
Chapter One

			The siren gave a single warning whoop as a blue strobe highlighted the dents on the Micra’s bodywork. The car slowed, its driver pulling obediently to the left, and Detective Inspector Jo Shaw keyed her radio, waiting for a gap on the channel.

			“Can you run a reg for me?” she said. “Whiskey alpha triple one delta. I’m going to go out on a limb and guess the owner is called Wahid.”

			“Wahid Kazi,” their dispatcher confirmed, after a flurry of key tapping. “Lives at twenty-seven Cranmere Street, Newton Heath. No tax or insurance, and multiple arrests for possession with intent.”

			“Fancy that,” Jo said. “Another upstanding citizen.”

			Her partner DI Mark Tully was keeping their own car at a safe distance, and he winced as the Micra ricocheted off a kerb. It was still creeping forward, its progress hindered by its driver leaning across to fumble in the glove box.

			“Is he steering with his bloody knees?” Tully asked. “Can we nick him for that, as well as possession of whatever he’s stuffed under his cap?”

			“Certainly.” Jo dragged her high-vis jacket from the back seat and began to shrug into it. She toyed with its zip, waiting out a count of five as a satisfying tension rose in the car. “Reckon he’ll do a runner?” she asked, once she was sure that Tully had started to sweat.

			Tully groaned. “Don’t do this, Jo.”

			“He’s looking proper twitchy.”

			That was an understatement. The Micra driver was fidgeting like a kid after a can of Red Bull, his head whipping from side to side, and his hands anywhere but the wheel.

			Tully raised a peremptory finger. “Just don’t—”

			“Bet you a quid he does a runner,” she said, and cackled when the Micra’s door swung open.

			“Every time.” Tully slammed on the brakes. “Every fucking time you say that…” He blasted the siren again, and the lad, already halfway out of the car, jumped and dislodged his cap on the bodywork. A cloud of white powder flew into his face, and he spluttered, trying to waft it away.

			“Oops,” Jo said, stripping her jacket off again. She’d struggle to chase a granny in the damn thing.

			Tully swore beneath his breath. “That was an accident. You’re my witness if this goes tits up.”

			“If? That’s very optimistic.” She kicked her door open, planted one boot on the kerb, and then leaned back to catch his eye. “Try not to run me over, eh?”

			He laughed. “I’m never going to live that down, am I?”

			“No.” She launched herself from the seat and dashed around the front of the car. “Oi! Stop! Police!” she yelled, and then more quietly into her comms, “God, this fucker’s fast.”

			The lad had a fifty-yard head start, and he clearly wasn’t for stopping. In response to her command, he leapfrogged a bollard and dodged down a side street, aiming for an industrial site dotted with warehouses and breakers’ yards.

			“Take a right onto Nugent,” she shouted into her comms. “Oh, for fuck’s sake. Scratch that, he’s going over a wall. Try Roundthorn.”

			She heard the lad yelp seconds before he disappeared from view, and she took a running jump at the wall, using gaps in the bricks to scramble the rest of the way up. She was almost at the top when she spotted the glass shards glinting like sharks’ teeth in a crowning layer of concrete.

			“Bollocks,” she muttered. She was going to have fun explaining this in a report if she came a cropper.

			Below her, the lad was on the verge of entering a maze of scrap cars piled high and deep, with unlit passageways weaving between them. Gripping a clear section of the concrete, she swung her left leg well above the glass and then made an absolute mess of bringing her right one over. A keen edge glided along the seat of her jeans, parting the denim in a neat line and sending a draught swirling around her backside.

			“Location, Tully?” she said as she dropped onto the grass beyond the wall and sprinted in the direction the lad had gone.

			“Roundthorn,” Tully said. “You still with him?”

			“Yes and no.” She slowed at the first junction to take out her torch and pan it across the tarmac. Its beam hit a gleam of fresh crimson, and she touched her fingertips to it, finding a second, larger splatter as she did so. “He’s gone to ground in Rahim’s breakers’ yard, and he’s bleeding like a stuck pig.”

			“I’m afraid to ask,” Tully said. “I’ll be with you in three.”

			A sudden clatter made her whip around. She held her breath, half expecting one of the cars to come toppling down, but nothing so much as wobbled. She jogged toward the sound, avoiding a smeary red handprint on the side of a flattened Fiesta.

			“Come out, come out,” she whispered. Her pulse was pounding double time, and all her senses seemed to have sharpened; she could smell rust and sweet copper, and hear something far smaller than her quarry skittering behind her. An engine revved, the car’s tyres crunching on gravel, and the lad made a break for it, darting across the gap at the head of an aisle. She started after him, skidding around the corner as bolts and loose metal rolled beneath her boots. She had always been swift on the track, but even running flat out she wasn’t gaining on him.

			“Police! Stop!” she shouted, thinking she should give him fair warning as she grabbed hold of a hefty hubcap. He ignored her, so she launched it like a Frisbee and sent it flying into the backs of his knees. Jolted forward by the impact, he cried out, tripped over his ludicrous trainers, and face-planted the ground. She gasped out a laugh as she stared at him. At the very most, she had expected to clatter the thing off a couple of wing mirrors and rattle him a bit.

			The lad seemed to have decided discretion was the better part of valour. Curled into a foetal position, he was holding both hands to his bleeding nose and moaning quietly. She approached with caution anyway, her baton extended and held ready at her side. The lad was short and stocky, and he would probably beat her in a knockdown scrap unless she fought really dirty. As certain of her safety as she could be, she crouched by his side and offered him a tissue.

			“Here, use this, you daft muppet. Are you Wahid Kazi?”

			“Yeah, and I’m gonna do you for assault,” he mumbled through a mouthful of blood.

			“No, you’re not.” She took off her sweater and pulled it tight around the laceration that was still pouring blood from his thigh. “Not when I’m being nice and saving your life.”

			His eyes widened, and he craned his neck to see what she was doing. “Is it bad, miss?”

			“Hard to say. Are you feeling woozy?”

			“Naw, not really. I’m well buzzin’.”

			She tilted the bill of his cap and caught the small, mostly empty baggie that slid off his shaved head. “No wonder you were faster than a fucking whippet.”

			He grinned, dribbling blood onto his chin, and she stood to wave as Tully approached them.

			“Hey, miss,” Wahid said. “Hey, I can see your arse.”

			“What?” She turned, patting her backside until her hand found the rent in her jeans. The material was flapping wide open and sodden with blood, and she traced the line of a deep slice through her right buttock. “Great,” she said, and Wahid laughed so hard his cap fell off.

