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      Tuesday 8th January 2019 – Mowson Lane, Worrall, Sheffield

      Vivian Harrison couldn’t sleep. She sat up in bed, stared at the alarm clock and watched as the green figures changed from 4:22 to 4:23. She sighed. Next to her, her husband, Malcolm, was snoring gently. Why was he able to sleep when she couldn’t? Bloody men.

      Vivian listened intently to any sound coming from the next room. Most nights she heard muffled crying. She wanted to go in, hug him, tell him everything was going to be all right, but Malcolm told her not to. It caused her physical pain to see the torment this family was going through, hence the sleepless nights. And the indigestion. And the heartburn.

      She threw back the duvet and swung her legs out of bed. It was a bitterly cold morning. She slipped her feet into her carpet slippers, grabbed her floor-length dressing gown from the bottom of the bed and wrapped it around her, tying it tightly at the waist. As she left the bedroom, she glanced back at her husband curled up in bed. He looked comfortable, warm, safe, and there was a hint of a smile on his lips. She wondered what he was dreaming about. She wondered how he could dream at all with everything going on around him.

      On the landing, she walked slowly in the dark, avoiding the creaking floorboards Malcolm had promised to fix for the past fifteen years and never bothered to do anything about. Outside the spare bedroom, she stopped, placed her ear against the door and listened. There was an eerie silence. She could feel the powerful emotions emanating through the door. A whole universe was slowly dying in that room and she was impotent to do anything about it.

      Since he’d moved in, Vivian’s sleeping patterns had gone to hell. She managed a few hours a night, and they were fitful. Any hint of a noise and she was wide awake. She shivered in the cold and tore herself away from the door.

      She tiptoed down the stairs carefully without turning on a light so as not to disturb anyone. While everything was quiet, everything was fine. Or so she believed. Once in the kitchen, she closed the door behind her and squinted as she flicked the switch and the room was lit up with a brilliant white light. She filled the kettle and turned it on. While waiting for it to boil, she leaned against the worktop and stared into space.

      They’d had a lovely Christmas. Vivian had turned sixty on Christmas Eve, and what was left of her family had gathered round for a special meal cooked by Malcolm and her sister. She’d sat in the living room, surrounded by nieces and nephews and their children. Those too young to understand marvelled at the real Christmas tree and played happily with toys, huge smiles on their faces. Those who did know the recent history of the Harrison family sat awkwardly on the sofa, faces blank, not knowing what to say in case they put their foot in it.

      Malcolm had presented Vivian with a diamond necklace for her birthday and the following day gave her a set of matching earrings. They were gorgeous, and she found herself smiling for the first time in months. On Boxing Day, they wrapped up warm and went for a long walk in the Peak District National Park, just the two of them. They stopped for lunch in a cosy pub and left all of their troubles at home, which, unfortunately, were still waiting for them when they returned. Vivian had gone upstairs to change, seen the door of the spare bedroom ajar, looked in and found him hanging by the neck from the light fitting. They cut him down and called for an ambulance. Malcolm performed CPR and brought him back to life just as the sirens were heard coming down the road. It was a depressing end to 2018, and it was going to be sad start to 2019.

      The kettle boiled, bringing Vivian back to reality. She hadn’t felt the tears roll down her cheeks but saw little splashes of them on the worktop. She wiped them away and set about making herself a strong cup of tea. She opened the cupboard above the kettle and took out a tin of biscuits. She’d overbought for Christmas, as usual, and there were plenty of snacks and treats left. It was times like these when worrying about calories and your waistline went out of the window. Chocolate was needed, and she had plenty to choose from.
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        * * *

      

      The kitchen door opened sometime later, and Malcolm padded in, dragging his feet along the floor.

      ‘What are you doing up?’ he asked her. ‘It’s still pitch-black outside.’

      She looked up and saw her husband with wild grey hair, his dressing gown half hanging off his shoulders and his eyes barely open. She giggled.

      ‘I’ve never known anyone go to sleep and wake up looking like they’ve spent eight hours in a tumble dryer.’

      He tried to neaten himself up. ‘There’s nothing wrong with being comfortable in your own bed. Still not sleeping?’

      She shook her head. ‘Would you like a cuppa?’

      ‘I may as well, now I’m up.’

      Vivian stood up and went to make another cup of tea. She’d almost finished the one she’d been drinking, so made a second cup for herself.

      ‘I’m sorry I disturbed you.’

      ‘You didn’t.’ He stifled a yawn. ‘My mind must realise when you’ve got up and wakes me up. For some reason, I can’t sleep without you next to me.’

      ‘Ah, that’s a lovely thing to say.’ She turned to him and blew him a kiss.

      ‘When you were in hospital for those three days having your shoulder done, I hardly slept a wink: tossing and turning, kicking the duvet off. I need to feel a warm body beside me.’

      ‘You could have hired an escort,’ she said with a cheeky grin on her face.

      ‘If you’d have been away any longer, I would have done.’

      She gave a throaty laugh and placed two mugs on the table. ‘Then you’d have been in hospital with exhaustion.’

      They sat at opposite ends of the breakfast table, Malcolm with his back to the door leading out to the hallway. Vivian watched while her husband rifled through the biscuit tin. They frequently exchanged jokey comments. They both had a dark sense of humour that only each other understood. Her smile soon faded though. Levity didn’t visit this house for long.

      ‘We can’t go on like this, Malcolm,’ Vivian said, her hands wrapped around the mug.

      He looked up. ‘I know,’ he said softly.

      ‘We need to do something.’

      ‘Like what?’

      She thought for a moment before shrugging. ‘I don’t know. Look, I know you said I shouldn’t, but how about if I just call round this evening and have a word?’

      ‘Vivian, no. It’s got nothing to do with us. He needs to sort out his own problems.’

      ‘But he’s not doing it, is he?’ Vivian said in a loud whisper. ‘He spends all day in his room. He hardly eats. He never goes out. If she could just see…’

      ‘Vivian,’ Malcolm said firmly. ‘It’s over. His marriage is over. And the sooner he accepts that and moves on, the better it will be for all of us.’

      His words echoed around the room. Vivian sat back in her chair. Her face a picture of sadness, worry and lost hope.

      ‘It’s not just his marriage, though Malcolm, it’s everything else that’s happened,’ she said, a catch in her throat. ‘He’s lost his job, his home, his brot…’ Her words were lost to her tears.

      Malcolm jumped up and ran to her side of the table. He put his arms around her and held her tight.

      ‘What did we do wrong, Malcolm?’ she asked between sobs. ‘We didn’t neglect them as children. We didn’t smack them or abuse them. We gave them everything they could want and look how they’ve turned out. One in prison and the other with a restraining order against him from his own wife.’

      ‘None of this is our fault. We did everything right. You did everything right.’

      ‘I don’t know how much longer I can go on like this, Malcolm. It’s making me ill.’

      He kissed her on the top of her head. ‘This needs to end,’ he said. There was force behind his words.

