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  Detective Sergeant Jessica Daniel swept the strand of long dark blonde hair away from her face and looked down at the object in front of her before saying the only thing that
  came to mind. Well, its definitely a hand.


  The man standing next to her nodded in agreement. Blimey, nothing gets past you, does it?


  Jessica laughed. Oi. Its just you never know what youre going to get, do you? When I was in uniform I got sent out because there were reports of a dead animal blocking a
  road and it was only someones coat. For all we knew, this severed hand could have been part of a kids doll.


  Detective Inspector Jason Reynolds looked at the scene in front of them, nodding. Youre right but this aint a kids toy.


  The appendage was greying in colour and blended with the patch of concrete it had been left on. Jessica thought it looked fairly hardened, as if the fingers would be stiff and awkward to move,
  even though the digits were splayed and it was flat to the ground. Given the clean-looking cut where it would have once been connected to someones wrist, Jessica was surprised there was no
  blood. She didnt want to touch it but stepped closer and crouched, peering towards the small stump where the persons ring finger had been neatly sliced off. It looked as if the area
  had been burned after the amputation to stop any infection and she wondered if the finger had been removed before or after the rest of the hand.


  Jessica stood and stepped backwards out of the small white tent into the heat of the morning sunshine with Reynolds just behind her. The inspector was a tall black officer who had an outwardly
  friendly demeanour but, when he wanted to be, was as tough as anyone she knew. She walked towards the edge of the police tape surrounding the scene, stopping before she got too close to the nearby
  uniformed officer who was preventing passers-by from getting too good a look. What do you reckon happened to the missing finger? she asked.


  Who knows? It looks as if it was cut off as cleanly as the hand itself, the inspector replied.


  Do you think the person its from is dead?


  Reynolds blew out through his teeth as he squinted into the sun. Probably. Well have to check the records to see if there have been any remains found in the past year or two that
  are missing a hand. Theres nothing to say it would definitely be from a body from our area, so well have a bit of work to do. The way its been preserved, it could be an old
  victim or someone brand new. Whoever left it has been very careful.


  Not much to go on, was there? Jessica said. No tattoos or anything.


  I know. Given its shape with the wider fingers Id bet it was a mans hand but that could just be minor decomposition. It looks as if whoever cut it off has kept it carefully.
  Were going to have to wait for the forensics team to see if they can find anything.


  Yeah, youve got to hand it to the lab boys, they do a top job.


  Reynolds looked at Jessica, eyebrows raised. I really dont think stand-up comedy is the career for you.


  Jessica grinned back. Oh come on. Just because youve been promoted, it doesnt mean you have to stop laughing at my jokes.


  I dont remember ever laughing at your jokes.


  All right, fine, be grumpy. What are we going to do next?


  Reynolds looked around at the buildings surrounding them. The thing is, this is the centre of Manchester, the second or third biggest city in the country. Just look at the cameras.
  He pointed out the CCTV units mounted high on the shops, hotels and flats nearby. This is Piccadilly Gardens. You couldnt have picked a more public spot if you tried. Whoever left
  this wanted it to be found. He paused, as if pondering what he wanted to do. If you take a constable and look through the footage from last night, Ill start working through any
  missing persons reports to see if there have been any bodies found without a hand nationwide. By the time weve gone through all that, we might have some test results back to give us a gender
  and age for the victim.


  Jessica looked to the areas the inspector had pointed out. Piccadilly Gardens was one of the main meeting points in the centre of Manchester. The middle part was a mixture of grassy park areas
  surrounded by benches and fountains, along with concreted and paved sections for people to walk. One side was dominated by a bus and tram station, another lined by a wide walkway and shops. Looming
  over the top of the area was a hotel and a road with more shops edged along the final side.


  Jessica looked back towards the area the hand had been found in, just underneath one of the fountains next to a bench. Unless someone had dropped it, which made some very odd assumptions about
  the types of thing people carried around with them, it seemed clear the hand had been left purposely.


  Jessica could see at least seven security cameras scanning the area, one of which was swivelling high on a pole around fifty feet away from where she was standing. Three other similar cameras
  were placed around the square. She knew they were linked into a set of other CCTV cameras throughout the city, the images feeding back to a central security point that was manned twenty-four hours
  a day. Most people thought the cameras were constantly watched by police officers but the operators were a private security firm paid for by the council.


  As she scanned around, she could see two other cameras attached to the hotel and a further one high above a shop front. She figured footage from those would be kept somewhere on their respective
  sites.


  Jessica felt the warmth of the June sun on her arms and thought about spending the rest of the day indoors watching camera footage from the night before. Whoever left it could have at
  least picked a rainy day, she said to no one in particular.


  Jessica slumped back into her chair and sighed. The office she was sitting in belonged to the private security firm who monitored the citys cameras. It felt small, lit
  only by a fluorescent strip on the ceiling above her and the bank of monitors she was facing. She leant forward to press a button on a control panel, stopping the video images she had been
  watching, then pushing back in her seat again and peering at the woman next to her. Bored of being in CID yet?


  The female officer slouched back in her own chair and laughed. Weve only been looking through the tapes for an hour.


  Exactly, an hour; we could have been out doing all sorts. Someone with a name like yours shouldnt be stuck inside on a day like this. You should be in a rock band or
  something.


  Isobel isnt that strange a name.


  Jessica nodded. Maybe not but Izzy sounds cool. Especially Izzy Diamond. Its too good a name to be wasted on the Greater Manchester Police
  force.


  It wasnt so cool when I was at school. Dizzy Izzy, Isobel-End, Izzy A Bloke? and all that.


  Thats quite original bullying, Jessica said, trying not to sound too impressed. At my school, I just got called Dan the Man for ten years.