			* * *

			The neon blue flashes grew fainter as Isla Munro picked her way down the embankment. The darkness seemed to wrap around her, momentarily blinding her and magnifying the rapid thrum of her heartbeat. She paused to regain her bearings, the beam of her head torch flashing across a hawthorn tree, its skeletal form wizened and battered sideways by years of fierce winds, doing little to make the atmosphere less ominous. She set off again once her vision had cleared and her pulse had calmed to a reasonable rate. Recent rainfall had slicked the stones and vegetation, and she took careful sideways steps between the mounds of heather and the debris scattered across the moor. Her response bag was pulling on her shoulders, threatening to upend her at any given moment, and she heard Charlie swear as an unseen burrow caught his foot.

			“God-hole,” she said. Her voice sounded strained, the chill of the wind tightening her jaw.

			He knocked a clump of peat from his boot and frowned at her. “Huh?”

			She shook her head in deference to the first staked-out, bloodstained white sheet. Some enterprising soul had used rocks to anchor its edges, but the wind was tugging at it, revealing glimpses of what it concealed: a hand wearing a pair of chunky gold rings, a leg stripped bare, and a foot at an angle that was all wrong.

			“I’ll tell you later,” she said quietly. When they were somewhere warm and light, and this call was over.

			“Yeah.” Charlie gave the body a wide berth. “Fucking hell, have you seen where the second one is?”

			He aimed his torch fifty yards due east, to another staked-out sheet.

			“No seat belts,” she said, circumnavigating a large indentation where the car had bounced mid-roll. “And the witness who called it in put their speed at eighty-plus.”

			It took a lot of force to tear the clothing from a body, but her torch beam had just found a ragged pair of jeans, its belt still looped through most of its buckles. She had dealt with scenes like this several times before, and while the road was always different, the same causes generally lay behind the devastation: booze, recreational drugs, and testosterone. There would have been no one sober enough to rein the lads in or stop them from barrelling down an unlit country road and straight through a reinforced crash barrier.

			According to the information passed by ambulance control, three of the car’s five occupants were dead, and the first ambulance crew to arrive on scene had immediately requested the Emergency Response Team. The team were always on call, summoned to assist with major incidents, entrapments, field amputations, or anything requiring interventions beyond the scope of a paramedic. Isla had been fast asleep at home when her pager had gone off.

			“Hey,” she said, raising a hand to acknowledge the approaching paramedic. He was young and looked shell-shocked in the dim light. When he nodded at them, his helmet slid to one side, and she had to stop herself fixing it for him.

			“Shit. Sorry.” He adjusted his chinstrap with bloodied hands; he had obviously forgotten to put gloves on. “Are you both doctors? We really need a doctor.”

			“You’ve got one doc and one para,” she said, gesturing for him to lead the way before he could lose his nerve completely and scoot back up the embankment. “And two trapped, is that right?”

			He took one of her bags from her and began to guide her and Charlie toward a large, heather-covered mound. Beyond its crest, multiple lights blinked and shifted, and she could hear shouted instructions battling with the scream of the wind.

			“Fire have just freed the front seat passenger,” he said. “Unstable pelvis, bilateral femur fractures, but conscious and talking. Driver isn’t responding to us at all, and we can’t really get to him, so his injuries are unknown.”

			Isla slowed her pace as the car came into view. Crumpled beyond recognition, it was resting in a shallow trench, its passenger side nestled against a wall of peat, and its undercarriage embedded in a bog. A paramedic was crouching by the driver’s door, taking observations from an arm she had managed to manipulate through a shattered window.

			“How the hell?” Charlie tilted his head as if planning their angle of attack, or perhaps just trying to fathom which way up everything was.

			“Go and check on the passenger,” Isla told him. “If he’s packaged and stable, leave the crews to it, and we’ll deal with the driver.”

			“Right-o.”

			He took their guide with him, while Isla headed for the paramedic at the driver’s side. She threw her kit onto a spongy patch of moss and knelt in peat that immediately soaked her jumpsuit.

			“I’m Isla Munro,” she said. “I’m a cardiothoracic surgeon at South Pennine.”

			The paramedic smiled. “Hiya. Kim. Nice to meet you, et cetera. How are you with airways? Because his is fucked.” She shifted the defibrillator to display oxygen saturations of seventy-three percent.

			Isla lowered her head to the broken window, isolating the sound of wet, irregular snoring. The man’s blood pressure and pulse were elevated, and all she could see of him was a sliver of his blue chequered shirt. Kim had managed to insert an IV line and was in the process of administering a dose of tranexamic acid to stem bleeding.

			“If he’s not coming out anytime soon, I need to get in,” Isla said. There was no point debating the matter. Her training with the ERT had given her advanced airway management skills, and the lad was on the verge of asphyxiating.

			Kim arched an eyebrow. “Fire won’t be happy with that.”

			“Not to worry.” Isla began to pare her kit down to its essentials. “I can be quite persuasive.”

			The fire crews were encircling the car, inserting wedges to stabilise the wreckage and working on the metal around the doors and windows. A lone white helmet identified the Station Officer, and Isla made a beeline for him, taking him to one side and introducing herself.

			“How long until we have access?” she asked.

			“Back window is clear, but miladdo is stuck beneath the steering column and dash, so it’ll be a while before he’s out.”

			“I’ll go in through the back, then.”

			He caught her arm, his grip tight around her biceps. “Wait, you’ll what?”

			“Go in through the back.” She repeated the words slowly, aware of her accent and the constant din. “If I don’t secure his airway in the next few minutes, he’ll die.”

			“Shit.” He released his hold, glancing at the car and then at her. “You’re absolutely sure about that, Doc? That he’s a goner if we don’t get you in there?”

			“One hundred percent.”

			He shook his head. “Good job you’re only a titchy little thing, eh?”

			“Aye,” she said, laying the Scots on thick for his benefit. “There is that.”

			A screech of metal announced the successful widening of the gap between the roof and the car’s interior. As one of the firefighters moved aside, Isla peered into the tiny space they had created and concluded it was doable if she took off her helmet and kept breathing to a minimum.

			“Right.” She repositioned her head torch, directing the beam into the car. “Are we as happy as we can be?”

			“Yeah.” The officer didn’t look very happy. “It’s not going to shift, and all the airbags have already gone off, so nothing’s going to explode.”

			“Excellent.” She gave him her helmet and her bag. “Shove the kit in after me, will you? And try not to drop anything on my head.”

			She caught his huffed laugh, but the general racket faded as she wriggled through the window and began to crawl forward. When she felt her bag nudge her boot, she dragged it toward her by its straps and shoved it ahead onto what remained of the rear seat. The flattened roof scraped her back, the metal seeming to press in on her from every angle, and she gasped with relief when she finally dropped into what had once been a footwell. From that vantage point, she was almost nose to nose with the driver, a lad in his twenties whose breath smelled of stale alcohol and dope. He was deeply unconscious, his seat and upper body thrown backward by the force of the crash, while his pelvis and legs seemed to have merged with the dashboard. She was surprised he hadn’t died instantly, his aorta rupturing or his liver splitting in two, but his carotid pulse was strong beneath her fingers when she pressed them to his throat, and he was sucking in about ten breaths a minute. She secured an oxygen mask over his nose and mouth, and cranked the tank’s dial as high as it would go.