      He left the kitchen, opened the drawer in the cupboard in the hallway and came back with a cardboard folder in his hands. He sat back down at the table.

      ‘I was going to save this for when things improved, but I don’t think they’re going to anytime soon.’ He opened the folder and took out a brochure. ‘I’ve booked us a holiday in Venice for next month,’ he said, sliding it across to her.

      Vivian blinked away her tears. ‘What?’

      ‘Happy early Valentine’s Day.’

      ‘But…’

      ‘You’ve always wanted to go.’

      ‘Venice? But you hate water.’

      ‘I know.’

      ‘You won’t even cross the Channel on a ferry – you always make us go through the tunnel.’

      ‘I’m aware,’ he said, with a hint of a smile. ‘However, I know you’ve always wanted to go, so we’re going. I’ll even go on a gonorrhoea with you.’

      She laughed. ‘Gondola.’

      ‘That too.’

      ‘Oh, Malcolm,’ she said. Her whole face lit up. Malcolm smiled in return.

      ‘I’ve got another surprise for you, as well.’

      She looked up expectantly from the brochure. ‘You’re not pregnant, are you?’

      ‘No, I’m on the pill,’ he joked. He took out another brochure from the folder. ‘I was thinking we could move house.’

      Her eyes widened and her mouth opened in shock. ‘Move? Why? Where to?’

      ‘We’ve been through so much in the last few years. I saw this development online,’ he said, pointing to the brochure. ‘They’re building new homes in Northumberland, near the coast. I’ve provisionally put our name down for a three-bedroom bungalow. They won’t be built until the middle of next year, and I’ll be able to take early retirement by then. I thought we could sell up here, have a fresh start. Just the two of us.’

      He reached across the table and took hold of his wife’s hand.

      ‘You deserve it,’ he said. ‘We deserve it.’

      Vivian’s face was one of surprise and amazement. ‘I don’t know what to say.’

      ‘Thirty years of marriage and I’ve finally made you speechless. I never thought this day would come!’ He laughed.

      ‘What about…’ She flicked her eyes up to the ceiling again.

      ‘Vivian, he’s thirty-four years old. He needs to take his own life by the horns and do something with it. We can’t keep mollycoddling him.’

      She took a deep breath. ‘You’re right.’

      ‘I know I’m right. So, what do you think to this bungalow then?’

      She opened the brochure and looked down at the computer-generated images of what the estate would look like.

      ‘The main bedroom is en suite – you’ve always wanted an en suite,’ Malcolm narrated while Vivian looked at the pictures. ‘There’s a decent-sized kitchen with a separate utility room. No dining room, but we won’t really need one. And look at the size of the garden. You could finally have a vegetable patch.’

      Vivian looked up with a huge smile on her face, which suddenly dropped.

      ‘What is it? What’s the matter? Don’t you like it?’

      Vivian froze. She didn’t blink. She didn’t move. She looked straight past her husband and out into the hallway. She started to shake. Tears rolled down her face as an expression of pure horror formed.

      ‘Vivian?’ Malcolm asked. He followed her gaze and turned around slowly. ‘Jesus Christ!’

      Standing in the hallway was their son, Jake. Tall and slim with an intense look on his face. His eyes were wide and staring. His arms were out straight. He was holding a handgun in both hands, which was aimed straight at his father.

      ‘Jake, what are you doing?’ Malcolm asked.

      He didn’t reply. He didn’t move. A look of concentration was etched on his pale face.

      ‘Jake, please,’ Vivian cried.

      ‘For goodness’ sake, put the gun down. You’re frightening your mother.’

      Malcolm stood up and slowly approached his son.

      ‘How did you get hold of a gun?’ Vivian asked.

      ‘Jake, I know you’re going through hell right now, but we’re helping you. We’re doing everything we can for you. We’ve let you into our home and this is—’

      A shot was fired. It was muffled, no louder than a sneeze. Jake’s facial expression didn’t change as the bullet hit Malcolm in the centre of the forehead. He fell to the floor with a heavy thud and was dead before he hit the ground.

      Vivian, sitting at the table behind Malcolm, had been splattered in the face with the blood from his head. She was shaking and struck dumb with shock. She looked down and saw the dead-eyed stare of her husband looking back at her. On the table in front of her were the brochures that were signalling the start of the next chapter in their lives together. A few minutes ago she was happy, now… She looked up.

      ‘Jake, please, no,’ she pleaded.

      Her son stepped forward into the kitchen, the gun aimed at his mother’s chest. He fired once. The impact of the bullet caused her to fall off her chair and onto the floor.

      Jake moved around and looked down at his stricken mother. She was still alive, gasping for breath, the pool of dark red blood growing bigger as it leaked into her dressing gown.

      He aimed the gun at her and fired three more times.
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      09:00 – South Yorkshire Police HQ

      Detective Chief Inspector Matilda Darke was sat in Assistant Chief Constable Valerie Masterson’s office. She was on her third coffee of the morning, and it still wasn’t light outside yet. It was nine o’clock and the heavy clouds hanging over Sheffield were a harbinger of bad weather on the horizon. It didn’t look like the cold winter sun would be penetrating it for a while.

      Valerie leaned forward and switched on her desk lamp.

      ‘I can’t see a bloody thing,’ she said, turning around and looking out of the large window. She rolled her eyes and turned back to the report on her desk. ‘You’ve managed to cut overtime for the last three months in a row,’ she said, surprised.

      ‘You did ask me to.’

      ‘I know, but you don’t usually pay attention to what I say.’

      ‘If I continue being insubordinate, you won’t recommend me for promotion in the summer,’ Matilda said with a twinkle in her eye.

      ‘I thought there was a reason behind it somewhere. So, you’re itching to get into my shoes then?’

      ‘I’ll need a bigger size.’

      ‘Nice things come in little packages,’ she said. Valerie was exactly five feet tall. She was dwarfed by her huge desk and high-backed chair. She may have been small, but she had a titanic personality and commanded a magnificent presence wherever she went. ‘What made you change your mind?’

      Promotion for Matilda had been on the cards for a while, but she’d always ignored the idea. The last thing she wanted was to be sat behind a desk for eight hours a day, only reading about what was happening to the people of Sheffield in a report. However, recent events had forced her to change her mind.

      ‘Me staying as a DCI is blocking other people from achieving more. Scott’s passed his sergeants’ exams but there’s nowhere for him to go. I’d like him to stay within South Yorkshire Police as he’s a bloody good detective. For him to move up, I need to move up. Besides, it would be nice to leave work at a decent hour in the evenings.’

      ‘To spend time with Daniel?’

      Matilda blushed. ‘There are only so many times you can cancel a meal out before he starts looking elsewhere.’

      ‘He’s not, is he?’

      ‘Not yet, but he’s a man, he will eventually.’

      Daniel Harbison was an architect who had helped make her new home habitable. He was also a close friend of her late husband’s. Over the past year, they had grown closer. She hadn’t wanted to enter into a relationship with another man following the death of James, but she couldn’t ignore her heart, and her feelings for Daniel were growing stronger by the day.