  Detective Constable Izzy Diamond had only joined Manchester Metropolitans Criminal Investigation Department six weeks before. The divisions detective chief inspector, John
  Farraday, had given up his job almost seven months ago but stayed on for a short while to help guide his successor into the post. The new incumbent, Jack Cole, had previously been a DI and, with
  his promotion, Jason Reynolds had been elevated from detective sergeant to inspector. Jessica had previously spent just over two years sharing an office with the then DS Reynolds and the
  pairs relationship hadnt altered much despite his change in job.


  Because of the reshuffle and the fact one of their colleagues, DC Carrie Jones, had been killed the previous year, two new constables had been hired. DC Diamond was one of the fresh faces and
  Jessica had chosen to take the new girl under her wing. There was very little between them in terms of age, with Jessica in her early thirties and the constable less than a year younger.


  Jessica glanced away from the monitors to look at the officer. Did you have that colour hair when you were at school?


  Izzy ran her hands through her long bright red mane seemingly without thinking about it. She let it drop to her shoulders then tied it into a ponytail with a band shed had around her
  wrist. Nope, it was a type of browny dark colour then. Ive only been red like this for the past year, since I got married. I fancied a change after we got back from
  honeymoon.


  Jessica nodded. I think its pretty cool.


  It scares off the older guys at the station so thats a bonus. I think most of them think Im a vampire or something.


  Whats it like?


  The constable grinned and had a twinkle in her blue eyes. What, being a vampire?


  Jessica laughed. No, being married.


  Izzy bit her bottom lip. Marriage is fine. My husband, Mal, would like to start trying for kids but I want to do this for a few more years at least before I think about that. Id
  rather try the vampirism.


  Jessica looked back towards the monitors and pressed the button that started the footage at double speed. She kept her eyes on the screen, continuing to talk. Is Mal short for
  Malcolm?


  Malachi.


  Wow, you two have the best names ever. You did marry him just for the last name though, didnt you?


  Izzy laughed. Of course. Who could resist Diamond as a surname? I used to be Isobel Smith, which was way more boring.


  Jessica had worked on a few minor things with the constable since she had been appointed but the mystery over the severed hand was by far the most serious case Izzy had been involved with.
  Jessica hadnt been told by anyone she had to go out of her way to work closely with any of the new recruits but had done so anyway. It felt strange because she was Izzys supervisor
  but, in some respects, she felt inferior to her. Jessica lived in a flat on her own, the constable was married and owned a house. It wasnt that Jessica was desperate to have a boyfriend or
  settle down but they were roughly the same age and Izzy seemed like the proper grown-up to her. While the constable would do a full day at work and talk about hosting dinner parties and the like,
  Jessica would spend her evenings either in front of the television or on the Internet while eating microwaved food. The fact the woman next to her could even contemplate having children nailed her
  down as a genuine adult. Jessica couldnt stand other peoples kids  let alone think about having any of her own.


  My mates getting married, Jessica said.


  Someone from the station?


  I do have other friends too!


  Sorry, I didnt mean . . .


  Its all right. Shes my oldest friend actually, Caroline. We lived together for ages but grew apart. Weve only been back in regular contact for the last couple of
  months or so.


  Let me guess, the job came between you? From her tone, it sounded as if Izzy spoke from experience.


  You dont know the half of it . . .


  Two years previously, Jessica had been trying to find a serial killer. The trail ultimately led her to Carolines boyfriend Randall, who tried to kill her. He was currently in a secure
  hospital and, as far as Jessica knew, hadnt spoken to anyone since his arrest. After that things hadnt quite been the same between the pair.


  Is it something you want to talk about? Izzy asked, apparently sensing Jessicas discomfort.


  Not really. She phoned and asked if Id be a bridesmaid for her.


  Are you doing it?


  Of course. We didnt fall out and Id still call her my best friend. Im glad she asked but Im not so sure about the whole big event thing. I dont really
  do dressing up and all that.


  Izzy peered down at the light brown trouser suit she was wearing, fingering the thin lapel on her jacket. Dont you ever get bored of these suits every day?


  Jessica glanced away from the screens at her own grey suit. I used to, maybe a couple of years ago. I dont really think about it now. Shes not picked the dresses yet.
  Im worried it will be some sort of pink or yellow monstrosity and Ill be left living with those horrific photos until the end of time. If anyone from the station sees them . .
  . She drifted off, contemplating how she would struggle to live down those potential images.


  The constable laughed, glancing up at the screen Jessica was watching. I think my bridesmaids were worried about the same thing. We all chose together and went for something relatively
  plain and cream.


  Carolines favourite colour is purple, so Im hoping shes kind.


  There was a short pause as they both watched the monitor. There wasnt much to see but every now and then a person or two would walk across the shot. After a period of silence, Izzy leant
  forward. Do we have any idea what time this hand would have been left?


  Jessica slowed the footage so it was playing at one and a half times the regular speed. Presumably after it went dark. It was found a little before eight this morning, so sometime between
  half-ten last night and then. She pointed at the screen. Theres a blind spot during this night footage because of where the street lights are.


  What do you reckons going on with the hand?


  Jessica made a humming noise. I dont know. Jason thinks whoever left it wanted it to be found.


  You dont sound so sure.


  I agree with him actually but Im always worried by people who go out of their way to get attention. Most people we deal with dont want to be caught and do everything they
  can to avoid it. A handful are genuinely sorry and admit to what theyve done in order to clear their conscience. Then you get a very tiny minority who want to show off. Theyre the
  ones who are unpredictable but know what theyre doing. Maybe they want to be caught at some stage but not before theyve made their point.


  Id never thought of it like that.


  You dont until you find yourself in the middle of things. Jessica reached forward and set the speed back to double. They sat in silence watching the images slowly lighten in
  front of them as the sun began to come up.


  Not bad quality, is it? Izzy said.


  Most of the CCTV you go through isnt this good. Half the shops with cameras only have these grainy setups where you cant figure out who someone is even if theyre
  looking directly at the camera, Jessica replied.