			“Okay, then,” she said, slowly taking stock of the cramped space and debating what she could realistically hope to achieve. A jaw thrust to open and maintain his airway was the simplest option, but, given their respective positions and the size of his face compared to her hands, it would be difficult to hold for long. She reached out, fumbling blindly for the seat lever. If she could lower the seat another couple of inches, she might be able to get a good enough angle to attempt an intubation, and if that failed then she could fall back on a laryngeal mask.

			Her fingertips grazed a chunky plastic wheel on the far side of the seat, and she strained to get a firm grip on it, wincing as something snagged her jumpsuit and dug into her shoulder. She shook herself free and tried again, managing to close her hand around the dial and click it a full notch anticlockwise. The seat dropped a notch as well, bringing the lad down with it. Hoping the movement wouldn’t be the final straw, she rechecked his pulse and risked another turn.

			“Kim?” She wiped sweat from her face as she shouted. The car stank of diesel and urine and clotted blood, and the wind howling through the gaps in the bodywork was doing nothing to clear the air.

			“Jesus, Doc,” Kim called back. “Where are you?”

			“Footwell, behind the passenger seat. Shout his obs for me. Is my mate Charlie with you?”

			“He’s on his way. Sats are up slightly to seventy-eight, BP’s one-sixty over ninety-five, and pulse is around one-twenty.”

			Isla made a quick note on the pad built into her suit. “I’m going to try to tube him, but I’ll need you two to flatten him first. Tell Charlie this lad’s about one hundred kilograms and to go for etomidate and roco.”

			“I heard,” Charlie called. “Are you sure about this?”

			Isla laughed, the sound sharp and desperate. “Absolutely not. I can’t count the ways it might all go to cock, but I can LMA him if necessary, and he’ll still need to be under for that. His teeth are clenched so tight, they’re making my jaw hurt.”

			“Fair enough.” Charlie had always been unflappable, and they had worked enough traumas together to trust each other’s judgment. “Drugs are sorted. Let me know when you are.”

			Isla nodded, busy arranging her kit: tube and LMA in the cup holder, ventilation bag and mask by the oxygen cylinder, laryngoscope in her pocket, and everything else rattling around by her knee. She took a deep breath and positioned the bag and mask. “Okay, Charlie. Go.”

			The drugs were designed to work within seconds, paralysing the lad, relaxing all his muscles, and stopping him from breathing. In ideal circumstances, a team of at least three would be standing by to assist with the intubation, and two of them would not be stuck on the wrong side of a car door.

			Isla dropped the mask and slid the blade of her laryngoscope into the lad’s mouth, gently displacing his tongue and raising the scope.

			“Tube,” she said as if someone was there to pass it to her. Undeterred, she plucked it from the cup holder and guided it through the vocal cords, the step-by-step procedure smooth and automatic: blade out, air in the cuff, connect oxygen, check placement, secure. She breathed again as he did, filling her own lungs and watching his chest expand when she squeezed the ventilation bag.

			“Sats are steady at ninety-three,” Charlie shouted.

			“Lovely,” she said, mostly to herself.

			Somewhere to her left, the car’s bodywork creaked and strained as if a giant tin opener were being applied. It made her want to curl into a ball, to make herself as small as possible and wait for the team to release her. She didn’t move, though. She stayed exactly where she was, working the bag, sending air into the lad’s lungs for him.

			“You all right, Doc?” Charlie asked.

			“Yep. Fine,” she said, loudly enough for him to hear this time. She watched the lad’s chest rise and fall, the steady movement calming her nerves. “You making me a brew when we get out of here?”

			“I might be able to manage that.”

			She smiled, allowing herself to relax a little. She had done all she could for the time being. “I’m having a caramel wafer with mine,” she said. She always kept a couple in her kit bag for emergencies. “And I’m dunking it.”

			* * *

			Jo sat on the edge of the car’s bumper, the chill of the metal soothing her sore arse as she watched the ambulance crew attempt to dress the gash on Wahid’s thigh. There had been more drugs beneath his cap than in his car, but that hadn’t stopped him attempting to bargain, offering everything apart from his firstborn in exchange for a deal.

			“Ta very much,” she said, accepting the chunk of Aero that Tully held out to her. Wahid’s opening gambit had been a generous stash of chocolate, and she had only had a couple of crumpets for her tea.

			Tully smiled beatifically at her, dimpling his cheeks and showing off his immaculate teeth. Even perspiring and smeared with engine oil, he was a handsome devil. “You might as well travel together. He needs an escort, and you need stitches. I’ll sort everything with the boss and meet you at South Penn.”

			“I can get you a really good price on Sky telly!” Wahid yelled. “Sports, movies, Atlantic, the whole lot.” He squirmed free from the EMT and knelt up on the stretcher. He probably would have bounded over to them again, had he not been cuffed to the headrest. “And when I say a good price, I mean free, miss. My uncle has the dodgy codes, but don’t tell him I told you or he’ll batter me.”

			“She’ll batter you if you don’t sit still.” Jo nodded to the paramedic, who scowled at her as Wahid bounced on the mattress. Jo blew her a kiss and got a surreptitious two-fingered gesture in response. “Aw, you don’t mean that, Pol.”

			“I bloody do mean it,” Polly said. “We got our meal broken for this. Have you ever tried reheating seafood linguine in one of our microwaves? It never ends well.” She grabbed a small pouch and stomped over to Jo. “Come on, then. Drop ’em or lose ’em.”

			“What? Here?” Jo looked around the yard as Polly snapped on fresh gloves and pulled out a pair of scissors. The yard’s owner had arrived at their request and activated a floodlight so bright it had fooled a few birds into an early dawn chorus.

			“We can go to the bus if you insist.” Polly lowered her voice. “But you’ve not got anything I’ve not seen before, Jo Shaw, and Dev is in Minors tonight, so you’re fine there as well.”

			“I’ll make Tully blush,” Jo said, feeling the heat rise in her own cheeks. She toyed with the button on her jeans. “He’s very sensitive about this sort of thing.”

			Tully slapped the last of the Aero into her hand. “I’ll be the perfect gent.” He went over to the stretcher and spun it until its back was to them. “And so will Wahid.”

			“That’s right, miss,” Wahid shouted. “I am very honourable.”

			Polly snicked the scissors in an unsubtle threat.