      ‘Sian was telling me the other day that you’d been spending more and more time together. Haven’t you been away for a few weekends?’ Valerie asked, coyly seeking gossip.

      ‘One of these days I’m going to murder Sian,’ Matilda replied as she reddened. ‘Yes, we have been away,’ she failed to hide her smile. ‘Although…’ She stopped herself.

      ‘What?’

      ‘Nothing.’

      ‘No. Go on,’ Valerie prompted.

      ‘I think I’m starting,’ she lowered her voice despite there being no one within earshot, ‘the menopause.’

      ‘Oh. What symptoms do you have?’

      ‘Well, none really, but my periods are out of sync, and I came on this morning and it was heavier than usual.’

      ‘Might be worth popping to see your GP.’

      ‘I always associate menopause with getting old,’ she said, deflated. ‘I remember when my mum started with it – she made it sound like the end of the world. Then again, she’s always been overly dramatic.’

      Matilda’s meetings with Valerie usually veered off to the personal side of things. They’d known each other for years and had been through a great deal together. When James died, Valerie gave Matilda all the support and time she needed before returning to work.

      Valerie leaned back in her chair. ‘The hot flushes were a tad embarrassing for me. I’d feel myself going bright red and the sweating … good grief. I could feel it pouring off me. I remember once, me and Arthur…’ Her face dropped. Her bottom lip trembled, and she put her head down to hide her emotions.

      Matilda looked on. It was strange to see her austere boss exposing such raw feelings. ‘How are things with Arthur?’

      It was a while before Valerie answered. She swallowed hard a couple of times before looking up. ‘No change.’ She shrugged. ‘We had an offer on the house at the weekend, which we accepted, and the bungalow is ready to move into. I just didn’t see my life heading this way,’ she said, a lump in her throat.

      A year ago, Valerie was considering early retirement so she and Arthur could travel around Europe in a motorhome while they were still young enough to do so. Arthur had been retired for less than six months before he suffered two massive strokes that left him without the power of speech, movement or the ability to do anything for himself. They were now having to move from their farmhouse in Derbyshire to a generic bungalow on the outskirts of Sheffield.

      ‘Are you still taking early retirement?’ Matilda asked.

      ‘I don’t have any choice. Arthur needs round-the-clock care.’ She took a deep breath and smiled painfully. ‘I’ll be gone by September, and I can’t think of anyone I’d like to take my place more than you.’ It was evident by the tears in her eyes that Valerie didn’t want to leave.

      ‘Will you be leaving your coffee machine, too?’

      ‘You can piss off.’ She laughed.
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        * * *

      

      Matilda headed down the corridor towards the Homicide and Major Enquiry Team she oversaw. In recent months, and with a budding romance on the horizon, Matilda had started to get into shape again. She felt confident as she walked with her head high, her back straight and her shoulder-length dark brown hair flowing. She even had a smile on her face, which was something rarely seen unless she had several glasses of wine inside her and was picking plot holes in the Marvel movies with her best friend Adele.

      ‘Ranjeet,’ she called out to Detective Constable Ranjeet Deshwal, who was entering the HMET suite ahead of her. He stopped and turned around.

      Tall, slim, incredibly good-looking and with a gorgeous head of shiny black hair, Ranjeet smiled and stepped towards her.

      ‘How long is it until Kesinka’s back at work?’

      Kesinka Rani was Ranjeet’s wife. They’d married after a whirlwind romance. She had fallen pregnant on their honeymoon and was due back from maternity leave any time now.

      ‘Twenty-first. Two weeks yesterday.’

      ‘Is she looking forward to it?’

      ‘Absolutely. I think she’s going stir-crazy.’

      ‘Have you got childcare sorted?’

      ‘Yes. My mum’s looking after him three days a week and her mum the other two.’

      ‘Excellent. How is little Hemant?’

      ‘He’s fine,’ he said with a beaming smile. ‘Not so little now. He’s like a little rugby player, bless him.’

      ‘Who knows, maybe you’ll have a whole team at some point.’

      ‘I’d love more. Kesinka isn’t too keen. The birth was quite painful.’ He winced.

      ‘Wow. Who’d have thought squeezing an eight-pound baby through the eye of a needle would be so painful. Someone really should have mentioned it before now,’ she said with a sarcastic grin on her face.

      Ranjeet held the door open for her and Matilda entered.

      The HMET team had shrunk slightly in the past year. The cruel death of DC Faith Easter had been a bitter blow. However, her replacement, DC Finn Cotton, had fitted in perfectly. With Kesinka off and DS Aaron Connolly no longer on the team, their number was depleted, but they were a strong team who worked well together.

      DI Christian Brady was coming out of his office when he saw Matilda.

      ‘There’s a call for you,’ he said.

      ‘Oh. Who is it?’

      ‘They wouldn’t say.’

      ‘What do they want?’

      ‘They wouldn’t say.’

      ‘You’re a mine of information, Christian.’ She smiled. ‘I’ll take it in my office.’

      ‘Line two,’ he called out after her.

      Matilda entered her small office in the corner of the suite. She closed the door behind her and picked up the phone. ‘DCI Matilda Darke. Can I help you?’

      ‘You’re a survivor, aren’t you, Matilda?’ The voice was low and deep.

      ‘Who is this?’ She frowned.

      ‘But what’s the point of surviving, when everyone around you is dead?’

      The caller hung up.

      Matilda put the receiver down. She searched her memory to see if she recognised the caller’s voice. She didn’t. Putting it down to a crank call, she picked up her iPad and headed out into the main part of the suite where her team were waiting for her to begin the morning briefing.

      Matilda cleared her throat. ‘Right then, good morning, everyone. Now, before we begin, I’d like us to take a moment to reflect on a piece of sad news I received yesterday evening.’ She looked up to see a sea of concerned faces looking at her. ‘As some of you may already know, PC Natasha Tranter has accepted DC Rory Fleming’s offer of marriage, and I think we should all offer our deepest commiserations to her at this difficult time.’ She couldn’t hide her smile any further.

      Cheers and hollers were heard around the room as those who didn’t know stepped forward to shake Rory by the hand, ruffle his hair, and slap him on the back.

      Matilda had never seen Rory blush before. It made her smile even more.

      ‘Seriously though, congratulations, Rory. I hope you’ll both be very happy together.’

      ‘Thank you, ma’am,’ he said, running his fingers through his curly dark hair.

      ‘Bloody hell, Rory Fleming settling down,’ Christian said, a beaming smile on his face. ‘And they say miracles don’t happen.’

      ‘Single women all over Sheffield will be calling the Samaritans,’ Sian said, kissing him on the cheek. ‘Congratulations, Rory.’

      ‘Yes, well done, mate,’ Ranjeet said, slapping him on the back. ‘Don’t blow it.’

      ‘Now, let’s get down to business, shall we?’ Matilda said once she’d basked in the glow of Rory’s embarrassment. ‘Sian, you’ve been conducting weekly meetings with the street workers. How are things?’

