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Chain hotels are built to a reassuring pattern. Wherever you are in the world the rooms are laid out the same, the colour scheme is familiar and the furniture is made to the same pattern. Only the flourishes added at the end give a hint of locale. It was the paintings of can-can girls and Montmartre which reminded Gerry Edwards that he was breakfasting within shuttle bus distance of Paris Charles de Gaulle airport.

That and the lack of a decent Full English breakfast.

Edwards liked a good croissant as much as the next man, and these had just the right mix of crispy shell and fluffy insides, but for the work of the day to come he felt he deserved something heartier. At least the coffee was strong.

Edwards sat with his back to a corner, flanked by prints of the Eiffel and Arc de Triomphe, with a good view of the whole of the restaurant area. He watched the business travellers and tourists- and those posing as business travellers or tourists- over the rim of his bowl of coffee and ran a blasphemous little prayer through his head that this would be the last time.

When this deal was done he could go home and die with his family in a convenient car crash before being resurrected with a new name in a new country. He'd thought the offer through and was satisfied it would work. Simon was young enough that the transition wouldn't be too hard for him. Karen had always known it was a possibility. They'd both cope, maybe even prosper, with the change.

Edwards spotted them as soon as they entered. Definitely fake business travellers- the suits were new, and they didn't look comfortable in them. They moved like thugs as well. The classier kind, but thugs nonetheless. They had businessman hair cuts, short but not crew cut, and were clean shaven. They were trying to look the part, but were obviously not there on a layover or between sales pitches.

The pair steered straight for Edwards' table. Most of the other patrons remained blissfully unaware of the sharks gliding past them. He let them come to him because the shorter, darker one had reached into his jacket and moved the lapel far enough back for a shoulder holstered gun to be visible. They came to a halt flanking his table and blocking his escape routes.

"Mister Edwards," said the taller of the pair, "it's so good to meet you."

"I'm sorry, you have the wrong man. My name's not Edwards."

"You are checked in as Tony Wedgwood, I know, but let us not pretend you are not Gerry Edwards. We have a proposition for you." The shorter man had been tapping at the screen of a mobile phone and now he laid it on the table. On the screen was a photo of Simon and Karen. They both looked terrified, and with good reason. From the right of the screen the unmistakable barrel of a Desert Eagle pointed at them. Edwards' vision narrowed to the phone and the image it displayed. He could just hear the tall man say, "You are going to help us steal four million Euros. Now, if you will show us to your room, we shall discuss the details."

* * *

Irwin Robert Baker, currently trading under the name of Robert Irwin, was no longer dismayed by the fascination numbers held for him. The box in the bottom right of his laptop's screen ticked over share prices and tallied the net worth of his investments in them. It was all green, and he was earning more sipping Earl Grey in Manchester's Northern Quarter than he could have in an office.

Of course, it had helped that he had started with a large sum to invest, which made the profits larger, even as he played it safe. Mostly he was playing low margins, staying just ahead of the rates he could get from a decent savings account. Even when the training kicked in and he divined some gamble worth taking he only threw the long odds funds at it. His life was all about safety these days. Prosperous but just a little dull.

Even his side gig for the Police was proving low risk. They'd assigned him a handler and she sat on his shoulder like a cartoon angel, telling him to stay in the office or the car and let the armed officers do their job. Kay Wood looked good whilst she told him off, though, so he let her keep on doing it.

Several of the numbers ticked up again. He'd cash out when it became obvious they had peaked or at the end of the day, whichever came first. The latest gamble bounced up and down ahead of a big, and mostly secret, announcement due in the afternoon. If Irwin had read the runes correctly the news conference would cause an immediate spike in share price and fair long term value. If not, well it wasn't as if he'd be doomed to eating instant noodles for months.