			“Okay, okay!” Jo said, lowering her jeans to her knees. “I hope you’ve warmed your bloody hands.”

			* * *

			Despite the mass of eager Resus staff surrounding the stretcher, Isla maintained control of the lad’s airway, holding the tube and delaying her handover until the trauma team had transferred him onto the A&E bed. She had found his wallet in his trouser pocket, and his phone battered but still functional beneath the car’s handbrake, so he had a name and an age now, and parents who would be getting the worst kind of house call.

			Isla was keenly aware that everyone’s eyes were on her. Most of the staff knew her, and the few who didn’t were scrutinising her jumpsuit, reading her name and rank and working out exactly why she would be in charge at the head end of the bed until an anaesthetist came to relieve her.

			“Adam Roberts, twenty-three years old,” she said, once an almost-hush had descended. “Driver involved in a single-car rollover, leaving the Holmfirth Road and travelling five hundred yards down a steep embankment. GCS three on scene and throughout. Large boggy temporal haematoma, bilateral tib fib, and right femur fracture. Intubated prior to extrication. Sats are holding at ninety-five, but reduced air entry to lower right chest since leaving scene. Abdo is soft, and he’s haemodynamically stable.”

			She checked the settings on the Resus vent as she reeled off the drugs administered and directed one of the consultants to the scene photos on Charlie’s phone. Restored to a familiar environment, she felt the adrenaline that had kicked her out of bed and kept her functioning begin to ebb away, and she rubbed her eyes with the heel of her hand, craving caffeine and a long, hot shower.

			“Is the anaesthetic reg on his way?” she asked no one in particular.

			Henry Hargreaves, who had been an A&E consultant for more years than he cared to divulge, waggled his caterpillar eyebrows at her and slung a beefy arm around her shoulders.

			“She’s stuck in theatre with a triple A and terribly apologetic about it,” he said. “I told her not to fret, that you’d done a wonderful job thus far and were almost certain to want to stay and help us out.”

			“It’s three in the morning, Henry.”

			“I am well aware of that, my dear.”

			She looked up at him, knowing she had already lost this battle. She was far too fond of the conniving old git, and she had never been able to say no to him. “I’m on shift at seven.”

			He squeezed her, hitting a tender spot and making her wince. “I will speak to our good friend Mr. Alden and explain everything on your behalf.”

			She wriggled free from his grip and jabbed his rounded belly. “I’m going to hold you to that.”

			“I have no doubt. Now, let’s get this chap ready for CT, shall we?”

			The majority of the team accompanied Roberts to the scanner, toting bags of resuscitation kit and trying not to trip over their own feet and each other. They watched the scan in real time, huddled behind the glass screen, but the images held no real surprises, confirming the fractures Isla had noted and highlighting the bleed compressing the lad’s brain. The Neuro team had squeezed into the radiology booth with everyone else and then gone to prep a theatre, while Roberts’s parents were standing by his bedside, arguing about the booze and the dope and who was to blame for him ending up like this.

			“It was a grade-two view,” Isla told Marlene, the anaesthetist taking him to theatre. “But much of that was probably due to the circumstances.”

			“I can imagine.” Marlene guided her away from the main locus of activity. “Are you okay?” she asked in an undertone.

			“I’m fine,” Isla replied, just as quietly. She glanced around, but no one was paying them any mind. To all intents, they were simply two professionals discussing their case. “Tired and a tad achy, but I’ll live.”

			“Has Hargreaves spoken to Alden?”

			“Just. I’ve been granted a couple of hours’ grace.”

			Marlene folded her arms, possibly to stop herself making the sign of the cross. “Our Great Leader is nothing if not benevolent.”

			“I know.” Isla stifled a yawn. Every time she moved, the room seemed to swim, the floor undulating beneath her feet. It was somewhat akin to feeling drunk, and she knew the hangover would be a shocker. “I’m going to get my head down in one of the student rooms.”

			“Ah, that takes me back.” Marlene twiddled a sensor on the vent. “Forty-eight hours of shifts, and three hours of broken sleep. How the hell did we manage not to kill anyone?”

			“Pure dumb luck.” Isla drained the mug of tea a sympathetic nurse had brought her, and then tripped over her own feet. “God, I might stay here for a minute and finish my notes. I’m a danger to myself and others.”

			Marlene kissed the top of her head. “Wasn’t that our motto?”

			“If not, it should have been,” Isla said, and picked up her pen.

			* * *

			Resting her chin on her forearms, Jo slurped a mug of coffee through a straw and fought off a yawn. She was too warm and too comfortable, and Devika’s hands were too gentle, not to mention a little overfamiliar at times.

			“Oi,” she muttered, as Dev’s smoothing down of a dressing segued into a caress that spread goose pimples across her backside. “I’m on duty. You’re on duty. This is all highly unprofessional.”

			Dev’s throaty chuckle did nothing to alleviate the prickle of desire curling Jo’s toes.

			“How’s about I drop by yours when I finish?” Dev said. “I’m off tonight. We could spend the day in bed, crack a nice bottle of wine to go with the dinner I’ll make you…”

			“That all sounds glorious.” Jo rolled onto her side and caught Dev’s wandering hand. “But I am on again tonight, so I’ll need to sleep and stay sober.”

			Dev sighed. “Why don’t you call in sick? I just put five stitches in your backside.”

			Jo sighed as well. The offer was very tempting. She didn’t even know if she would be able to sit down once the local wore off, never mind drive or knock seven bells out of a rampaging scrote. Her assignment with the Gang Intelligence Unit was scheduled for her entire run of nights, which meant she was likely to spend her next shift stalking another kid with a car full of coke and speed.

			“I think Tully would weep proper man-tears if I ditched him,” she said. “And he’s an ugly crier.”

			Dev kissed Jo’s knuckles and then gave her a pack of dressings and a box of co-codamol. “You know where I am if you change your mind. And take the pills now. That’s going to sting like fuck in about half an hour.”

			“Can’t wait for that.” Jo washed two of the tablets down with a mouthful of coffee and eased herself into a sitting position. Seconds after Dev had departed, the curtain rustled again and Tully entered the cubicle, toting a bagful of clothes he’d retrieved from Jo’s locker. He’d changed as well, into smart jeans and a stylish polo neck. She pulled at the hem of her T-shirt, feeling underdressed.

			“The boss sends his best for a speedy recovery,” he said.

			“I’ll bet he does.” Jo hopped one foot into a pair of sweatpants, overbalanced, and collided with the bed. “That went well.”

			“You’re very graceful,” he said, holding out an arm for her to hang on to. He waited until she was decent and then toed her boots toward her. “He said it’s fine for you to wait and submit your report tonight.”

			“He’s assuming I’m coming in tonight.”