      DS Sian Mills reached for a folder in her in-tray. ‘It’s all been quiet recently. There’s nothing new to report. Bev was saying no other prostitutes have gone missing. It looks like the killer has gone to ground or moved on.’

      In the past four years, six prostitutes had gone missing from Sheffield. One had been found murdered. Matilda was working alongside the women to help them feel safe on the streets while also trying to find the killer of Denise, and the whereabouts of the other missing women. So far, they’d hit a brick wall.

      ‘Let’s hope so,’ Matilda said. ‘Have you been in touch with other forces to see if they’ve had any go missing?’

      ‘Me and Finn are working on that.’

      ‘I’ve been concentrating on neighbouring forces and moving out,’ Finn said as he flicked through his iPad, ‘but I’ve found nothing locally.’

      ‘Good. Now—’ She stopped as the sound of the fire alarm broke out.

      All eyes turned back to Sian, who was the team’s fire marshal.

      ‘I haven’t been told about any test today,’ she shouted above the alarm.

      ‘Ok,’ Matilda said. ‘We all know the drill. Over to you, Sian.’

      Sian had already reached into the bottom drawer of her desk and taken out her fire marshal’s high-visibility jacket. ‘Ok, people, leave quietly and calmly. Make your way down the stairs on the left-hand side and go to the nearest fire point,’ she said as she put the jacket on and picked up her clipboard.

      ‘Where is the nearest fire point?’ Rory asked.

      ‘I knew you weren’t paying attention. Back of the car park. There’s a very clear sign you pass every morning. Take nothing with you,’ she called out to the rest of the team, competing with the noise from the alarm. ‘Put your laptop down, Scott. Just leave the building.’

      Matilda and Sian were the last to leave the suite. As she did so, Matilda took one last, lingering look at the office to make sure no one was left behind before turning away and heading down the stairs.
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        * * *

      

      In an orderly fashion, uniform and plain-clothed detectives and civilian staff made their way out of the building and into the damp winter air. All teams had to remain together for the heads of each department to make a roll call.

      ‘I hope the place doesn’t go up,’ ACC Masterson said to Matilda in passing. ‘I haven’t had my new Gaggia a month yet.’

      ‘I bet you’ll let me have it if it’s fire-damaged.’

      ‘If I get back to the office and I see it’s been tampered with, you’re in trouble, my girl.’ She pointed up at her with a wicked smile on her face.

      ‘I’m surprised you didn’t bring it out with you.’

      ‘The plug’s behind the filing cabinet. I can’t move it on my own. And I know what Sian’s like when she’s in official mode. She scares even me.’

      They both laughed as they watched Sian directing everyone to where they should be. She was in her element.

      The building emptied and everyone stood back and looked up. There was no smoke, no flames, no smell of anything burning.

      Rory searched the crowd and his eyes fell on his fiancée. She held up her left hand and pointed to the ring. It was the first time she’d worn it to work. Now everybody knew they were engaged. He grinned at her and she blew him a kiss.

      ‘Everyone knows now,’ DC Scott Andrews said to Rory, his best friend. ‘No backing out.’

      ‘I’ve no intention of backing out,’ he said. ‘Best decision I’ve ever made.’

      ‘Any idea who your best man might be?’ he asked, hopping from one foot to the other to keep warm.

      ‘I was thinking of asking Christian,’ he said with a sly grin.

      ‘You better bloody not, Rory Fleming.’

      ‘I was joking. Of course it’s going to be you, you knobhead.’

      They hugged.

      ‘Great!’ Scott smiled. ‘I’ll start working on my speech. I’ve got some embarrassing stories to tell about you.’

      ‘I don’t get embarrassed.’

      ‘That’s true. You’ve no shame whatsoever. We need to start thinking about a stag weekend. I’ve heard Dublin is great,’ Scott said, his eyes lighting up. ‘We could get a minimum of say ten people, get the ferry across and—’

      There was a scream. Both turned around and saw a group of uniformed officers standing around someone on the ground.

      ‘Rory!’ Natasha shouted. She was squatting down, looming over a uniformed officer lying on the wet concrete. Her face was one of worry. She held up her hands to show Rory. They were red.

      ‘What’s going on?’ Scott asked.

      ‘I’ve no idea,’ Rory frowned as he headed for his fiancée. He started in a walk before speeding up. He was almost at her when her whole body jerked. She seemed to have been hit by something. She fell to her knees and then to the ground.

      ‘Natasha!’ Rory cried as he raced to her.

      ‘She’s been shot,’ someone shouted.

      ‘What the fuck’s going on?’ another called.

      ‘Someone’s shooting at us.’

      ‘It’s a set-up.’

      ‘Everyone, back inside the building. Right now,’ Valerie shouted.
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        * * *

      

      Pandemonium set in as, in a hail of bullets, officers and staff ran back towards the building. Glass in the windows shattered and bodies fell to the ground as people were hit. Screams rang out around the car park as everyone pushed and shoved to get to safety.

      Rory was knocked in every direction as people headed for the building. He couldn’t move. He remained, stricken, rooted in place as he looked down at the lifeless body of the woman he loved.

      ‘Natasha?’ he asked quietly.

      Her eyes were open and lifeless. A pool of blood began to grow around her.

      Rory sank to his knees. He carefully lifted her up and cradled her.

      Sian froze. She held her clipboard to her chest and looked on in horror as her colleagues fled back to the safety of the police station. She watched as they started to fall. Tears pricked her eyes. She was powerless. She had no idea what was going on and fear took over.

      ‘Sian, come on, we have to go back inside,’ Ranjeet said. He grabbed her by the shoulder and pulled at her, but she wouldn’t move. ‘Sian come on. We can’t stay out here.’

      She looked at him with confusion. Horror was etched on his face. ‘What’s happening?’ she asked, visibly shaking.

      ‘I don’t know. But we have to—’ He didn’t finish his sentence. A bullet hit him in the head, spraying Sian with his blood, brain matter and fragments of bone. He dropped to the floor at her feet. She opened her mouth and screamed.

      Christian Brady ran towards her. There was blood on his white shirt and spatter on his face. He looked petrified. He grabbed her and pushed her towards the building.

      Sian started running. She dropped the clipboard and tripped over it. She landed on the cold, wet ground, banging her head on the concrete. She heard the sound of more gunshots raining down on them. Something landed on her, pinning her to the ground. She screamed and scrambled to try to get up but couldn’t.

      She turned her head to look behind her. A body had fallen on top of her as it had been hit, trapping her.

      ‘Oh my God!’ she cried. She struggled under the dead weight to get free. As she pushed it off her, the body rolled over, and she saw it was that of her boss, ACC Valerie Masterson, looking at her with dead eyes.

      ‘Valerie?’ Sian reached out. Her hands were covered in blood. She held her by the shoulders and began shaking her. ‘Valerie? No. No. Valerie, come on.’

      Christian grabbed Sian and pulled her up. ‘Sian, come on. We have to get inside.’

      ‘That was Valerie. They shot Valerie. Did you see her?’ She screamed hysterically.