  Ive had a couple of those when I was back in uniform. Its ridiculous when you put the pictures out in the papers and you cant even tell if its a man or
  woman.


  Jessica reached out and paused the footage, putting her finger on the screen in front of them. Whats that? she said.


  The constable turned to face her as Jessica scrolled the action back a few seconds and let it play at regular speed. The light was still dim but the video clearly showed the back of a figure
  wearing a long black robe walking across the paved walkway in between the fountains. The figure in itself wouldnt have necessarily been out of place but, aside from someone sleeping on one
  of the benches, they were the only person in shot. As the shape moved out of the frame, Jessica flicked the controls to change the angle to one of the other central cameras.


  Is it someone wearing one of those religious robes? A burqa or niqab? Izzy said.


  Jessicas fingers flicked across the controls as she spoke. I dont think so. Look. She pointed towards the new screen that had appeared. Theres no facial
  cover, its just a robe, like a dressing gown. Lets see if we can zoom in. She ran her hand over a dial and the images refocused closer in.


  Is it a man or a woman? Izzy asked.


  Probably a woman. You can see shes wearing low heels and has that way of walking as if shes comfortable in them. Its the way shes moving too.


  Izzy clearly agreed. I doubt there are many men out there who can walk so comfortably in heels. Im not great myself.


  There are no clear images of the persons face. You can just about tell theyre white but nothing more. She knows where the cameras are.


  Jessica pressed buttons to cut from one camera perspective to a second, then a third, before continuing. Look at the angle of her face. Shes deliberately looking down and across
  because she knows there wont be a clear view of her. She scrolled backwards through the footage to reinforce her point. Shes turning ever so slightly as she walks to
  keep the angle and is wearing gloves too. This person knows what shes doing.


  Jessica moved the footage forward, switching between cameras until the hooded figure neared the base of the fountain where the hand had been found. Jessica slowed the stream down to regular
  speed, watching as the cloaked figure stopped by the edge of the fountain and crouched. She reached across herself, stretching into an inner pocket of the robe and taking out an object that had to
  be the hand, before placing it on the ground. It seemed as if the figure was deliberately spreading the fingers into the correct position, before nudging it towards a nook between the bench and
  fountain. Then they stood, walking back the way they came.


  Jessica started to ask a question but Izzy got there first. Who the hell is that?
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  Jessica peered down at the officers in front of her, waiting for one of her colleagues to speak. She was in Longsight Police Stations incident room in the basement,
  standing on a slightly raised platform next to DI Reynolds and DCI Cole. On a giant whiteboard behind them was an enlarged photo of the hand that had been found as well as stills from the video
  footage. In front of them was a selection of officers, some in uniform, as well as other members of CID.


  Cole was someone Jessica had a lot of respect for. Although shed had differences with each of the previous two chief inspectors, she had worked closely with him when he had been an
  inspector. He had covered for her on numerous occasions and she trusted him implicitly. Her only concern about his promotion was that he knew her a little too well. As an inspector he had given her
  a little leeway in the way she acted but Jessica wasnt convinced the same would apply now he had more responsibility.


  It was Cole who opened the briefing. Following yesterdays discovery, I know we have some quite serious business to go over but, before any of that, Id like to welcome a new
  member to our team. He indicated for a woman near the front to come and stand next to him on the stage. Jessica had met her the previous week but it was the new persons first official
  day in the job.


  As the woman reached the front, Cole continued, Its unfortunate the way timings have worked out but Louise Cornish will be taking the sergeant role vacated by DI Reynolds.
  Shes new to the area so be nice. Ive already filled her in about which ones of you are the troublemakers. He pointed at a couple of the officers in front of him to a mixture of
  laughs, cheers and boos.


  Jessica didnt know much about DS Cornish but was aware she had asked for a transfer to the area from somewhere around the Midlands, and that she was married with children. The sergeant
  was somewhere in her mid-forties and had short brown hair that was swept backwards. If Jessica had had to give one word to sum the new recruit up, it would have been mumsy, harshly
  thinking the woman had a shape that looked as if shed had children but hadnt lost all of the weight.


  Cole continued to speak after the shouts had quietened down. Im positive youll all get to know DS Cornish in time but, for now, lets crack on. A severed hand was
  found on the edge of Piccadilly Gardens yesterday morning. He pointed behind him at the enlarged images from the CCTV cameras. These are the best images we have of the person who left
  it. As far as we can tell it is a white woman who is around five foot six or so. As you can see, there isnt an awful lot to go on.


  He looked towards Jessica, raising his eyebrows. She took the hint, explaining they were pretty sure the person had scouted the location and was most likely local to the area, given their
  apparent knowledge of the camera positions.


  Reynolds spoke next. We spent large parts of yesterday compiling a list of murder victims around the country who had been found with only one hand. There werent many and nothing
  matched the right hand we discovered so we moved on to lists of missing people. Obviously this was pretty long to start with, even just locals, but we had some initial lab results through yesterday
  evening that helped narrow things down. We now know the hand came from a man likely in his late twenties or early thirties. Aside from indications it had been frozen before being left, we
  dont really have much else to go on in terms of who it came from. There are almost sixty names of men between the ages of twenty-five and thirty-five from this area who have been reported
  missing in the past twelve months. The only way of matching anyone from that list to the actual hand is by contacting one of their family members and asking for a swab so we can test the DNA. For
  now, this seems pretty impractical and an enormous drain on resources so were going to go through the media first.


  Cole picked up again, strolling across the stage and then walking back to his original position. Our labs are still doing tests and we might get more results at some point today or
  tomorrow. From the camera stills, you can see the hooded person who dropped it was wearing gloves, so were not expecting any fingerprints. Given the planning that seems to have gone into the
  choice of location, I dont think any of us are expecting much more in the way of evidence we can work with from forensics. As Jason said, we dont have the resources to contact family
  members of all those missing people at the moment. It would be a long shot anyway, given we would be assuming it belongs to someone local who has been reported missing. For now were going to
  release these stills to the media and ask for a hand . . .