			Tully nodded. “That was the distinct vibe he gave out. He mentioned his injury-on-duty statistics, which made him very red in the face, and it was about then that I decided to come and rescue you. Is Wahid still here?”

			“No, the van collected him an hour ago. He should be tucked up in the Custody Suite by now. He’ll probably get off with a slapped wrist, but it’d be interesting to put the screws on him in an interview and see what we can shake out.” She finished fastening her laces and straightened cautiously, ignoring the discomfort.

			“Here.” Tully offered his arm again, and they walked toward the ambulance corridor. “Do you want to come to ours for an early breakfast? Sasha’s promised to make pancakes for the kids.”

			“Is it that time already?” Jo had lost track since getting to A&E. She and Tully had worked Friday, Saturday, and Sunday night, which made it Monday morning, though she wouldn’t have known that by looking outside. The clocks were on the verge of going back, daylight was blink-and-you’d-miss-it, and it was all downhill to Christmas. “Have you got proper maple syrup?” she asked, governed as ever by her sweet tooth and the thought of someone else cooking for her. “Not that artificial crap they slop on ice cream?”

			He put a hand to his chest, horrified. “What kind of monsters do you take us for?”

			She laughed, and then ushered him to the edge of the corridor as the Resus doors opened and a bed was wheeled out. A team of scrubs-clad medics walked alongside their unconscious patient, a twenty-something lad whose body bore all the hallmarks of a traumatic event.

			“There was a bad crash up Saddleworth,” Tully said. “Camar was telling me about it. Triple fatal, two critical. I wonder if he’s one of them.”

			“He’s certainly been through the wringer,” she said, watching the team pass by. A doctor in a blood-splattered orange jumpsuit hung back by the Resus doors. Her part in the emergency apparently over, she raised a hand to her face and then her hair, as if attempting to assess the damage inflicted by whatever she had just dealt with. She gave up almost at once, her arm dropping and her shoulders sagging.

			“Isla?” Jo whispered, suddenly grateful she had the wall to prop her up. She wasn’t sure until the woman looked across at her, and she saw the faltering recognition flit across the woman’s face.

			“Jody?”

			That same soft Scottish accent wrapped itself around the name, and Jo rocked sideways so violently that Tully made a grab for her.

			Isla smiled, disbelief and happiness and sorrow as plain as day in her expression. “My God,” she said. “I never—what are you doing here? You haven’t changed a bit.”

			“I have.” Jo wanted to spit the denial back at her, but she barely managed to form it. “You gave me no choice in that.” She turned away, gripping Tully’s arm tightly enough to leave a mark. “Tully, will you take me home?”

			“Of course.” He clearly didn’t have a clue what had just transpired, but he knew her well enough to heed her request. Ever the gent, he threw an apologetic look at Isla as he escorted Jo into the ambulance bay. “What the hell was all that about?” he asked.

			“Nothing. It’s fine. I’m fine.” Mortified by her reaction, she forced herself to stand still.

			“Yeah, you look it. Friend of yours?”

			“Yes, a long time ago.” She set off walking again, but he had to steer her around, pointing her in the right direction.

			“Do you want to tell me about it?”

			“No.” She wanted to cry, get drunk, sleep, and probably cry some more. “Not right now.”

			“You know where I am,” he said.

			She hugged his arm. His presence was the only thing keeping her on her feet. “Thank you.”

			He had been her partner for eight years: four on Response and four in the Serious Crime Team. She knew most of his secrets, and she had told him a great number of hers, but he didn’t know this one. It had taken her fifteen years, but Isla Munro was a secret she had perfected the art of burying.

			




Chapter Ten

			Nothing much in the way of supplies was ever ordered for the SCT. Like a department with middle-kid syndrome, it tended to get everyone else’s hand-me-downs, which left the optimistically monikered “Storeroom” home to a few boxes of cheap stationery and reams of photocopier paper. While every man and his dog were going paperless, the Moorside Met were still filing in triplicate.

			“Bet this’ll be the one day Ellard decides he needs staples,” Jo said, piling a last ream of paper onto their improvised duck fort.

			“Most likely.” Tully was propping his newly purchased chopping board against the cat litter tray he’d filled with water, and he didn’t sound very worried. Scooping up a duckling with one hand, he patted his jacket pocket with the other. “Got the key, mister,” he told the duck. “You’ll be safe as houses.”

			Leaving the sound of contented paddling behind them, he and Jo hotfooted it downstairs to the CCTV team who had caught sight of Omar’s car. The tech handed Jo a grainy black-and-white screengrab, time and date stamped, and distinct enough to show Omar in the driver’s seat. The passenger seat beside him was empty.

			“Nothing from the M62 in either direction,” the tech told them. “There’s a camera on the first junction west, so we can rule out him heading to Manchester, but the next ANPR towards Leeds is three junctions along.”

			“Meaning he could have joined the motorway and had two chances to get off it again without us spotting him,” Jo said.

			The tech nodded. “That’s about the size of it. Or he didn’t use the 62 at all, which probably puts him on the lanes, where we’ve got nothing.”

			“I hope to hell his kids are in the back seat,” Tully said. He was angling and reangling the image in the light, as if that might tell him where the children were.

			Jo didn’t say anything. One look at his troubled expression told her she didn’t need to. Two hours had elapsed between Adina being found and the photo being taken, and Raffenden Road was only a ten-minute drive from the family house in Leesfield.

			“Still nothing from his phone?” she asked the lad.

			“No. Last ping was a mile from the home address, approximately seven minutes after the stabbing was called in. It’s been dead ever since.”

			“Bollocks.”

			“Too many folks are wise to that one now,” Tully said. “Every scrotebag criminal, whether it’s their first offence or their fiftieth, knows to ‘no comment’ their interview and use a burner phone while they’re up to no good.”

			Jo tapped her pen on the back of her thumb, the beat quickening as she mulled that over. “Seems odd that a dad of three who’s just stabbed his wife in a frenzy would remember to do it, though. Would he really have been thinking that clearly?”

			Tully turned the photo to face her. “He seems calm enough here. He’s not even speeding.”

			“True,” she said. The camera had clocked the Honda doing a sedate thirty-five miles an hour in a forty zone, and Omar was looking directly ahead, as if there was nothing in the car to distract him. A sick sense of inevitability slowed and then stopped her pen’s rapid motion. An hour and fifty minutes was a long time. Given Omar’s actions that night, it was unlikely he would have been so composed, had two terrified children been sitting behind him.

			“Let’s make a start on those acquaintance addresses,” she said, more for want of something to focus on than in expectation of a result. She hated cases like this, hated that constant nagging feeling that nothing they did would make a difference. No matter how hard they worked or how fast they pulled leads together, the investigation would be ended by one random call from a distressed member of the public who had been out walking their dog, or jogging, or riding a bike, and found a car full of bodies.