      ‘Just move.’

      They ran for the building as another bullet flew past them, shattering a window.

      Finn was at the door to the station. He held it open and practically pulled Christian and Sian inside.

      ‘What the hell is going on?’ Sian could barely talk through the tears. Her whole body was shaking.

      ‘Are you all right? Are you hit?’ Finn asked.

      ‘No. I’m fine.’ She looked down and saw all the blood on her clothing. ‘It’s not mine.’

      Once inside the building, they stood back from the window and looked out at the car park. Bodies were strewn about where they’d fallen.

      Sian looked around her. She took in Finn’s wide-eyed disbelief, Scott’s look of horror and Christian’s blood-spattered face.

      ‘Where’s Rory? Where’s Matilda?’ she asked, panicked. She turned and looked out of the window. ‘Oh my God, Rory’s still out there,’ she said as tears fell down her face. She placed a bloody hand on the glass and banged on it hard, shouting Rory’s name.

      ‘Sian, get back.’

      A bullet shattered the window. Everyone screamed. Christian grabbed Sian and pulled her to the floor as they were all hit with shards of broken glass.

      ‘Is everyone all right?’ Christian called out.

      Outside, Rory was cradling the dead body of the woman he planned to marry. He was rocking back and forward, crying loudly.

      ‘I’m going back out there,’ Scott said, standing up.

      ‘Don’t be stupid,’ Christian said. ‘You could get yourself killed.’

      ‘Look how many we’ve lost. I’m not losing Rory.’

      ‘Scott, don’t!’

      He ignored his superior officer’s advice, opened the door and stepped out into the dull-grey morning.

      The shooting seemed to have stopped. A heavy silence descended. Those who were able to had made their way back into the building. Scott looked down at the dead; bodies strewn about the car park and rivers of blood flowing. He looked back at the building, saw the broken windows, bullet holes in doors, blood splashed against the brickwork.

      In the quiet, Rory could be heard talking to Natasha.

      ‘You’re going to be all right. The ambulance will be here any minute.’ He was stroking her blood-matted hair. ‘They’ll make you better. You’ll be all right. I know it.’ Tears were streaming down his face.

      He saw the ACC and Ranjeet and others he recognised but didn’t know the names of. He was headed for Rory when he saw Matilda Darke standing still, looking up.

      ‘Ma’am,’ he said quietly. ‘Ma’am, are you all right?’

      ‘It’s him.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘I know him.’

      ‘Know who?’ Scott followed his boss’s gaze and looked up at the gunman on a building high up behind the station. ‘Shit. Ma’am, we need to get back inside.’

      ‘What’s the point in surviving when everyone around you is dead,’ she said calmly.

      ‘What?’

      ‘That’s what he said to me.’

      ‘Who is he?’

      Matilda didn’t break eye contact with the gunman. She didn’t move despite Scott telling her to get back inside for her own safety.

      The gunman squeezed the trigger. The first bullet hit Matilda Darke in the left shoulder. She staggered backwards. Scott ducked out of the way. Another shot rang out, and the second bullet took off the back of Matilda’s head.
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      09:00 – Stannington Secondary School

      At Stannington Secondary School on Greaves Lane, the day was just beginning. The teenagers were filing into the building with their usual strolling gait, while the teachers were downing their coffees and preparing their lessons.

      Chris Kean was tall and athletically built. He was handsome and many of the female students had a crush on him. They were barking up the wrong tree. He was in a committed relationship with Detective Constable Scott Andrews and living in a beautifully created two-bedroom apartment above the garage belonging to DCI Matilda Darke.

      He entered the staffroom already looking harassed, and the day hadn’t even properly begun.

      ‘Graham isn’t coming in again,’ he said, slumping on the seat next to his colleague and good friend Ruth.

      ‘Why not?’ she replied

      ‘Apparently he’s still not up to it. What’s that even supposed to mean? I often wake up not feeling “up to it”, but I still come in.’

      ‘I’m guessing you’re covering his classes today?’

      ‘Yes. I was supposed to have two free periods today to get started on those mock exams. Bloody man. Why doesn’t he just retire?’

      ‘Graham Pinkerton is one of the most dedicated and professional teachers I have ever worked with,’ Pauline Butters, the head of geography, chimed in. ‘I will not hear a word said against him. You’d do well to take a leaf out of his book, Mr Kean. You’ve not been here five minutes – don’t make any enemies.’ She gave him a lingering glare before marching out of the room.

      ‘That told me.’

      ‘She’s probably going to fill up the inkwells,’ Ruth said with a smirk.

      ‘They’re dinosaurs, both of them,’ Chris said. He took a deep breath. ‘So, how are you?’

      ‘I’m fine. Why?’

      ‘No reason,’ he said with a hint of a smile.

      ‘Why do I get the feeling you’re wanting to ask me something?’

      ‘I was just wondering why you didn’t return my calls last night.’

      She turned to look at him with a steely glare. ‘I had an early night.’

      ‘Oh yes. Who with?’

      She tried to hide her smirk, but it was difficult when Chris was in full teasing mode. ‘I’m really sorry to disappoint you, Chris, but last night, I was alone. I had a headache, so turned my phone off and went to bed.’

      ‘Oh,’ his smile dropped. ‘So, you didn’t see Ryan then?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘Will you be seeing Ryan again any time soon?’

      ‘What’s the fixation you have with wanting me and Ryan to hook up?’

      ‘It’s not a fixation. I just want you to be happy.’

      ‘Chris, I hate to break it to you, but a woman can be perfectly happy without having a man in her life.’

      ‘A woman’s happiness is predicated on not having a man in her life,’ Julia Simms said as she passed them with a mug of strong coffee in one hand and a bacon sandwich in the other.

      ‘See,’ Ruth said.

      ‘She’s still bitter about her divorce. Don’t listen to her. Not all men have secret other families—’

      ‘Do I look all right?’ Fiona Mayhew interrupted, turning from the mirror she’d been glaring into for the past ten minutes.

      ‘You look lovely, why?’ Ruth asked.

      ‘My bloody hair’s growing back in clumps. It’s thick at the back and thin on top. I don’t really want to go back to wearing a wig,’ she said. There was a sad expression on her face. She’d only been back at work for two months following an intense course of chemotherapy to burn away the cancer in her stomach. She had lost weight and her hair, which gave her serious confidence issues, especially when faced with spiteful teenagers on a daily basis.

      ‘I think you’re gorgeous,’ Ruth said. ‘You’ve got colour in your cheeks and give it another two weeks and your hair will be thick and lush all over. You should definitely keep it short though – it shows off your cheekbones.’

      ‘Do you think?’ she asked with a rueful smile.

      ‘Definitely.’

      ‘Chris?’ Fiona sought a man’s opinion.

      ‘I’ve always thought you were a very beautiful woman. And you still are,’ he said with earnest.

      ‘Ah, Chris, that’s really sweet,’ Fiona said, blushing.

      ‘Why are you never that considerate with me?’ Ruth asked.

