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The layout of Manchester city centre had changed in the last few months, as streets were blocked while tram tracks were laid. The wall of steel around the conference centre had gone up in the last few days, confusing it even more. Now, to further confound traffic, tens of thousands were marching up Oxford Road.

Irwin hadn't made it as far as the stage in All Saints Park, where the speeches were being made. He had received a message which meant that he was needed in a different part of town. He turned on his heel, thinking up the shortest route, and joined the protest.

The road was blocked by bodies, from pavement to pavement, all the way ahead to the junction with Portland Street, and all the way back, most of the way to the University and Museum. Every person seemed to be holding aloft a placard or banner, protesting against any number of government policies. If he stayed where he was, the mass of dissenters would take at least an hour to pass him by.

But he had to get ahead of the protest, to a group that had split off.

Walking quickly, Irwin tried to navigate the narrow gap between the march and the shops. His progress was punctuated by a very British chorus of "'Scuse me. Excuse me. Pardon. Sorry." With bull headed politeness, he managed to move faster than the mass.

The front of the protest had turned right onto Portland Street. If they had gone straight on, they would have headed up towards the swank of the Midland Hotel, where the Great and corrupt were staying whilst the Conservative Party conference was on. They wouldn't be able to get that far, of course, as the ring of steel was at its thickest in front of the hotel.

One man could walk up the street without being stopped, though, Irwin stepped around a marshal in an orange tabard and headed straight on.

Crossing the tram tracks, Irwin cut right and speed walked across the wide plaza between them and the library and town hall. His hand dipped into his trouser pocket and closed on his phone. There was a call he could make that might help. He chose to put it off until he knew more about the situation. He headed down the narrow street between the two parts of the town hall.

On Albert Square, under the faux Gothic of the town hall, NGOs and charities had laid on installations lamenting the government's record on the environment and foreign aid. Irwin wondered if any of the delegates would wander far enough into the real world to see them, let alone be influenced. He broke into a run as he spotted the mass of Police on the far side of the square.

A few of the officers were wearing bright yellow fluorescent jackets and almost comical traditional domed helmets. But most of them had navy blue helmets with face masks and shapeless navy blue one piece outfits, with lots of pockets, and batons and handcuffs hanging from their belts. There was no doubt they were heading for the same place as Irwin.

The riot Police were on Corporation Street. Their pace was leisurely, they'd find trouble whether they walked or ran. Irwin broke into a sprint.

A side street parallel to Corporation Street didn't quite get him ahead of the Police. He tried another one, crossed the honey and grey paving of King Street and went down a tiled walkway to come out behind the sandstone of St. Ann's church. He might, just, be ahead of the law by now.

Rounding the church, Irwin found St. Ann's Square packed more densely than the protest route. The far end of the square was already blocked off by Police. At this end, there were more pressing forward from the direction of Deansgate, and the group he had dodged around would arrive soon.

When the last bunch of Police arrived, all these people, and Irwin, would be blocked into the square. Kettled. And, somewhere in amongst them, he was supposed to find a dying woman.

* * *

The day before, Irwin had been in town to get a first look at the theatre around the conference.

"You don't believe that God tells the truth, like you don't tell the truth. But God is the Truth and you must heed his Word."

The street preacher's baritone became a drone and faded into the background after a few sentences. He was reading from a Bible and notes clasped precariously in his left hand whilst his right held up a bright yellow placard which proclaimed 'Woe unto them that call evil "good" and good "evil" (Isiah 5:20)'. The fence behind him was decorated with a Union flag cut out in the shape of a jagged stylised oak tree. Beyond that was the front of the Midland Hotel, the colour of treacle toffee with its name standing out in large ornate gold letters.

Oxford Street was blocked with large elliptical barriers connected by bolts almost as thick as his thigh- car-bomb proof- and the fence kept the complainers and leafletters on the street from getting a view up to the conference centre.