			* * *

			Having rolled out of bed with a pleasant muzzy feeling and enough energy to re-embark on a DIY project that had stalled more times than her first car, Isla left the flooring in Hetty’s bedroom for the next time Alden put her in the mood to hammer something, and decided to paint its cupboards instead. She opened the windows as wide as they would go, exchanging paint fumes for crisp air, and the brush’s rhythmic swish made an ideal accompaniment to birdsong and the gentle lap of water.

			A rustle and a subtle waft of cinnamon were the first hints that she wasn’t alone. She reached over and nudged the latch from the bottom half of the door, just in time to prevent a whirlwind of legs and whipping tail from launching itself over the hurdle.

			“Hello, you big dafty,” she said, her arms around the dog’s neck, and her face getting a thorough licking. “Your nemesis is on the sofa.” She delivered the warning by rote, knowing it would fall on deaf ears. Tattie’s nose bore a neat X-shaped scar where two futile attempts to befriend Haggis had ended in bloodshed. He trotted to the sofa, oblivious to the hiss and arched-back greeting.

			“He was dim when we adopted him,” Monty said from the doorway. “None of this is our fault.”

			Isla smiled, wiping her hands clean as she went over to kiss Monty on the cheek. “You’ve been to Mulberry’s, haven’t you?”

			He hoisted a paper bag. “Of course.”

			“Can’t believe I ever divorced you,” she said. “Meet me at the tiller.”

			Late afternoon had sent the sun low in the sky, throwing shadows through the naked tree branches, and dappling orange across the canal and the trio of optimistic ducks treading water by the rudder. Isla popped the lid from her hot chocolate and let the steam warm her face. Tattie, back from antagonising Haggis, plonked down beside her and rested his chin on her thigh.

			“How’s the old girl doing?” Monty asked, handing Isla an apple danish and a napkin.

			Hetty, the old girl in question, was Isla’s labour of love: a small, ramshackle narrowboat she had bought on a whim, once she and Monty had signed the papers and gone their separate ways. Far from being a chore, the renovations had become a sort of therapy, allowing her to blank out stress and worry and work.

			She patted the boat fondly. “Well, she’s watertight again, which is a major bonus. She sprang a leak in August, but she’s quirky like that and I won’t hold it against her.”

			“That’s the spirit,” he said. He had helped her with a few aspects of the repairs, but he tended to get bored, especially if a task became onerous. “You should be sat with your feet up, though. You look tired.”

			As ever, he looked hale and well-rested, his hair fashionably cut and his complexion sporting a light tan, in defiance of the British autumn. He had mentioned going away again, but she couldn’t remember where he had said or for how long. The private hospital he worked for allowed him to dictate his own hours and paid him a hell of a lot more than she earned in the NHS.

			She sipped her chocolate and broke off a piece of pastry for Tattie. “I am tired.” She tried to add up the hours she had just clocked, but she couldn’t get them to tally. “Did you see the young lass on the news? In Leesfield?”

			He nodded. “One of yours?”

			“Aye.”

			“Are you all right?”

			“I’m fine. I might nip in and check on her in a bit.” She caught his eye as she spoke. Even five years later, she still expected to have to fight her corner, to explain why she needed to go back to the hospital so soon after she had left. To tell him that, yes, she was aware it was her day off and she wouldn’t be paid for her time, and to acknowledge that that was time she should be spending at home.

			To his credit, he didn’t blink. He swallowed a bite of pastry and washed it down with coffee. “Are the police still looking for her husband?”

			“Yes.” Isla had logged on for news updates as soon as she had woken, but little seemed to have developed, and she had had no missed calls or messages on her phone. After sacrificing the last of her pastry to Tattie and the ducks, she folded the napkin into a series of triangles and then began to unfold it again. She wasn’t sure why she was so nervous. It was no secret that she and Monty were happier as friends than they had ever been as a married couple, and they shared all their gossip and dating misadventures, although he generally had more to divulge than she did.

			“I…uh…” She floundered as misplaced guilt flushed her cheeks and lowered her gaze. When she finally spoke, she could hear herself babbling but couldn’t do a thing to rein it in. “I saw Jo Shaw at the hospital. She was there twice, actually; I almost tripped over her in the corridor outside Resus, but anyway she’s the lead detective on this investigation, the stabbing. She came in with the ambulance after doing a thoracostomy on the victim at the scene.”

			She looked up at the same instant his jaw dropped. She couldn’t tell what he was reacting to: the mention of Jo’s name, the idea of a detective performing impromptu surgery, or her own rapid descent into incoherence.

			“Bloody hell,” he said, clearly thrown. “You and her, how long has it been?”

			“About fifteen years.” She aimed for pragmatism, but the words caught and stuttered. The gap seemed far more significant now than it had when she’d told Jo’s boss, and she suddenly felt old and worn out and miserable. Fifteen years. What a fucking waste.

			Monty had mastered the art of studying her whilst appearing not to, and he was doing it now, his brow furrowed and his frequent sips of his drink interspersed with oblique glances. He was worried not for himself, she realised, but for her. He rocked back against the side of the boat.

			“She only did three years of her degree. How on earth did she manage a thoracostomy?”

			“Veg knife, a fair amount of desperation, and an eidetic memory.” Isla leaned back as well, her unease fading now that the subject was broached. “She made a good job of it.”

			“Did you speak to her?” He was licking icing from his thumb, and she loved him for being so casual about this and asking the right questions.

			“Not properly. I’d have liked the chance. But no, we didn’t really speak.”

			“I bet she lives local, if she’s with Moorside Police. Do you think you’ll run into her again, with her being on the case?”

			“It’s possible,” Isla hedged.

			“And will you be okay if you do?”

			“I think so.” It was the best assurance she could offer. When they had first started dating, he had quickly realised something was wrong with her. He had picked some of the pieces up and slotted them back into position without ever really understanding what had shattered her in the first place. He must have known some bits were irreparable, but he had persevered regardless, and it had been good enough for them both, for a while.

			He put his cup down and closed his hand over hers. “I found that photo of her once. I never told you, because I didn’t know how to at the time. I’d just been rummaging for a lip balm, and the photo was there in your drawer.”

			“I’m sorry,” she whispered, but he was already shaking his head.

			“You don’t need to apologise, Isla. I worked out some of it, guessed at parts, and you just told me the rest.”

			“I didn’t say anything.”

			“I know.” He squeezed her hand. “You didn’t need to.”

			




Chapter Eleven

			Isla was rinsing her hands clean of paint dregs and Swarfega when she heard her phone buzz with multiple texts and then an incoming call. She grabbed for a towel.