      ‘I am.’

      ‘At the school Christmas party you said I looked like a glittery hooker.’

      ‘No offence, Ruth, but you did,’ Fiona said. She picked up her bag from the table. ‘Must dash. Thanks for what you said, Chris.’

      ‘I could go off her,’ Ruth said playfully.

      ‘Now, back to what we were talking about.’ Chris grinned. ‘You and Ryan—’

      ‘Look, Chris,’ she interrupted. ‘Ryan is a lovely bloke. I like him a lot, but the last thing I need right now is another relationship. We’ve met a few times, we’ve had a few drinks, let’s just leave it at that, shall we?’

      ‘If you say so,’ Chris said, sitting back and folding his arms.

      ‘I do. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have algebra to teach to some kids who don’t want to learn it and will never use it a day in their adult life.’ She stood up and smiled and began to walk to the door, but turned back and leaned over Chris’s shoulder and whispered in his ear. ‘I’ll tell you one thing; Ryan is a bloody animal in bed.’ She kissed him on the cheek and headed back for the door.

      Chris turned around, a huge grin on his face as Ruth turned back, winked, and left the room.

      ‘I knew it,’ he said to himself.

      ‘Mr Kean, your class of year nines are waiting for you,’ Pauline Butters called from the doorway.

      ‘Thank you very much, Graham,’ he said under his breath.

      As he left the room, Chris took out his phone and sent a text to Scott:

      
        
        Graham hasn’t come in again. I’ll be late home. Love you, xx.
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        * * *

      

      Chief Constable Martin Featherstone didn’t have any appointments until ten-thirty, so had decided to have a lie-in and a leisurely breakfast. After, he took his time in the shower and was wearing only his underwear and socks and was sat on the edge of the bed, buttoning up his white shirt, when his wife, Roisin, walked unsteadily into their bedroom. She stood in the doorway, leaning on her walking stick and slightly out of breath. When she saw her husband, she smiled.

      ‘Is it wrong that I find you sexy dressed like that?’ she asked, looking at him with her head tilted to one side.

      ‘Not at all.’ He smiled. ‘I find you sexy when you’re dressed in your paint-splattered decorating clothes.’

      ‘You’ve never said before.’

      ‘I thought you might think I had some kind of weird fetish.’

      ‘My fetish is for men in white boxers and black socks showing off their sexy hairy legs,’ she said as she sidled up to him and rubbed his thighs. She leaned down and kissed him passionately on the lips.

      ‘I hope you’re going to be like this when we’re in the Lake District in exactly thirteen days’ time.’ He grinned.

      ‘Will you be bringing your black socks?’ she asked, looking him straight in the eye.

      ‘Kinky.’ He smiled.

      They both laughed.

      Martin stood up and reached for his trousers. He was fifty-one years old but looked younger. He had a full head of dark brown hair, a hint of grey on the sideburns, and no signs of any wrinkles, just a few lines around his eyes when he smiled. He was handsome and cut a fine figure as he stood in his uniform at six foot three.

      Born and bred in Taunton in Somerset, he’d lived in Sheffield for the past twenty years yet still couldn’t shake the West Country accent. He’d been chief constable of South Yorkshire Police for the last five years and enjoyed being in charge of such a huge force.

      ‘What are your plans for the day?’ he asked his wife as he looked into the floor-length mirror and tied his tie.

      ‘Lunch with Diane at one, hospital for more physio this afternoon. That’s about it,’ she said forlornly.

      ‘Are you ok?’ He looked through the mirror at Roisin’s reflection. She was sitting on the bed, her head down.

      She shrugged her shoulders. ‘I’m tired of being in so much pain. I’m so bloody bored. I want to go back to work, and I hate having to carry this sodding stick around with me wherever I go.’

      Nine months ago, Roisin had been walking back to her car following an intense swimming session at Pond’s Forge when she was jumped by a masked man and mugged. Thinking back, if she’d allowed him to steal her bag, she would have got away with a few grazes and bruises from hitting the ground, but she hadn’t. She fought back and held on to her bag as if it contained her life’s savings. The mugger punched her in the face. She fell to the floor but still gripped her bag by the handles. Her attacker kicked her several times in the stomach before taking to stamping on her leg. She screamed as she heard the bones breaking. Even when she relinquished the hold on her bag, the attack continued.

      Roisin was in hospital for six weeks while the bones in her leg had to be reset and her knee reconstructed. She had to learn to walk all over again. Recovery was slow and frustrating, and as a trained physiotherapist herself, she made a terrible patient.

      ‘I thought Diane said you could go back into work on a part-time basis and do some paperwork.’

      ‘She did. That’s what this lunch is all about. It’s just… Paperwork, really? Can you see me sitting behind a desk, filling out sodding forms and making appointments?’

      ‘It’ll get you out of the house.’

      Martin’s mobile started ringing.

      ‘I suppose it’ll keep my brain ticking over – I’m sure it’s disintegrating,’ she said with a hint of a smile. ‘I’ve started enjoying Homes Under the Hammer, for crying out loud.’

      ‘Featherstone,’ Martin said, answering his phone. He listened and his eyes widened in shock. His face paled and his mouth opened. ‘I’ll … I’ll be right there,’ he muttered before ending the call.

      ‘What is it?’ Roisin said, sitting up.

      ‘There’s been a shooting at HQ.’

      ‘A shooting? Oh my God. Is everyone all right?’

      ‘Valerie’s been killed.’

      ‘Oh no,’ she said, slapping a hand against her chest.

      ‘I need to go.’

      Roisin struggled to get up from the bed and limped over to her husband. She held him by the arms and looked up into his eyes. ‘Promise me you’ll not do anything silly? I want you back here alive tonight. Promise me, Martin.’ Her voice was shaking and full of urgency.

      He leaned down and kissed her on the forehead. ‘I promise.’

      He left the bedroom without turning back.

      Roisin sat back down on the bed and started to cry.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      A paramedic on a motorbike was on the scene within four minutes of the 999 call being made. Matilda had lost a great deal of blood, and as much as Scott tried to put his first-aid training into action, Matilda was flailing her arms around to get him off her. Shock had set in. The paramedic calmly took charge. He turned her onto her side, intubated her and stabilised her breathing as he barked orders to Scott to apply pressure on the open wound at the back of her head. Once Matilda was calm, he stepped in and Scott was able to stand back.

      He looked down at his stricken boss. He could see her skull. He looked her up and down. Her clothes were covered in blood. There was so much of it.

      ‘Is she…?’ he asked quietly.

      The paramedic didn’t hear him. An ambulance crew ran into the car park and dropped to the floor to help their colleague. They spoke in a medical language Scott had no understanding of. It could have been Klingon for all he knew.

      ‘Scott.’ He turned as the mention of his name and the slightest pressure on his arm. ‘Scott, come on, let’s get you inside,’ Sian said.

      He looked at her with wide-eyed bewilderment. ‘She was shot.’

      ‘I know.’

      ‘Her head. It just…’

      ‘I know, Scott. Come on, let’s get out of the way.’