  He was cut off as the assembled officers collectively started to laugh.


  He raised his voice to talk over them. All right, all right. You know what I mean. We dont have a clear facial image but perhaps someone will recognise something about the outfit?
  Ive already been in contact with someone from the BBC and they think it will make it onto the local news this lunchtime. The press office are drafting a full release that can go to the
  others. He paused and looked at Jessica and Reynolds to see if they had anything to add. When it was clear they didnt, he spoke again. Does anyone have any ideas?


  Jessica knew some of the best leads theyd had over the years had come because of random suggestions from officers in briefings such as this. Some senior detectives would prefer ideas to
  be brought to them in private so they could take partial credit but Cole wasnt one for pecking orders. As it was, everyone seemed as baffled as they were. There were a few questions about
  the finger that was missing from the hand and a couple of thoughts about what could have happened to the rest of the body  and whether the person it came from was still alive  but no
  one really knew anything.


  When the ideas had dried up, Cole shushed everyone and spoke again. I have to remind you about the community engagement programme. He stopped as a groan sounded from the floor.
  Jessica wanted to join in but just about stopped herself. All right, calm down. Dont shoot the messenger. This has come from a lot higher up than me. I know there have been a few
  emails going around but, with the summer upon us, things are about to move fully into action. Essentially the idea is for us to get more involved with local projects in order to portray us all in a
  better light.


  There were more complaints from the floor as the DCI struggled to speak over the top of people. He eventually stopped, standing with his hands on his hips waiting for people to quieten down. He
  reminded Jessica of an old geography teacher shed had who would stand and wait for silence. Her class had once wasted twenty-five minutes of a lesson as the teacher did nothing but glare at
  them in silence from the front of the room.


  Finally the chatter dropped and the chief inspector continued. As I was saying, the idea is to place us more centrally in the community. Before the schools break up we will be attending a
  couple of careers days to talk to the students. Theres also a summer fete-type event where well have a stall and be available for people to chat to, plus were upping the number
  of community meetings we hold. Theres a volunteers sheet outside my office so if anyone wants to get involved then put yourself down. If there arent enough people interested,
  Im going to have to assign people myself. As more complaints sounded out, he finally lost his temper, raising his voice. All right, shut up. The next person to speak instantly
  gets volunteered for everything. He paused, lowering his voice. I know its not ideal but it might not be a bad idea, given the publicity weve had in recent years. Now
  stop moaning and wait for your jobs.


  Jessica could think of a few stories in the local press over the past two years that hadnt exactly painted them in a good light. She had no intentions of signing up for anything but
  wasnt convinced anyone else would either, given the apathy around the room. With her position there was every chance Cole would tell her to get involved whether she wanted to or not. It
  wasnt that she was against the overall idea behind the policy but she wasnt massively keen on associating with the general public at the best of times, let alone when she would have
  to act as some sort of representative.


  The chief inspector divided people up into various teams and then sent everyone on their way. Jessica first went to help the press office but, after speaking to two different television
  stations, things had gone quiet. Her own office was on the ground floor near to the canteen. When she first moved in a couple of years before, DS Reynolds, as he was at the time, occupied it and
  had done for a while. After he moved into his own office a couple of months ago following his promotion, Jessica had enjoyed the large room to herself.


  As she walked through the door, DS Cornish was in Reynoldss old chair closest to the entrance. Jessicas own desk was at the back of the room and, as usual, the items she was
  working on were scattered around the floor, the tops of filing cabinets and her own desk. Her messiness was well-known and ridiculed around the station.


  The woman was typing on her keyboard but quickly stood as Jessica opened the door. She turned to face Jessica, speaking quickly and offering her hand. Hi, its DS Daniel,
  isnt it? I hope this is okay? The chief inspector told me this would be my new office and the desk was free.


  Jessica shook her hand. Its fine but call me Jess. Im not big on formalities. She could see the sergeant had already made her mark. There were family photos placed in
  perfect rows on the desk and the keyboard and monitor had been moved so they were exactly perpendicular to the edge of the table itself.


  The woman was wearing glasses, which she hadnt been earlier, but took them off and placed them on the desk. Nice to meet you, Jess, Im Louise.


  Jessica walked across to her side of the room and shoved a stack of folders away from her keyboard, trying not to knock anything onto the floor, then sat down. Its not always as
  mad as this.


  Cornish laughed. Id hope not. I didnt move up here for the quiet life but I wasnt expecting something like this on my first day.


  Jessica turned around to face her office mate. Where did you come from?


  Cornish was watching her closely. My husband James originally came from around here but we had been living in the Coventry area for almost ten years. I was a DS there but Jamess
  father has been really ill over the past few years. Weve got two kids and we both wanted them to get to know their grandfather before he gets too sick. I put in for a transfer over a year
  ago but its taken this long for things to work out.


  How old are your children?


  Nine and five. James looks after them while I go to work.


  Jessica realised she must have inadvertently pulled some sort of face because the woman instantly defended herself.


  It was his decision . . .


  Sorry, I didnt mean anything.


  The sergeant looked away, clearly annoyed, leaving Jessica to feel uncomfortable. Her reaction wasnt deliberate but she realised how offensive it could have seemed. She didnt have
  any strong feelings about child-rearing but there werent too many female officers who worked while their partners stayed at home with the children and the situation had caught her
  off-guard.


  Cornish started typing on her keyboard and Jessica knew there wasnt much more she could add. Within a couple of minutes of properly meeting her new office mate for the first time, she had
  put her foot in it.


  Jessica turned back to her computer and logged into the system, bringing up the Internet browser and loading a couple of news websites. The ones she looked at were already running the still of
  the woman in black along with their contact number  a good sign  while the first TV news stories should have been aired within the past half-hour or so.