			“Hey, Marlene, what’s up?” she said, putting the call through to speaker and opening the messages with a damp finger. “Oh hell. Afram’s just texted me. Who’s on?”

			“Sunil. He said he could manage, but he also looked like he might kiss me when I offered to phone you.”

			“He probably would manage.” Isla didn’t like stepping on toes or egos, but Sunil—as yet—hadn’t shown any inclination to develop the latter, and he was still keen to be guided. “Is Alden there?”

			“It’s six p.m., Isla. You know he turns into a pumpkin at five.”

			“Well, that’s one bit of good news. I was going to come in and check on her anyway.” Isla scooped up her keys and jogged to the front door. “Are you on gases?”

			“Naw, balls to that. I’m going home to eat foie gras and drink Beaujolais.” Marlene abandoned her dreadful attempt at a posh accent and began to laugh. “Yes, I’m on gases. I’ll see you in thirty.”

			Heading against the last straggle of commuters, Isla made it to theatres sooner than Marlene’s estimate, and she was scrubbing her hands when Marlene poked her head around the door.

			“Scans are as clear as mud, but she has a large retroperitoneal haematoma,” Isla told her. “Are GI joining us?”

			Marlene winced. “Only if you’re desperate. They’re tied up with a Whipple who’s arrested twice.”

			“Great.” Isla took her frustration out on her fingernails, digging the brush in until it stung. “Where is she?”

			“They’re bringing her down now, and we’re good to go, once the blood gets here. She’s had two units already. Last word from Afram is that she’s ‘stable-ish.’”

			“Hey, he’s hard to please,” Isla said, feeling slightly more optimistic. She had spoken to Afram, the ITU consultant, on her way in, and he’d given her a chronological account of Adina Nadir’s afternoon of gradual and then precipitous deterioration. Her decline had started with mild indications of clinical shock, initially attributed to sepsis, and had culminated in a sudden crash that could only have been caused by significant internal haemorrhage.

			Donning gown and gloves gave Isla time to mentally replay Adina’s first surgery, the location and angle of her wounds, and the damage wrought by each. There had been four in total, two to her right upper chest and two low in her abdomen, and there had been nothing glancing about any of them; they had cleaved through superficial layers of fatty tissue and muscle to rip into organs and vessels. Given the complexity of the repairs, it was small wonder something had been missed or hadn’t quite held, but locating that something in a traumatised and critically unwell patient was not a prospect Isla relished, especially if—as she suspected—the problem would be best addressed by a gastrointestinal specialist.

			The door of the theatre swung open, and Adina was wheeled toward the central bed. Reattached monitors displayed numbers in a damning sequence, and Isla murmured an expletive behind her mask that Marlene clearly had no problems translating.

			“Has anyone spoken to the police?” Isla asked.

			“No, I don’t think so. Sunil?”

			Sunil, distracted by the blood pressure reading from a repositioned arterial line, shook his head. “No, but it might not be a bad idea.”

			Isla beckoned one of the nurses over. “There’s a card in my jacket pocket. It has the number for Moorside Met’s Serious Crime Team on it.” She licked her lips, trying in vain to moisten them. “Ask for Detective Inspector Jo Shaw.”

			* * *

			“Yes, well, I suppose it’s possible, though quite unlikely. Yep, yep. Here’s a thought: why don’t you hop on over there and see if you can requisition the CCTV? I know, I know, it is going to be busy at this time. Update me when you get back.”

			Jo set her phone aside and unwrapped a rhubarb and custard drumstick lolly that she’d bagsied from the SCT’s plastic pumpkin. On the first of October, Dave had declared that Halloween deserved to be a month-long event, and the tub had been topped up with trick-or-treat sweets ever since.

			“So?” Tully asked. He had made no attempt to disguise his earwigging, and he dodged the wet lolly stick that she flicked at him.

			“So, that’s ten minutes of my life I’m never getting back.” She double-clicked a new forensics file, skimming its directory as she spoke. “Some super-keen member of the public reported seeing Omar and his kids tucking into a nice Madras on Curry Mile. The hotline volunteer seemed to consider this scenario plausible enough to flag it to an officer, who felt duty-bound to inform me.”

			Tully crossed his eyes. “Sent him on a little mission, did you?”

			“Yep.”

			“At this time of the evening.”

			“Yeah. It might take him a while, given the traffic in Rusholme, but it would be remiss of us not to follow these things through.” She flinched at the photos that had just filled her screen: two forensic images of Adina’s splayed palms, the glare of a flash highlighting the deep slashes parting the flesh. “God, I never noticed these last night.”

			He rolled his chair to her side. “Hardly surprising. You had a lot on your plate.” He traced the length of one of the wounds with his capped pen. “Huh. I thought they’d flipped the image, but her ring is missing on this one.”

			Jo had assumed the same, but the jewellery confirmed Adina had sustained identical bilateral injuries. “It’s weird, isn’t it? They’ve got to be defensive wounds, but they’re so symmetrical.” She brandished an imaginary knife, slicing it one way and then the other. “Like this? Or—hell.” There was a ruler on her desk, for no other reason than slapping Tully’s fingers when he tried to pinch her stuff. She clenched both fists around its base. “Pull it out,” she told him, and he caught the gist at once, dragging the ruler slowly downward as she resisted. When she relaxed her hands, both her palms bore reddened lines.

			“She had the knife,” he said, dropping the ruler as if it might bite him.

			“Yes.”

			“Aggressor, or self-defence?”

			Jo refreshed the CSI file, but it remained conspicuously lacking in updates. The clock in the corner of her screen ticked over another minute, an unnecessary reminder that the children had been missing for almost twenty-four hours.

			“Your guess is as good,” she said. “Either way, she came off worse, and it’s difficult to see any justification for stabbing someone multiple times and then fleeing the scene.”

			“With two potential witnesses,” he added.

			“Yeah. I’ve been trying not to think of them like that.” Her phone rang, its display showing an unknown number. “Bloody hell, here we go again.”

			The theatre nurse on the line sounded young and harried. Jo listened to her succinct message, the reason for her brevity immediately apparent, and thanked her for calling. No one liked to be the bearer of bad news.

			“Shit.” She put her phone and her head on the desk.

			“Not going home, are we?” Tully said through a protracted groan.

			She squinted up at him. “You are, my lovely, before you become a danger to yourself and others. I am going to hotfoot it to South Pen, where Adina has taken a nosedive and ended up back in surgery.”

			“Christ.” He tugged a spiky bit of her hair. “I can come with you. I’ll just phone Sash—”

			His fingers stilled as she caught them. “No, go home and put your kids to bed for once. This won’t take two of us. I’ll text you when I hear anything.”

			“You sure?”

			“Positive.”

