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            Preface

            POLICE USE OF DEADLY FORCE

         

         The distinguishing characteristic of policing is the authority to use force. With that authority comes an absolute responsibility: never to misuse it.

         Police officers are entrusted with discretion, and it must be exercised with control. Only the minimum force necessary should ever be used, and always in the service of fairness and humanity.

         At its most extreme, force becomes deadly force. It is the moment an officer points a firearm at another human being and pulls the trigger. There is no greater decision. There is no taking it back. One life ends, and others are changed forever.

         It should occur only when there is no other option, when someone faces a real and immediate threat to life from unlawful violence.

         The law reflects that gravity. Article 2, the right to life within the European Convention on Human Rights, is enshrined in UK law through the Human Rights Act. Section 117 of the Police and Criminal Evidence Act 1984 requires that any force used must be reasonable and proportionate to the threat faced.2
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            Chapter One

         

         Freddy didn’t want to bunk off school. Things went wrong when you did. 

         Friday afternoon meant double maths, and Mrs Meredith always wrote the homework neatly across the whiteboard in blue pen. Blue stayed where it should in his head. Two columns. Questions down the left. Answers on the right, if she was in a good mood. 

         Poppy, only two years older but acting like it was far more than that, had told him and Finley to meet her at the back of the canteen after lunch. Mum said Poppy was old enough to look after him. He was meant to listen. 

         By the time they reached the edge of Shroggs Park, he knew this had already been a mistake. 

         Poppy had put lip gloss on for school. Not the pale one she sometimes wore, but the shiny pink that caught the light every time she turned her head. Her hair had been curled more than usual, falling forward so she kept flicking it back. Her skirt looked shorter than it had that morning. She walked differently too. Slower. Like she wanted people to notice. 

         People thought Freddy didn’t notice things like that. 

         They were wrong. 

         He still counted traffic lights. Red, amber, green. Always in that order. If one changed too quickly, or a driver edged forward before it was time, it stayed with him longer than it should have. Patterns existed for a reason. 

         When people ignored them, things went wrong. 

         ‘Come on,’ Poppy said. ‘Don’t be such a misery guts. You heard what Mum said. You’ve got to do what I say.’ 

         Mum didn’t know about the den in Shroggs Park. Freddy did.4

         Grandpa had shown him the map once, hand-drawn on the back of an envelope. Arrows, landmarks, a careful cross where the old railings stood above Burdock Way. The turns mattered. Miss one and you ended up somewhere else entirely, even if it looked the same. 

         He tapped the paper with a smile that never quite left his eyes. ‘Pay attention, lad. The world only makes sense if you know where you’re standing.’ 

         The woodland smelled of wild garlic and warm earth. Dead twigs snapped underfoot, sharp in the stillness. A magpie cut across the clearing. The air hung thick, as though even the flies had gone lazy with the heat. 

         Poppy skipped ahead, laughing too loudly. She kept glancing back at Finley, then away again when he looked up. 

         He walked with his hands shoved deep into his pockets. His trainers were new, still too clean for this kind of place, and he kept kicking at stones as they went, harder than necessary. 

         From the railings, Freddy watched them both. Poppy didn’t laugh like that with him anymore. Not since secondary school. Now she laughed like that for other people. 

         Finley muttered something under his breath. Poppy laughed again, softer this time. Finley rubbed at his chin like he wished he hadn’t said whatever he had just said. People did that when they wished they hadn’t said something. 

         Freddy found the den exactly where Grandpa had said it would be. He pushed through the boundary thicket and the branches closed behind him, shutting out the path. From the tree stump near the rusted railings, he could see over the drop towards the flyover and out across the town beyond. 

         This was the best place in Halifax to watch without being seen. Grandpa had called it a thinking place, and Freddy understood why. 

         Poppy spun once in the clearing, arms spread wide. ‘No one will ever find us here.’ 

         Finley dropped onto the grass beside her without being asked, 5stretching out with a satisfied sigh, hands tucked behind his head. ‘Best Friday ever.’ 

         Poppy kicked off her trainers and lay back beside him, close enough that their arms almost touched, her face tilted to the sun. 

         Freddy stayed by the railings. The metal was warm under his hands. Solid. Predictable. 