  As she read, Jessica could sense a tense atmosphere in the office, the silence only broken by the tapping of keys on the two womens respective keyboards, the odd click of a mouse and a
  faint hum of activity from elsewhere in the station.


  Jessica logged out and stood. Im off to the press office if anyone comes looking for me, she said. Cornish nodded, mumbling an acknowledgement as Jessica left the room.


  On the stations basement level was the main incident room, some general-use computer terminals, the cells and a few private rooms for lawyers and others. The ground floor was where the
  main reception area was, as well as the senior officers offices. Jessica and Cornishs was near the canteen, with Reynoldss just down the hallway. The interview rooms and other
  private meeting areas were also on the floor along with the press office, Human Resources department and separate press conference room. Upstairs was Coles office as well as rooms visiting
  officers could use and a vast storage area.


  As she made her way along the corridor, Jessica could hear a womans raised voice coming from the reception area. It wasnt necessarily a surprise as most days involved at least one
  person getting angry in their entrance. Often it was someone with a relative that had been arrested who wanted information or sometimes it was just a person who had been picked up for being drunk
  and was about to be stuck in a cell for a few hours to sober up. Jessica couldnt hear anything specific but had to walk through reception to get to the press department.


  As she moved, she tried not to catch the desk sergeants eye but he called her name out. DS Daniel here might be able to assist you . . .


  Jessica looked at the officer as if to offer a sarcastic thanks and then walked across to the woman who was next to the main reception desk. She was red in the face and looked
  somewhere between upset and angry. She was in her fifties, short with greying shoulder-length brown hair and wearing clothes that were far too tight for her. Jessica offered a thin smile in an
  effort to partially placate her. Is everything okay?


  Ive been trying to get someone to listen to me, she replied with a sigh. I drove straight here after watching the lunchtime news. I know who your woman in black
  is.
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  Jessicas first thought was that the media had only been given a telephone number to pass on, not the address of the station. She guessed the reason the desk sergeant
  hadnt immediately contacted either her or Reynolds was because he was trying to figure out if the woman was genuine or another in a long line of attention-seekers.


  How did you know to come here, rather than call? Jessica asked.


  I didnt really, the woman stammered. This is where I came when my son first went missing. Ive been in a few times since but there are never any updates. When I
  saw the news today, I knew what had happened.


  Jessica tried not to appear too puzzled. Okay, right. Do you want to follow me to a more private place? She turned and led the woman down a hallway towards one of the
  stations meeting rooms. It was where they let witnesses who werent suspects sit before they were formally interviewed. Sometimes family members would be allowed to wait in the area.
  Jessica still wasnt convinced the woman would have any useful information so wanted to talk to her first before deciding whether they would need to take a full statement.


  The room was bright because of the overhead strip light but, despite the heat outside, it felt cold. Jessica opened the door and could hear the air-conditioning unit overhead working noisily.
  She tried not to shiver and offered the woman a seat. Do you want a cup of tea or something? she asked.


  No, I just want someone to listen to me.


  Jessica nodded, closed the door behind them and sat opposite the woman. Whats your name?


  Im Vicky Barnes, my son is Lewis and I think its his girlfriend January whos your woman in black.


  Why do you believe that?


  The woman spoke quickly. Lewis went missing around a month ago. He used to phone or text me every day but Ive not heard from him. I went around to the flat they shared but January
  at first told me he was out. Then she changed her mind a few days later and said she hadnt seen him either. I reported him missing to you lot but no ones done anything. I always knew
  that druggie bitch was involved and then I saw her on the news in that cloak thing of hers. Jessica saw the womans bottom lip start to tremble. The last few words were barely audible.
  Oh God, does this mean . . . ?


  With the reports talking about a severed hand being found, it was a fair assumption the woman would now be contemplating the fact her son could be dead.


  Mrs Barnes? Jessica put a hand on the womans shoulder.


  There were a few tears running down her face but she was fighting to stay in control. Yes?


  Why do you think the person in the black cloak is your sons girlfriend?


  Vicky was trying to compose herself. On the news they said the hand belonged to someone between twenty-five and thirty-five. Lewis is exactly thirty. Januarys one of these
  Goth-weirdo types with long black hair and all that. Shes always wearing a hooded top thing thats exactly like the one that was on the news. When Lewis went missing I just knew it was
  her.


  Jessica could see the woman was beginning to get angry again. Mrs Barnes, what Im going to do is ask an officer to come and sit with you for a bit. Im going to check our
  files to see what we have on your son Lewis and his partner. Then Ill come back and well take a formal statement. Is that okay?


  The woman took a tissue out from the bag she was carrying and blew her nose. Yes, thank you.


  Can you tell me the full name of your sons girlfriend?


  Its January Forrester.


  Jessica also took the couples address and was about to leave the room when the woman called her back. Sorry, I forgot. Look, I brought this to show you. She reached into her
  bag and took out a photograph, holding it out for Jessica to take. It was a picture of a young woman in heavy make-up clinging to the arm of a man. She was wearing a long black robe with a hood
  that looked a lot like the one from the footage. It was even the same length, the bottom ending just above the womans ankles. Both people were smiling widely and it seemed as if they were in
  a park of some sorts.


  Is this Lewis and January?


  Yes.


  After arranging for a uniformed officer to sit with the woman, Jessica returned to her office. Cornish was sitting in exactly the same place she had been when Jessica left and didnt move
  to acknowledge her colleagues re-entry. Jessica sat at her desk and logged back into the system, muttering come on under her breath as the computer took its time. Eventually
  she got through to the area she wanted and searched for Lewis Barnes. Everything his mother had told her was true  she had reported him missing in person four weeks ago to the
  day. From what Jessica could see, aside from the name being logged, very little else had been done other than someone scanning a photo into the system which had been uploaded onto the forces
  website.