			“Thanks, Jo. I owe you one.”

			“Oh, you know I’m going to cash that in when you least expect it.” She made a shooing motion. “Go on, skedaddle.”

			He skedaddled, snatching up his coat and almost running to the office door. She let his footsteps fade and then pushed herself up, whining as her back cracked and her arse stung.

			“Fucking hell,” she muttered. There was half a mug of cold tea on her desk. She downed it in one and grabbed her jacket.

			* * *

			The ITU nurse, who’d been monitoring Jo’s third attempt to coordinate the hand gel dispenser with her cupped palms, pushed a tin of Quality Street toward her. “Help yourself, chuck. I think you need these more than we do.”

			“Thanks. You’re an angel,” Jo said, wolfing a strawberry cream, sanitiser and all, and pocketing a toffee finger for later.

			The nurse waved away her gratitude. “You’re the one from last night, aren’t you? Have you even been home?”

			Jo, sucking fondant from her teeth in as polite a manner as possible, nodded and then shook her head at the questions. This was her first visit to the ITU, but her reputation had obviously preceded her—little wonder, given the number of times she had phoned for updates, and her newfound notoriety regarding kitchen knives. The brass hadn’t yet released her name to the press—they were probably still debating how to spin this—but word travelled fast through frontline services, and she was already very well known in certain quarters of them.

			“Is Adina out of surgery yet?” she asked.

			“Not yet. Would you like to wait in her room?” The nurse came around to escort her. “I sent her sister home an hour ago. The poor girl was asleep on her feet. Any word on the husband and children?”

			“No, nothing.” Jo heard the distracted note in her own voice and made herself focus. ITUs always spooked her. Unlike ordinary wards, there was no ongoing conveyor belt of new admissions turning up and settling in, while others were shunted to a different bed or speciality. The patients wired to the beds seemed more dead than alive, the thousand-yard stares of those fighting their sedation somehow worse than those who were vented and oblivious. Visitors were carefully regulated, and two-way conversations with their loved ones were often impossible, rendering the unit almost silent. Bursts of noise—alarms, cardiac arrest calls, a rare wail of distress or pain—were all the more discordant as a result. One thing was certain: if Jo had ever finished her medical degree, she wouldn’t have chosen to specialise in intensive care.

			To the casual observer, Adina’s room seemed unremarkable, apart from the space where her bed should have been. Years in the police had given Jo a keen eye for reading between the lines, however, and she noted the small droplets of blood from a freshly inserted IV, the empty syringe that had skittered across the floor, and the chair shoved back out of the way. Whatever had happened in here, it had happened fast.

			“Fancy a brew?” the nurse asked.

			“I’d love one.” Leaving the chair where it was, Jo sank into it. Its newly vacated cushion still felt warm, and she stifled a yawn behind her hand. “Coffee, one, please. How long do you think they’ll be?”

			The nurse paused by the door. “Hard to say. Ms. Munro thought it was an abdominal bleed, but GI were busy elsewhere.” She waited a beat for a response that never came. “I’ll get you that coffee.”

			“Thanks.” Jo hoped she had managed a smile. Her lips had definitely twitched, although the expression on the nurse’s face suggested the effect had fallen short of winsome. “’Course Isla’s doing the bloody surgery,” she muttered to herself. “Why wouldn’t a cardiothoracic doc whose shift has lasted longer than mine be fixing an abdo bleed?”

			Cardiothoracic and trauma doc, she reminded herself. And, knowing the Isla of old, there was no way she would pass the buck to someone else if there was any chance her own repairs were causing the problem. This time Jo did smile, and she leaned forward, running her hands through her fringe as it fell toward her eyes. More than twenty-four hours after first signing on duty, she was still at work herself, so she couldn’t exactly fault Isla for being committed to her job and her patient.

			Her coffee arrived in a proper mug and didn’t taste like the cheapest option on an approved NHS procurement list. She stirred it with her remaining toffee, watching the chocolate melt onto its surface, and then used it to wash the sweet down. Still cradling her mug, she slumped back against the chair and closed her eyes.

			An untold amount of time later, she jolted awake as the door swung open, and a porter, acting like a Pied Piper for a bedraggled team of theatre staff and ITU medics, manoeuvred Adina’s bed through it. With no chance of making a strategic exit, Jo stayed where she was, almost lost in the shadows, until someone came to adjust a switch behind her and she had to stand and move the chair. The chair’s legs juddered across the tiles, and her own legs, stiff and uncooperative, did a fair impersonation of them. The headrush hit her seconds later, sending her into the wall with an audible thud.

			“Sorry,” she said, to no one in particular. She thought she might have got away with it, until she spotted Isla on the opposite side of the bed, standing apart from the medics, her arms folded and her eyes fixed on Jo. Isla waited until she seemed sure Jo wasn’t about to do anything as daft as fainting, and then she turned to a chap in consultant scrubs and began a handover that Jo couldn’t hear.

			Once the tubes and wires had been untangled, the vent had been reset, and the ITU monitors had been reattached, most of the staff became surplus to requirements. They began to drift from the room, until only a nurse and Isla remained, their heads bent low over Adina’s chart, their voices even lower. Jo took the opportunity to sidle to a better vantage point, from which she could see the figures on the monitors and reassure herself that, for now at least, Adina was out of danger.

			“She’s doing better than I expected,” Isla said, and Jo startled, her attention jerked from the screens. She and Isla were alone. Where the hell had the nurse gone? What had she done, tiptoed out?

			Caught like a rat in a trap, Jo took a step back, although Isla, still on the opposite side of the bed, was nowhere near her. The vent, sighing and hissing through a four-breath cycle, seemed to mock Jo for not being able to catch one of hers. She dug her fingers into the palms of her hand, provoking enough of a sting to effect a reset of sorts.

			“I should go,” she managed. “I don’t need to be here. Not if she’s stable now.” She was still holding her mug like a fucking idiot, but putting it on the overbed table would mean going to stand by Isla, and—

			She forced herself to stop everything. Stop inching backward, stop mouth-breathing, stop planning her exit like a bad Tinder date.

			“Jody?” Isla kept her voice quiet and level, as if aware that something had shifted and she was treading a different but still precarious line. She closed the gap between them a fraction but went no further than the foot of the bed.

			Feeling steadier, Jo raised her head. “What?” she said, less a challenge than a genuine question. The light was too dim for her to see Isla properly. She had a vague impression of a woman frayed at the edges by exhaustion, but the subtleties were lost in the glow of monitor readings and the sombre ITU ambience.

			“I think our paths are going to keep crossing,” Isla said. “Adina is my patient, and you’re working her case.”

			“I know.” Jo folded her arms, a defiance that was immediately undermined when half her coffee spilled onto the floor. “Ah, fucking
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