. She’d long suspected Rowlands had signed her up to a variety of dodgy mailing lists, so found a website that offered a free sanitary product sample and entered his name and address. That’d teach him.


She was about to start doing some actual work when there was a tap on the door. Detective Sergeant Isobel Diamond entered, two cups of machine-made tea clasped between her fingers.


‘Morning,’ she said.


‘I wondered when you’d show up.’


Izzy mimed outrage but with acting that bad, she’d have been better off with the constables in their amateur dramatic thingamabob. She was in her thirties, a little younger than Jessica, slim with long dark hair and probably Jessica’s best friend, certainly around the station.


‘What?’ Izzy said, passing across one of the teas and taking a seat at the spare desk. Despite space for two inspectors, DI Franks preferred to work in another area of the station, which was fine with Jessica. Somehow, nobody else had been thrust upon her, leaving her working in a tip partly of her own making. Boxes and files littered the room, most of which had been there when she moved in, though Jessica had made no effort to clear them.


‘You can ask,’ she said.


‘Ask what?’ Izzy replied, still feigning innocence.


‘I’m not telling you anything until you ask.’


Izzy broke into a grin. ‘Fine – what was he like?’


‘What was who like?’


‘Tell meeeeeeee.’


Jessica rolled her eyes. ‘Aren’t you married?’


Izzy huffed, apparently unbothered by such a spurious thing as having a husband and child. ‘Yeah, but . . . y’know . . . ?’


‘I know what?’


‘He’s Blaine Banner! I had posters of him on my wall. Me and my mates used to have his music on loud when we were getting ready to go out.’


‘You lurrrrrrrrrrrrrve him.’


Izzy nodded. ‘I actually do.’


‘He was topless.’


‘Oooooooh. Tell me more.’


‘He was wearing tight trousers. Very tight.’


‘Oooooooh. You lucky cow.’


‘Can you stop making those noises? I feel dirty just listening to you. People are going to think I’m watching a porno in here.’


‘Wouldn’t be the first time.’


Jessica frowned at her. ‘That was for work purposes.’


Izzy winked. ‘I believe you.’ She took a sip of her tea and then let out a long breath. ‘So . . . what was he like?’


‘You do know his real name is Graham?’


‘Oh, stop it. His name’s Blaine.’


‘Fine – your boyfriend’s a nutcase. He thinks someone’s trying to kill him.’


‘Are they?’


‘I doubt it. He looks like he’s spent the past twenty years drinking and snorting.’


Izzy flapped a hand. ‘Stop spoiling it! Isobel Banner-Diamond’s got an amazing ring to it.’


‘What does your husband think?’


‘Oh, balls to that. I can dream.’


‘Would you give it all up for a night with Blaine Banner? The husband, your daughter, the house, suburbia?’


Izzy chewed on her cheek. ‘Hmm . . .’ Jessica hadn’t expected an instant ‘no’, but the reply took at least ten seconds. ‘Probably not a night. Maybe if I got to go on tour with him or something. I’d probably dye my hair red again.’ She peered at Jessica, shrugging. ‘What?’


‘Are you one of those couples with a list of celebrities you can sleep with?’


She batted another hand. ‘Noooooooo . . . well, no. Definitely not. I reckon Mal would understand, though. He could look after Amber for a few months while I go on tour with Blaine.’ She started twiddling a strand of her hair. ‘Maybe we should make a list? He’d go for young actresses he’d have no chance with. I reckon I could pull a rock star if I really tried.’


‘I suppose sleeping with famous people is the bedrock of any successful marriage.’


‘You’re such a spoilsport.’


Izzy continued drinking her tea as Jessica hammered the delete key a few more times, getting rid of more weight-loss emails. This, above anything else, was why she loved spending time with Izzy. Other people could be edgy around her after what had happened with Adam and Bex, but Izzy understood Jessica needed normality. When the time came, they’d talk about the other stuff.


‘Did you hear the news about Jaws?’ Izzy asked.


Jessica continued to focus on her screen. She could tell Izzy what was going on and be confident it would stay confidential but Aylesbury’s warnings about things not leaving the upstairs room were still fresh.


‘Only what’s been on the radio,’ Jessica replied. ‘Anyway, when you’re not dreaming of illicit flings with rock stars, our “Where’s Liam?” woman is out front again.’


Izzy sighed. ‘Really? Not again.’


‘Is Funtime still keeping his head down?’


‘Course he is. I still don’t know how it ended up on my desk. He should be running that investigation, not making me clear up his mess.’


‘Not found him yet, then?’


‘Obviously not.’


Liam McGregor had gone to his stag party almost a month previously and hadn’t been seen since.


‘Do you know it’s supposed to be the wedding on Saturday?’ Izzy said.


Jessica checked the date in the top corner of her monitor. It was Monday, easy to forget given her shift pattern. ‘Really?’


‘I suppose that’s why she’s outside again. Her name’s Ellie Scanlon. I don’t know what else we can do. We spoke to everyone at the stag party, plus other people in the area and we’ve gone through the CCTV and so on. No witnesses have come forward and Liam disappeared into thin air for all we know.’ She paused, making eye contact. ‘Sorry, I didn’t mean . . .’


Jessica shrugged, thinking of Bex. Two months previously, Jessica had gone to work one morning, said cheerio, and not seen her housemate since. Bex had left all of her belongings, including her phone and shoes. None of the neighbours had seen anything and she was now officially a missing person. No note, no clue, no anything. As Izzy said: disappeared into thin air. It had taken that for Jessica to realise that a quarter of a million people went missing in the United Kingdom every year. The number was astonishing given the lack of coverage. Bex was now another statistic.
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