  She closed the record and searched for January Forrester. The woman was twenty-six and had a criminal record. Jessica could see there were two thefts when she was still a teenager,
  a drunk and disorderly from two years previously and then, twice within the past year, charges of domestic violence that had been dropped before getting to court. Both incidents involved her
  hitting or scratching Lewis. From experience Jessica knew a lot of domestic violence cases never got as far as court whether it was a man hitting a woman, as most people would think, or the other
  way around.


  Some people wanted to forget it had happened and went back to their partners, others were keen to move on with their lives away from the attacker. A few would take things as far as they could
  legally but, even with protection of witness programmes and being able to give evidence behind a screen in court, those were still the minority. Jessica was surprised no one had cross-referenced
  the missing persons report with the fact Lewiss girlfriend had recent charges for domestic violence but things like that did sometimes slip through the net.


  Jessica again turned the computer off and left the room to tell Reynolds what had happened. At the absolute least she thought they could bring January in for questioning and take a mouth swab
  from Mrs Barnes that would be tested to see if the hand belonged to her son.


  The inspector wasnt in his office so Jessica walked back through to reception where the desk sergeant pointed her towards Coles office. She made her way upstairs and instantly saw
  both the DI and DCI in conversation through the glass windows of the chief inspectors room. As Cole noticed her, he waved her in. Jessica sat next to Reynolds across the desk from their
  boss. She started to tell him what had happened but didnt get the chance as he spoke first.


  I was about to come get you. Have you seen the news?


  The woman in black stills?


  Cole sounded concerned. Not that. Its George Johnson.


  The MP George Johnson? What about him?


  Yes, the Member of Parliament  his wife has gone missing. Its the top story on the breaking news channels.


  Why didnt we hear about this before?


  Reynolds answered. Hes friends with the superintendent and went straight to him. Its only just filtered down to us but he spoke to the cameras before anyone took a proper
  statement. The news crews are outside his house now and have started phoning here but we dont have anything to tell them because we didnt know ourselves until twenty minutes ago. We
  dont even know how long shes been gone or if they were separated or anything.


  Where does he live? Jessica knew he was the MP for the Gorton constituency which covered the Longsight station where they were based but that didnt mean he lived in the
  area. Even if he was their representative, it wouldnt be their case if he resided elsewhere.


  Her hopes were instantly dashed as Cole spoke. You know those giant houses on the edge of Platt Fields Park set back from the main road?


  Bollocks, so its ours then? Jessica replied.


  I wouldnt have put it quite like that but yes.


  In the years they had worked together, Jessica had never heard the DCI swear and rarely known him to raise his voice or shout. The incident in the briefing that morning was one of a single-digit
  number of times he had even looked like he might lose his temper when she had been around.


  With the news about George Johnsons missing wife, Jessica had almost forgotten why she had come upstairs in the first place. It came to her just as the chief inspector was about to start
  speaking. Sorry, I remembered why I was here. A woman walked into reception, claiming she knows who our woman in black is. She says her son went missing a month ago and that his girlfriend
  has an identical cloak.


  Jessica took the photo out of her jacket pocket and slid it across the desk. Cole picked it up and looked at it then turned it around for Reynolds to see. Do you think shes
  genuine?


  I have no idea but the sons girlfriend has a record for DV. Its probably worth bringing her in to speak to and taking a sample from the mother to see if the hand really does
  belong to her son.


  Cole leant back, exhaling loudly. Youre probably right but Superintendent Aylesbury is obviously very keen on us at least trying to find Johnsons wife. He paused,
  thinking through his options.


  Detective Superintendent William Aylesbury had been the DCI at the station until a year and a half ago. Jessica hadnt always got on with him but had just begun to see how good he was at
  his job when he had been promoted to the higher position. It meant he was no longer based at their station, instead overseeing the whole district.


  The chief inspector leant forward in his chair. Okay. Jason, can you go and deal with Mr Johnson? Take Louise with you and it will at least look like weve got two senior people
  working on things. Jessica, pick a constable or two and do what you have to. Take a sample from the woman downstairs and get it off to the labs before you do anything. Regardless of
  whatevers in the girlfriends past, its pretty much irrelevant if the hand doesnt belong to the womans son. After youve got that, go and bring the girl in.
  It cant do any harm to talk to her, especially as weve got a missing person anyway.


  Jessica and Reynolds nodded in agreement before leaving. Im not sure whos got the shortest straw here, the inspector said as they walked down the stairs together.


  Definitely you, Jessica replied. While all the TV cameras are focused on what youre up to I can just go about my business.


  They separated at the bottom and Jessica went to sort out the saliva sample from Mrs Barnes. After the womans swab had been passed on to the labs it was going to take until the morning at
  least before they knew whether the hand belonged to her son. Jessica told the woman one of the other officers would take a statement because they were going to pick up her sons girlfriend.
  Usually they would have spoken to the mother properly beforehand but if January did turn out to be involved in some way, the news coverage could have spooked her and the last thing anyone wanted
  was for her to disappear. Jessica already had the basic facts as well as Januarys criminal record, which at least gave them a reason to question her.


  Mrs Barnes seemed delighted they were going to pick up her sons girlfriend and Jessica had to make clear they werent arresting January, merely bringing her in so they could ask her
  questions about Lewiss disappearance. She checked the address they had was still valid and then walked through to the main floor. The person she was looking for was at a desk by himself so
  she walked around out of his eye line, creeping behind before cuffing him across the rear of his head with the back of her hand.


  Oi! he yelled.


  All right, Dave. Fancy a road trip?