         From up here, the world behaved properly. Burdock Way curved where it was meant to. The parish spire held the light. The Piece Hall sat pale gold in the distance. The mill chimneys to the left seemed to touch the sky. Even the police station yard looked orderly. Everything in its place. 

         He rested his chin against the railings and let his breathing settle. In. Out. Slow. Even. 

         Behind him, Poppy laughed at something Finley said, lower now, easier. Freddy didn’t turn around. He didn’t need to. 

         The air pressed in around them, heavy with heat. A faint hum of traffic drifted up from the road below. Somewhere close, something buzzed, then stopped. 

         For a moment, nothing moved. Then the helicopter came. Not passing over. Not heading anywhere. Circling. 

         Freddy felt it before he saw it. A shift that came too suddenly, like the second before a teacher says your name and you already know. 

         He straightened slightly, eyes lifting. ‘It’s police,’ he said. 

         Poppy barely looked up, one hand lifting to shield her eyes. ‘You say that all the time. Mum always says someone’s having a baby when there’s sirens.’ 

         She reached for her phone, angling the screen towards her face, smoothing her hair back into place. 

         Freddy didn’t answer. 

         Below them, the police station gates had opened. 

         Freddy leaned further over the railings. 

         On the far hill, a gold BMW wound its way down towards town. Not fast, but something about it made it look faster than everything else around it. Automatically, he tracked it.6

         Gold was his favourite colour. 

         A dark Jaguar followed behind, not close enough to touch, not far enough to lose it. Below, a police vehicle moved into position, then another. There were no lights or sirens. 

         His breathing shifted as he watched. Vehicle. Gap. Vehicle. 

         The pattern didn’t fit. He shifted his weight slightly, eyes narrowing, following the line of the road outwards, then back again. 

         ‘They’re closing it,’ he said, quieter this time. 

         ‘What?’ Finley called, pushing himself up and coming over. 

         Freddy didn’t look at him. 

         ‘The exits.’ 

         Another vehicle angled across a junction. Still no sirens. The BMW kept coming. 

         Freddy followed the line again. Junction. Police car. Side road. Another. The spaces were closing. Not a chase. 

         Finley came up beside him, holding a pair of binoculars. ‘Look what I’ve got. My dad’s.’ 

         Freddy glanced at them. ‘You asked him?’

         Finley shrugged. ‘He’s got loads of them. He won’t even notice they’re gone.’ 

         Freddy had met Finley’s dad once. The man smiled without moving his eyes. That had been enough. 

         He hesitated, then took them. 

         The world snapped into focus. Too sharp. 

         He scanned left to right, taking it in properly now. The junction by the cinema was blocked. The feeder onto Burdock Way was blocked. 

         Everything was quiet. Everything was deliberate. 

         That was what unsettled him. 

         Everything carried on as normal, though the decision already felt made somewhere else, the town not yet catching up with it. 

         The BMW reached the lights. Amber, then red. It didn’t slow. 

         It came off the junction too fast, clipping the kerb as it turned, the rear swinging wide, tyres screaming against the tarmac. For a second it lost it, then it straightened and carried on.7

         Freddy’s grip tightened on the binoculars. 

         Behind it, a police car closed the distance. Lights hit first, then sirens, tearing through the heat. 

         From the right, another vehicle pushed out from the side road, angling across the carriageway. At the same time, the Jaguar accelerated hard, pulling alongside the BMW before cutting sharply across its front. 

         The BMW swerved to avoid the Jaguar and struck the side vehicle with a hard, glancing impact. Metal snapped. The car twisted, lost its line, and stopped across the carriageway, forced. 

         Doors flew open. Officers were out immediately. Fast. Controlled. No hesitation. 

         Weapons up. 

         Beside him, Finley dragged his phone from his pocket. ‘Wait … ’ 

         His hands weren’t steady, but he aimed it anyway. The screen caught the glare, then adjusted. The image sharpened. The red dot flickered once. Then held. 

         Recording. 

         Freddy saw it. Felt something tighten low in his chest. He said nothing. 

         He lifted the binoculars again. The windscreen of the BMW was fractured, whitening in the sun, and he could see almost nothing inside. Only the officer at the driver’s door, edging forward, weapon fixed, body tight with control. 

         His breathing shortened. 

         The first shot cracked, sharp and close. 

         Freddy flinched, the binoculars knocking lightly against the railings. 

         The second followed almost immediately. 

         He felt it in his chest. 