      ‘I…’ He turned to look at the building looming high over the car park where the gunman had shot from. There was nobody there.

      He turned back and saw Matilda being carefully placed on a trolley and wheeled away towards an ambulance. Where she’d lain, a massive pool of blood trickled along the cracks of the tarmac. He waited until the ambulance doors were closed before he started to move away. He wondered if it would be the last time he’d see his boss and landlady.
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        * * *

      

      DI Christian Brady was in his office with the door closed. He’d been in the changing room and washed the blood off his face and put on a new shirt. With shaking fingers, he’d done up the buttons and ploughed towards his office with his head down, not wanting to make eye contact with anyone. The first thing he did was call his wife. His voice was shaking as he told her of the horror of what had just happened, and she’d burst into floods of tears, demanding he come home. If only he had that option. She made him promise to stay safe and keep in touch.

      He’d had a brief chat with the Chief Constable, who’d put him in charge until he could get there. The Armed Response Unit had been dispatched, and the hunt was on for the gunman. Out of the window, he could see members of the HMET looking sombre and forlorn. Matilda would have known what to do in a situation like this to rally the troops. He shook his head. He couldn’t believe what he’d witnessed out there in the car park. Matilda had just stood there, frozen in fear. That wasn’t like her at all. She didn’t make an attempt to run for safety. Why? Was she putting herself in harm’s way to save her team?

      He closed his eyes tight and saw again the image of her being hit in the head by the bullet. She dropped to the ground like a stone and didn’t move. Scott selflessly threw himself towards her and tried to stem the flow of blood, but there didn’t seem to be anything he could do. She was unconscious and unresponsive when she was put into the back of the ambulance and driven away at speed. He wondered what was happening to her now. Oh God, he hoped she was all right.

      He opened his eyes, took a deep, but shaking, breath and channelled his inner Matilda Darke. He needed to be the strong one now. He needed to lead this team into hunting for the gunman who had killed so many of their own. This was going to be a long day.
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        * * *

      

      Christian entered the HMET suite from his office. The atmosphere was heavy and sombre. Sian was sat at her desk, head down, tears streaming down her face. He went over to her and squatted beside her desk.

      ‘I can’t seem to stop crying,’ she said, wiping her eyes with a saturated tissue. ‘Poor Ranjeet. He’s only just got married and become a father for God’s sake. How’s Kesinka going to cope? He stopped to save me. If he hadn’t… If he’d carried on running, he’d have made it back.’ She wiped her eyes again, rubbing them red.

      ‘Sian, you can’t blame yourself. Any one of us could have been hit out there.’

      ‘I froze. I just … I couldn’t move.’

      ‘Sian, don’t.’

      ‘And Valerie. How’s her husband going to cope now? And Matilda. Did you see what happened to her head?’

      ‘Sian, look at me,’ he said firmly. ‘We have to be strong. I need you by my side to help. I can’t do this on my own.’

      ‘Where’s Rory? He was so happy this morning.’

      ‘Sian!’ He grabbed her by the shoulders and shook her. ‘Sian, you need to get a grip. You’re not going to be any use to anyone if you’re just going to sit here crying. I need you to focus.’

      She wiped her eyes again, ran her fingers through her red hair and sniffled. She blew her nose and composed herself.

      ‘You’re right. I’m sorry.’

      ‘No, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have snapped at you like that. Have you called Stuart?’

      ‘Yes. I’ve told him what’s happened. He’s coming here to bring me a change of clothes,’ she said, looking down at herself. She was still wearing her fire marshal’s jacket over her white jumper, both of which were covered in blood.

      ‘Good. Now, the Chief Constable is on his way in. He’s going to be Gold Command and I’ll be Silver. I really need your help, Sian. I’ve never been involved in anything like this before.’

      ‘Neither have I. Normally, the ACC would be Gold and Matilda Silver. You and I would be Bronze.’

      ‘Forensics are downstairs, and they’ve accessed the building where the gunman was shooting from. CID are trawling CCTV footage to see if we can pick him up. The first thing we need to do is identify the dead and inform next of kin.’

      ‘Right,’ she said, rubbing her eyes again. ‘I’ll get Finn on to that.’

      ‘We’re also going to need statements from everyone. Hopefully someone saw who was shooting at us. Are you going to be all right?’

      ‘No. But I can fake it until I can get home.’

      ‘That’s what I plan on doing.’
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        * * *

      

      In the men’s changing room, Rory Fleming was sat on a bench in complete shock. He had no idea where he was. His mind was trying to make sense of what had happened. He was happy. He was engaged. He was in love. Now he was covered in blood and his fiancée was dead. How did that happen in the space of a few minutes? Scott was filling a sink with warm water and dampening a flannel.

      ‘Is he all right?’

      Scott jumped at the sound of the voice. He hadn’t realised there was someone else in the room with them.

      PC Rix was standing in front of a row of sinks. His eyes were wide. He had the look of fear etched on his face.

      ‘No, he’s not,’ Scott answered honestly.

      The uniformed officer swallowed hard. ‘Is there anything I can do?’

      ‘Can you leave us for a few minutes? Make sure no one comes in?’

      He nodded and headed for the door, not taking his eyes from Rory.

      Scott had taken off his clothes. The suit was ruined. He’d been splattered with the blood of his colleagues. He was currently wearing a forensic suit until he could find time to go home and change into a replacement. But his first priority was Rory. With a facecloth, Scott was wiping his friend’s face to clean it of blood spatter. Rory didn’t react as Scott ran the wet towel over his cheek and along his forehead. It was clear he didn’t feel anything.

      ‘Rory, you need to take your jacket and shirt off,’ Scott said, quietly. ‘Rory, can you hear me?’

      ‘Huh?’ He looked up to his best friend.

      ‘Your shirt. It’s covered, mate. You need to take it off.’

      He looked down as if seeing it for the first time. ‘Oh. Right. Yes.’ He shrugged his jacket off and began to slowly undo the buttons. ‘Do you think she’ll be all right?’

      ‘Matilda? I’m not sure. I hope so.’

      ‘No, Natasha. Do you think she’ll be all right?’

      Rory’s face was blank. His eyes were wide and stared straight into Scott’s.

      ‘Natasha?’

      ‘Yes. I mean, they’ll look after her at the hospital, won’t they? But she’ll be all right. When do you think I’ll be able to visit? Do you think Matilda will let me take this afternoon off?’ He started to shake, as if he was cold.

      Tears pricked Scott’s eyes. He squatted down to his knees and held Rory by the shoulders. His paper suit crinkled. He could feel Rory’s shaking body. ‘Rory, Natasha was shot,’ he said slowly and clearly.

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘She died, Rory.’

      ‘She…?’ A tear escaped his left eye and fell down his cheek.

      Scott nodded.

      ‘But we’re getting married. I gave her a ring. She wants to get married in August.’

      ‘I’m so sorry.’

      ‘She died?’ Rory asked, his face frowned in confusion.