A little risk, but not too much. A safe life. Irwin was contemplating taking up sky-diving when his mobile rang. Not the mobile on the table by his laptop, but the one in his shirt pocket. The one he still carried and called his "work phone", even if he was officially retired. He fished it out and looked at it, for a moment confused by the insistent device. The number wasn't in his phone book, but the people who would call him on this number had a high turnover of accounts. Curiosity got the better of him and he picked up.

"Hello."

"We need your help." said a familiar voice.

"Have you tried turning it off and turning it back on again." Jeremy Simpson, Jed the Jedi, balanced his tactical genius with technical incompetence. Even certain this was no social call Irwin couldn't help but joke.

"Serious help. We're running an op and..... there's a situation."

"And I'm the nearest thing you have to an asset in the right area." He was leading a safe life now, Irwin told himself, there were reasons he had retired. That thought hardly survived a second before being pushed aside. "Tell me more."

Sky diving could wait.

* * *

Paperwork was what sent the criminals to jail. But knowing this didn't make the task any less annoying. Kay Wood was on the third day in a row of working through case notes and the headache had fully settled in behind her eyes.

Two dozen witnesses all said different things about a gun which had been brandished and then fired into the ceiling at a club. One person was still in hospital after a ricochet from the concrete roof of the basement establishment had punctured their lung. Some of the witnesses knew who had fired the shots, but were covering for them. Others were certain who it was and had tailored their statements to put that person in the right spot. Still more were too scared to say what they had really seen. Some were probably telling the truth. Everyone gave contradicting statements, collusion or the weaknesses of human memory compounded by doses of booze, vitamins or herbs.

Kay had to build a case from the facts which could be relied upon. To do that she first had to work out which were the reliable facts. Statements corroborated by other witnesses were given more weight. Outliers went into two piles- obvious and probable. It was most likely a hopeless task, and the case was getting old anyway, but an uncommon quiet period meant she could go back and use some of the techniques Irwin had described to her. He could be annoying, obtuse about his past and far more proactive than he should be, but he was good at analysis and a fount of esoteric knowledge. Maybe she should take advantage of that enthusiasm and call him up for some help. Preferably as a charity case, she didn't want to know what he earned per hour for official work.

There was the slightest change in the light. Kay looked up to find her boss, Detective Chief Inspector Raymond Stevenson standing before her desk. She didn't know how he could sneak up on her like that. It was a small office, she should have seen him move in her peripheral vision. In fact, the last she'd noticed he had taken a phone call and left the office grunting and saying "Yes."

"Kay."

"Sir?"

"How well do you know Robert Irwin?"

"Did I say his name three times?" Stevenson raised his eyebrows and cocked his head slightly, the 'serious now' look. "I was his babysit.... er liaison on that multiple in Trafford. We met up for beers a few times after. He's been showing me some analysis tricks."

"Do you trust him?"

The honest answer would have been nuanced. To tell her the truth about his life before he moved to Manchester? No. To keep from charging into a situation that could be dangerous? Again no. To not be running another agenda at odds with whichever investigation he was helping with? Actually, yes. But with the safety of others, up to and including her own life? Definitely yes.

"I guess." Kay managed.

"That will have to do. We're working for him, or his old bosses, for a change. You should meet him on Albert Square asap whilst Jim and I try to get some uniformed backup." The Gun Crime Tracking department was small. DC James Knott was the junior member, currently counting bullets and taking down serial numbers on a gym bag full of trouble which had been recovered the previous night in Levenshulme. Kay nodded dumbly, waiting for the bombshell. This was the sort of conversation that usually ended with a bombshell. "You'll need this." Stevenson had laid a holstered handgun on the desk. That was another thing about the DCI, he had a magician's ability to distract you from whatever was in his hands until he wanted you to see it. "Get your discreet vest on, you don't want to draw too much attention."

* * *

Irwin was sat on the top step of the Albert memorial on the eponymous square. Rather than looking at the Gothic majesty of Manchester town hall he was staring down a side street which opened onto the north west corner of the square. Bootle Street Police station was off this street and Kay Wood was going
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