         The passenger door opened and a body hit the road hard and did not move. 

         At the driver’s side, the officer who had fired moved immediately, wrenching the door open and dragging the driver sideways onto the tarmac.8

         Something dark fell from the vehicle and skidded across the road and the officer kicked it clear. One officer turned away, folding slightly, but the others held position, weapons still trained. 

         Finley swore and grabbed Freddy’s sleeve. 

         ‘Get down.’ 

         The phone jerked violently as Finley dragged him down into the grass. 

         But Freddy kept looking through the gap beneath the railings. 

         The passenger lay face down on the road. Blood spread across the tarmac, too steady to feel real. 

         An officer kept a firearm trained on the back of his head. 

         ‘The driver …’ The words tore out before he could stop them. ‘The head … it’s … ’ 

         ‘How many shots?’ Finley whispered. 

         Sirens rose again, different this time. Ambulance. Freddy counted automatically. 

         Two. 

         He held it there. Fixed it. 

         Patterns mattered. 

         Below them, the park broke and people began moving, pulling bags together, shouting, pushing through the paths towards the gates. What had been still a moment ago was suddenly everywhere at once. 

         Poppy sat bolt upright when Finley shook her. 

         ‘We have to go,’ he said, his voice cracking. 

         Poppy dragged out an earbud. ‘If Mum finds out we bunked off I’ll be grounded for life.’ 

         Finley gave a breathless laugh. ‘Think yourself lucky. If my dad hears, I’m dead.’ 

         Freddy was already moving. ‘This way.’ 

         He pushed through the overgrown snicket Grandpa had once shown him, ignoring the rusted warning sign nailed to the fence, thorns catching and branches dragging at his arms. 

         ‘This is stupid,’ Poppy yelped, stumbling on the uneven ground. 

         ‘Trust me,’ Freddy said.9

         She slipped on the loose earth, and he caught her wrist before she went down. ‘I’ve got you.’ 

         They forced their way through the gap, over the broken wall and out onto the road where traffic stood bumper to bumper, drivers leaning from windows trying to see what had happened. 

         They ran up over Shroggs Tip towards Finley’s house, lungs burning, the noise of sirens following them like something alive. 

         By the time they dropped into Finley’s garden, all of them were gasping. 

         Poppy sank down into the flower bed, hands pressed to her chest. The colour drained from her face. 

         Freddy crouched beside her. ‘It’s all right, sis. I’m here.’ 

         She nodded, but her eyes did not settle. 

         Finley was already at the back door, hauling the key from beneath the doormat. 

         Freddy noticed that. A key left somewhere so obvious. 

         Inside, the house was cool in the strange, expensive way some houses were. Proper cool. Like a supermarket or the cinema. It felt like stepping into a different world, one where nothing had happened at all. 

         ‘Play it,’ Poppy said. 

         Finley hesitated for a moment before heading into the living room. 

         Freddy followed, still trying to steady his breathing. 

         The television came on first, bright against the dim room. Finley dropped onto the floor beneath it, fumbling with the lead from his games console before connecting his phone. 

         The footage filled the television screen. 

         Freddy recognised it immediately, not because of the cars, but because of the angle. Where they had been standing. 

         The footage started too late. The cars were already stopped. The officers already in position. 

         No lead-up. No warning. No reason. 

         ‘I saw it,’ Finley said. ‘Not properly, but enough.’ 

         Freddy didn’t answer.10

         The footage looped again. Still too late. 

         Freddy kept watching. He knew exactly where the missing piece should have been. 

         The moment before. Gone. 

         ‘That’s when it all happened,’ Finley said. 

         Freddy shook his head. ‘No.’ 

         His voice was quiet, certain. 

         ‘It isn’t.’ 

         He had seen the officer step forward. The movement. Then the shots. 

         Two. 

         Finley muted the phone footage and switched over to the news. 

         A banner crawled across the bottom of the screen. Armed police have forced a vehicle to stop on Burdock Way. Weapons discharged … 

         The television showed flashing blue lights, reporters already gathering behind police tape. 

         ‘Are they allowed to just shoot people like that?’ Poppy asked. 

         ‘Well, yeah.’ 

         She held out her hand. ‘We can’t tell anyone. Not about bunking off. Not about the video. We weren’t even there. Right?’ 

         Finley placed his hand on top of hers. 