  Detective Constable David Rowlands spun in his chair, holding the back of his head. He had turned thirty just over six months ago and was a little delicate over it  especially as the
  string of girlfriends hed had over the past few years had started to slow down. He liked to maintain an air of being young, free and single but Jessica wasnt sure the last two were by
  choice any longer. She was an only child and considered Rowlands her best friend in the force, even if he was more of an annoying brother-type than any thing else. They had been good mates before
  but, if anything, had become even more so since the death of their colleague and friend Carrie Jones the previous year. Both of them had been close to her and, in some ways, hadnt got over
  her death. Their way of coping was by constantly winding each other up. Regardless of that, Rowlands was one of the few colleagues Jessica was happy to spend time with away from the station.


  What did you do that for? Rowlands said. At first hed had an angry scowl on his face but, once he saw who it was that had hit him, it turned into an aggrieved grin.


  I was just flattening down a sticky-out bit of hair for you.


  Is this because I signed you up for careers day duty?


  You did what?


  Rowlands seemed surprised, then his smile widened. Oh, you hadnt noticed?


  Did you really sign me up?


  Erm, maybe. You know the DCI would have sent you anyway. This way you come off looking positive about things. You should thank me.


  You do know youll never beat me in this escalating war. I outrank you so you sign me up for careers day, I get you to work your way through that giant pile of freedom of
  information requests no one else wants to do.


  Oh come on. Thats playing dirty. What did you want me for anyway?


  Jessica explained they were going to collect January Forrester for questioning but they werent going to arrest her. She chose two uniformed officers to go with them just in case and the
  four of them set off in two marked cars.


  January lived in a flat above a row of shops in the Abbey Hey area. There were far worse districts in Manchester but, as they arrived, Jessica could see a grubby rank of stores
  with a dirty-looking and smelly pizza shop, a hairdressers and a convenience store. Each shop was separated by a single door leading to three upstairs flats. From what they could see, there was no
  back entrance to the properties, only loading areas for the shops.


  Jessica rang the doorbell as Rowlands and the two other officers stood behind her. They had parked the cars in the alley which led to the delivery yard in order to not be too obvious.


  There was no answer so Jessica rang and knocked again.


  Did Lewiss mother tell you if January worked? Rowlands asked.


  She said shed never known her have a job and that she was always in.


  It doesnt bode well if shes gone missing, especially with everything thats been on the news.


  She could have just popped out to the shops.


  Jessica turned, leaning against the stores window next to the front door. The other three officers were looking at her but Jessica saw a swish of long black hair out of the corner of her
  eye behind them. Someone had been walking towards where they were but quickly turned around. The person was moving quickly but not running. It was clearly a woman and, despite the ongoing June
  heat, she was wearing knee-length black leather boots with a short black dress. The woman reached the corner where the shops met the first house of a row and her head disappeared behind a
  hedge.


  Jessica started walking quickly in the direction the woman had headed. I think she was just here, she said as the three detectives followed her.


  They got to the corner and could see the woman walking quickly away from them. As she moved, the girl turned and noticed the police officers, breaking into a run.


  Jessica started sprinting too. It was a warm day and she didnt think her dark grey work suit was really the best attire to be running in. The other officers followed, one of the uniformed
  constables bolting past her in pursuit, weaving in and out of the other people on the pavement. Jessica was trying to watch where she was going while also keeping an eye on the woman and officer
  ahead.


  The figure in front dashed across a patch of grass but Jessica could see the constable was right behind her. She gave another half-look backwards and, when she saw how close the man in uniform
  was, stopped running, turning around and holding her hands to the side.


  Jessica slowed as she neared them.


  Are you January Forrester? she asked as she came to a stop, trying not to sound too exhausted.


  Yeah, whats it to you? January didnt seem out of breath but the officer who had caught her had barely broken sweat. Jessica thought she would remember his face if she
  ever needed to take another team out with her.


  The other uniformed officer had kept pace with her while Rowlands finally arrived at the scene and instantly bent over with his hands on his knees, sweat drenching his forehead. Jessica tried
  not to smile. She wanted to give him a where were you? look but he was staring at the ground trying to catch his breath.


  Jessica took out her identification and introduced herself. Why did you run, January?


  No reason, I run a lot. I didnt know you were chasing me. She pointed at the officer who had caught her. As soon as I saw this guy, I stopped.


  Do you always go out for a run in knee boots and a dress?


  The young woman sounded defiant. Sometimes. Why, is that a crime?


  No but were here to talk about your missing boyfriend.


  Did you find Lewis? Januarys voice had raised an octave. She could have been putting it on but it did sound as if there was hope in the tone.


  Not exactly, no, Jessica said.


  January rolled her eyes. Oh, right. His cow of a mum has been to see you, hasnt she? What is it this time?


  Jessica explained that they didnt want to arrest her but would really like it if she came with them to the station. We want to ask you about your boyfriends disappearance,
  thats all.


  January pointed out that shed already given a statement but, after some swearing, she finally agreed to go. Jessica didnt want to arrest her but they were allowed to keep people
  without charge for up to twenty-four hours. If she caused them any more hassle in the interview room, given the fact she had run as well, Jessica had half a mind to see if the custody sergeant
  would keep her in the cells in the hope the forensic results from the hand would be back before the time was up.


  Jessica put January in the car with the two uniformed officers and let Rowlands drive her back to the station in the other vehicle.


  I didnt realise you were so unfit, she said as the man drove.


  You guys got a bit of a head-start on me, thats all.


  Rubbish. You were stood next to us. Are you sure its not your age?


  Youre older than me.


  Yeah and look who got to January the quickest. Id already dialled nine and nine on my phone. I was waiting for you to drop to the floor before pressing the final nine and calling
  an ambulance.


  It was all an act to get her off her guard. If shed started to run again Id have been right on her.


  If shed started to run again I dont think youd have even noticed, considering you were bent over double trying not to throw up, Jessica laughed.


  Youre obviously not familiar with how we trained athletes work.


  In perpetual agony by the looks of it.