      Scott’s tears began to fall, and his bottom lip wobbled. He was trying to hold on to his emotions for the sake of his best friend, but it wasn’t easy.

      ‘What do I do now?’ Rory asked eventually.

      Scott took a deep breath. He held his friend firmly by the shoulders. ‘We find the bastard who did this. We tear this city apart, and we don’t rest until we’ve got the fucker locked up.’

      Rory nodded slowly. It was a while before he spoke as Scott’s words slowly began to take meaning. ‘You’re right. I can grieve when we’ve caught him.’

      ‘Exactly.’

      ‘And when I catch him, Scott, I swear to God, I’m going to kill him with my bare hands,’ he said with steely determination in his eyes.
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      ‘DI Brady, isn’t it? CC Martin Featherstone said as he entered the building.

      ‘Yes, sir,’ Christian responded.

      ‘Walk and talk,’ he said, heading for the stairs. ‘What’s the latest?’

      ‘We have six confirmed dead so far, including ACC Masterson. Eight are at hospital with injuries, none of them life-threatening, except for DCI Darke.’

      ‘How is she?’ he asked, his face showing concern, but his voice was professionally strong.

      ‘It’s too early to tell.’ Christian’s reply was full of emotion.

      They walked with urgent strides. Christian was not a short man, but even he found himself having to break into a trot to keep up with the Chief Constable.

      ‘And the gunman?’

      ‘Nothing.’

      ‘Nothing?’ He stopped and looked at Brady.

      ‘We don’t know who he is. Hopefully, he left something behind on the roof he was shooting from. Forensics are up there now, and we’re looking through CCTV footage.’

      ‘Is this a terrorist attack? Have we received any phone calls?’

      ‘Not that I’m aware of. I’ve got someone contacting other forces to see if they’ve had any incidents today, but so far, there have been none.’

      ‘Have the media been in touch?’

      ‘No. It’s only a matter of time, though.’

      ‘Ok. I’ll deal with that.’

      As they walked towards Valerie’s office, they passed police officers and civilian staff, most of whom looked shocked by the events of this morning. The whole atmosphere of the station had changed. Everyone who worked here knew at least one of the dead. No one would fully recover from this.

      ‘Do we know if this was directed at any one individual or the force as a whole?’ Martin Featherstone continued.

      ‘We don’t know at the moment, sir,’ Christian said, feeling more and more dejected with every negative answer he had to give.

      ‘And the fire alarm was a hoax?’

      ‘We assume so.’

      ‘I’m not hearing any firm answers from you, Brady.’ He stopped and turned again so he could look Christian in the eye.

      ‘I’m sorry, sir. It’s very early days, and we’ve lost a lot of officers. We’re doing all we can with the resources we have.’

      Featherstone took a breath. ‘Of course. You’re right. I’m sorry. Look, get your best people working on this. Keep me in the loop, and I’ll handle the media and try to get more officers attached to this. Anything you need, let me know.’

      ‘I will, sir. Thank you.’

      Christian watched as the Chief Constable turned a corner. He then blew out his cheeks and turned on his heels to head back to his office. This was a nightmare scenario that even DCI Darke would struggle with. How the hell was he supposed to cope?
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        * * *

      

      ‘Where is everyone?’ Christian asked as he entered the HMET suite.

      Sian was on her mobile. Judging by her body language and her hushed tones she was obviously making a private phone call. DC Scott Andrews was by the kettle, making a round of teas. It was clear even from the doorway that his hands were shaking.

      Scott looked up. ‘Erm, I don’t know,’ he said, his voice full of emotion. ‘Rory’s getting changed. Finn is around somewhere. I’m sorry.’

      ‘Scott, are you all right?’

      ‘No. I’m not,’ he answered honestly. ‘I’ve just seen my best friend’s fiancée get murdered and while wiping her blood off his face, I had to tell him to try to be strong. And I have no idea what that even means. How do you remain strong when the people you care about the most are being shot at?’

      Sian had ended her call. She stood up and went over to Scott, putting her arms around him.

      ‘It’s ok, Scott. What you said to Rory was the right thing. It may have sounded like bollocks to you, but it’s what he needed to hear. It wasn’t the words; it was the sentiment. You’ll be there for him. We’ll all be there for him.’

      Scott held Sian in return. He leaned his head down on her shoulder and began to sob. ‘I saw Matilda’s head… How’s she going to survive that?’

      Christian watched on. He’d never seen either of these two officers cry before or show their feelings to such an extent. It was hard to witness, yet it’s what they needed to do in order to release some pent-up emotion to be able to continue working. He hadn’t cried yet. He was sad, naturally, and when he called his wife from the station toilets to tell her what had happened, he’d choked on his words, but the tears wouldn’t come. He felt angry rather than upset.

      ‘Scott, why don’t you take a step back for five minutes; go home and get changed,’ Sian said.

      ‘I can’t even do that as the building’s in lockdown. I’m not allowed to leave.’

      Christian looked out of the glass door to make sure no one was about to enter. ‘Look, you two, I really need you to help me out here. I’ve no idea how to lead this investigation. Until we get CCTV and anything from forensics, we’re going to have to rely on the public phoning in, saying they’ve seen someone with a gun. I need your support. Please.’

      Sian and Scott pulled apart. They both nodded.

      Scott wiped his eyes. ‘Matilda said something before she was shot. She was looking up at the gunman. I mean, she was really glaring at him. She said she knew him.’

      ‘What? Did she say who it was?’ Sian asked.

      ‘No. All she said was that he’d called her.’

      ‘He’d called her?’ Christian echoed.

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘When?’

      ‘I don’t know.’

      ‘She had a phone call when she came in this morning,’ Christian said. ‘She went into her office to take it. She wasn’t in there more than a couple of seconds before she came out. She looked … I don’t know, sort of pale.’

      ‘Did she say anything?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘You think she might have been threatened or something?’ Sian asked.

      ‘She could have been.’

      ‘But then why didn’t she tell us?’

      He shrugged. ‘Maybe she didn’t think it was a credible threat.’

      ‘But it must have sounded credible because less than five minutes later we were all getting shot at,’ Scott said.

      Christian perched on the edge of Sian’s desk. ‘Scott, when Matilda was looking at the gunman, did you see him?’

      ‘Not clearly. I was only really looking at the gun.’

      ‘Do you know what kind it was?’ Sian asked.

      He thought for a moment. ‘It looked like something Armed Response use.’

      ‘A rifle?’

      ‘I think so. He had it on like a tripod thing at the front. He was squatting behind it, looking through the viewing bit.’

      ‘Sounds like a Heckler and Koch,’ Christian said to Sian.

      ‘Scott, think back,’ Sian said. ‘Can you remember anything about the gunman?’

      ‘No. He was wearing a hat, a beanie. It was black, and he was wearing dark clothing, but I don’t think he had a jacket on, as he looked slim, like he wasn’t padded or anything.’

      ‘Did he look young or old?’

      Scott frowned as he thought. ‘I’d say … young, I think. The way he moved though—’

      ‘What
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