It was an eclectic bunch haranguing the delegates who dared venture out into the real world but, apart from the preacher's words- and the writing on his friends' placards- good natured. Irwin had been given two free magazines, leaflets about tax reform, green policies and Europe, and a little photocopied pamphlet asking what he planned to do with his afterlife. The last had been given to him by a prim old lady with an angry red placard full of words such as Pervert and Sodomite.

All the preacher's friends looked like caricatures. There was a creepy skeletal guy with a placard full of angry phrases which didn't make much sense, a short man with a pencil moustache and dog collar, and a heavily wrapped, stately woman whose dress sense was late Victorian. Slightly apart from them, and possibly unrelated, a man stood on a box holding a sign saying that 'NUKILLER' power was an affront to God. He was surrounded by cones, cordoned off as if he were radioactive himself.

Young men and women were handing out bananas to symbolise Police budget cuts and a pretty blonde offered Irwin yet another magazine. Around them flowed tall young men with mousey hair and blue suits- who all looked exactly the same- overweight older chaps and their trophy wives, and sundry press and hangers on.

Round the corner from nukiller man was one of the entrances to the conference, where Police checked identification and herded those with credentials through the boxy arches of metal detectors. Irwin walked past, turned for a moment to look in and then carried on. When he reached another set of barriers he stopped for a moment, surveying the crowd he'd just passed through. He put the paperwork he'd gathered into his courier bag and pulled out his camera. It was a compact Canon, capable of taking high quality shots but easy enough to carry around in a larger pocket. He took a couple of shots for reference then headed back into the crowd.

The preacher was still droning on. Irwin took a photo then headed down the street opposite the religious crowd. He headed past the central library, and onto Albert Square in front of the town hall, enjoying the freedom of walking down the middle of a closed street. He crossed the square, and headed down Corporation Street until he reached King Street. About a third of the way down the pedestrianised street was a tent village. Ahead of the grand march expected the next day, it was flanked by four Police officers.

The homeless protest had started on Albert Square, months before. After being moved from there, it had landed in St Ann's Square. Another eviction, and it was now here, significantly smaller, on the pedestrianised shopping street. King Street had long been home to higher end stores beloved of football stars and their wives and girlfriends. Most of them still hung on, but there were some empty stores now. The recession had hit even the swanky end of the market. Despite the decline, the homeless camp still looked out of place on the street. Irwin sauntered toward the tents.

Irwin had been told his contact would be wearing a Dennis the Menace style black and red striped jumper and looked like Tank Girl. That last detail was less use than he had hoped- many of the protesters had shaven heads and multiple odd piercings.

Tank Girl was sat in front of one of the tents, and she did look rather cartoonish. She had a shaven back and sides, showing the stubble of a couple of days growth. The rest of her hair was bleached blonde, and long enough to flop in a wave to the left. It looked like a truncated mohican that had fallen over. She was trying to come up with something witty to put on the piece of cardboard she had just found. Should she have stuck her tongue out of the side of her mouth as she thought, she would have looked just like an earnest, if grubby, little girl.

There was no-one else around to witness the exchange, but Irwin would have to go through the motions. "Amanda? What have you done to your hair?"

Amanda looked up, for a moment her face blank. Then she remembered the script, "I'm wearing it how I want for a change. Did Jeremy tell you I'd be here?"

"He did. He worries for his wayward cousin and asked me to see that you were warm and well fed. Coffee?"

"I'm not going to say no to a free drink."

Amanda made her excuses and left the occupation of King Street. Five minute's walk took them to Irwin's new favourite coffee shop, where they could conspire in a corner with little chance of being overheard.

While they waited for their coffees Irwin opened with, "You work for Five?" Amanda nodded. "So why are you asking for help from MI6? And how do you know Jed anyway?"

Jed "the Jedi" had been Irwin's co-worker and then superior during his truncated career in MI6 and was a rising star in the organisation. Despite taking very early retirement courtesy of a knife fight in Berlin, Irwin was still open to requests for help from the Jedi. Jed had
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