  The afternoon rush-hour traffic was beginning to build up as the two cars pulled into the station. The pair of uniformed officers took January through the front entrance to be processed while
  the two detectives went to move past them to set up the interview room. As they were walking, the desk sergeant held out a hand to catch Jessicas attention. He was already dealing with a
  member of the public over the counter, so she waited as Rowlands carried on through.


  Once the sergeant had finished speaking, he turned back to Jessica and reached under the desk.


  This arrived in the afternoon post van. Dunno who should open it really. I didnt want to send it upstairs to the DCI but the inspector is out and hes taken the new girl with
  him.


  He took out a thick padded brown envelope and passed it to Jessica. The stations address had been printed out and taped to the front while it was simply addressed Senior
  Detective. Jessica turned the parcel over to see if there was any return address but there was nothing. It felt fairly light in her hand and she couldnt make out the shape of anything
  bulky through the packaging.


  Why didnt you put it through to the mail room? Jessica asked.


  It only came half an hour ago or so, I havent had time. You should be all right to open it, shouldnt you?


  I guess . . .


  Jessica tore along the strip at the top, placing the envelope on the edge of the counter as she opened the flap. She couldnt see what was inside so turned the package upside down,
  emptying it onto the reception desk until an object dropped out and landed on the table top. Jessica looked at it and then glanced up to meet the desk sergeants horrified eyes.


  The neatly severed finger rolled along the edge of the desk and fell to the floor with a soft plop.
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  It seemed like an age before anyone moved. Jessica eventually put the envelope down on the counter then told one of the uniformed officers to get some evidence bags. The desk
  sergeant stood next to her, shielding the finger from Januarys view. The girl was still on the other side of reception and had seemingly not noticed anything untoward.


  Jessica tried to keep cool. The finger itself was fairly shocking and she felt a little sick looking at it but she couldnt react with other people present. Jessica knew she had made a
  mistake; her fingerprints would be all over the envelope, which was bad enough, let alone the finger being allowed to fall to the floor. Jessica crouched to look at the object, which had already
  attracted a few bits of grit and dust from the ground. It was hard to tell for sure without touching it but it looked as if it had been frozen, starting to thaw as it had gone through the mail.
  There were drips of a clear liquid she assumed was water that had a faint trace of blood in it.


  She stood back up and looked at the envelope. Using the end part of her sleeve to prevent getting any further fingerprints on it, she turned the packet over so she could see the front. The
  postmark was smudged and it was stamped, not franked, meaning there was a good chance it had been put into a post box, as opposed to being sent via a post office. The date was just about visible
  through the smeared ink and Jessica noticed it was yesterdays. That meant it had been collected the previous day, so it could have been sent anytime between the night before that and roughly
  late-afternoon yesterday; a period of twenty hours or so. In other words it was posted within a few hours of the rest of the hand being left and found.


  The constable arrived back with the evidence bags and Jessica sealed everything up. January had begun to get annoyed behind the counter at having to wait but Jessica knew she couldnt have
  seen the finger from the angle she was at and if she had noticed the envelope, she hadnt reacted.


  Discreetly everything was taken away and Jessica went up the stairs to see Cole while January was processed. She told him about what had happened and admitted she had made a big error in picking
  up the envelope. He wasnt too impressed at the finger falling into the dirt but was as calm as he usually seemed to be. He made the point that whoever had sent it was unlikely to have left
  any obvious clues, so a few careless fingerprints probably wouldnt cause too much harm, except for making more work for the forensics team.


  Is there any word from the labs about whether the hand belongs to Lewis Barnes? Jessica asked.


  Cole shook his head. They only got the sample from his mother an hour or so ago. I spoke to someone over there who said the result will be in by the morning.


  Theyre going to have the envelope and finger to check now too, Jessica said. Im assuming the finger is the one missing from the hand but well need
  confirmation. Im guessing that will be a day or so as well. Did anything new happen with the MPs wife? Ive not seen the news.


  Youve been lucky. Somehow, weve come out of it looking completely incompetent. George Johnsons wife Christine has been missing for forty-eight hours. Jason is at his
  house now taking a formal statement but hes already given an interview to the TV crews and the government have put out a statement of support too. Everyone seems to know more than we do and
  those rolling news channels have been implying we dont have a clue what were doing. Theyre right but only because it hadnt been reported properly.


  Jessica shrugged. It all sounds a bit dodgy.


  If Cole agreed, he didnt give anything away. Maybe. These people live in a different world where assistants and helpers do all sorts for them. I guess when you live in the public
  eye sometimes the obvious answer  for instance calling us  is forgotten because youre so used to doing everything through the press.


  Jessica wasnt convinced. I guess. Something doesnt seem quite right though.


  The DCI was unmoved. From what the news said, theyve been married for twenty-seven years and have a couple of grown-up children. They reckon he spoke to her on the phone a couple
  of days ago but returned from Westminster to find she wasnt at their home. None of their children or friends apparently knows where she is and their bank accounts havent been touched.
  Shes just vanished.


  Jessica couldnt hide the disbelief on her face. He told all of that to the news stations before talking to us?


  Cole shrugged. I know. Theres not much we can do now except take his statement and get moving. The superintendent didnt seem too fussed about how things had come out but the
  bad publicity hasnt gone down well.


  Jessica didnt know if she was better off in the middle of a media storm that wasnt her fault or dealing with sliced-off fingers in the stations reception area. Neither was
  particularly appealing. Ill talk to January then speak with you again afterwards, she said.


  Do you think shes involved?


  Jessica shrugged. I dont know. She ran at first but maybe shes had a bad experience with us in the past? Its hard to tell with some people.


  Did she actually try to escape?


  Not really. She saw us from a distance when we were at her front door. She didnt resist but theres something going on between her and Lewiss mother.


  You could ask the custody sergeant to keep her in overnight while you wait for the results on the hand to come back. If they are a match
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