         Freddy hesitated, then added his own. 

         That did not get forgotten. 

         What the video showed was only what came after. The part people would believe. 

         Freddy kept looking at the screen. Then it settled into place. 

         The officer who fired was a woman. The passenger was Black. Freddy knew people would make that matter.
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            Chapter Two

         

         ‘Shots fired by police,’ Detective Inspector Charley Mann, tactical firearms commander, said over the dedicated channel. Her voice was level, controlled. No lift, no hesitation. It was her call. 

         For a fraction of a second, nothing moved. Then training took over. 

         Charley’s unmarked vehicle rolled to a halt a few metres behind the containment point. She had authorised the TPAC that boxed the BMW in. She held that thought. Her car had been part of the pursuit, running just outside the vehicles positioned to make contact. Four pursuit vehicles closed in together, forcing the BMW sideways across the carriageway. 

         Now the engine ticked loudly in the sudden stillness. Steam curled from the bonnet. Blue lights from the surrounding vehicles flickered across the shattered windscreen. 

         She stepped out as a magpie crossed the carriageway ahead of her. Without thinking, she lifted two fingers as she walked, then dropped her hand. One for sorrow, two for joy. Her father had always done the same. 

         The air carried the sharp scent of hot rubber and deployed airbags. 

         At the driver’s door, the officer who had discharged stepped back exactly as drilled. Her arms were still extended, weapon steady, lowering as she transitioned into the next phase. 

         The officer covering her shoulder moved forward without instruction, then turned suddenly and retched at the side of the road, but no one commented. No one went to him. Charley saw the tremor in his hands. She let it pass. This wasn’t the place for it. 

         The passenger was already on the tarmac, face down, blood spreading beneath him. One of Charley’s officers knelt over him, 12securing his arms behind his back – procedure more than necessity – firearm still trained until the cuffs clicked into place. 

         Charley saw the blood reaching the white line marking and looked away before her mind could begin measuring it properly. 

         ‘Threat neutralised,’ she said. 

         ‘Weapons safe. Confirm.’ 

         ‘Safe. Paramedics at the scene.’ 

         Sirens were already cutting through the distance. 

         Charley moved closer, neither rushed nor hesitant, taking in what she needed. The windscreen of the BMW was fractured wide across the driver’s side. Airbag dust drifted in the sunlight. 

         She had seen enough and stepped back. There was no value in looking longer. ‘Control,’ she said. ‘Police firearms discharge confirmed. Female driver deceased at the scene. First aid being given to the passenger pending arrival of paramedics. IOPC referral required.’ 

         Around her, the team moved with quiet efficiency. One officer moved to the discharged weapon, beginning the post-incident procedure. The small red light on his body-worn video blinked steadily as he made the weapon safe, retaining it in situ. Another officer began marking positions aloud for the recording. 

         ‘Driver door … open position … ’ 

         ‘Passenger secured adjacent to rear nearside of vehicle … ’ 

         The inner cordon edged out by half a pace, protecting the ground from unnecessary contamination. Every movement now mattered. 

         The officer who had been sick wiped his mouth with his sleeve and straightened, forcing his shoulders back. His eyes stayed fixed ahead. 

         Charley met his gaze briefly. Firearms work left no room for hesitation. Lose it, even for a second, and everything changed. 

         She turned to the officer who had discharged. ‘You’re done here,’ she said. ‘Welfare.’ The officer hesitated, then nodded and moved towards the outer cordon, where another officer was waiting to take over. They all knew the drill. Charley watched her anyway, just long enough to be sure she kept moving.13

         She held her there for a second longer than necessary, reading the small things: the fixed jaw, the breath held too high in the chest, the tremor just beginning to travel through her hands. Not panic, not yet. Holding it together. 

         She knew that point, just before something broke loose, the moment where control was still possible if it was handled properly. Force it and you lost it. Leave it and sometimes it held. 

         From the moment the shots were fired, the incident had escalated into a major investigation. Something Charley Mann, as the senior officer present, was accountable for. Everything would be examined. She treated it that way immediately. Statements taken separately. Body-worn video seized. Seconds would be replayed and broken apart afterwards. There was no middle ground. 

         Charley felt the moment it stopped being training. 

         Beyond the roadblocks, traffic was backed up as far as the eye could see. Horns sounded, faint at first. Some drivers were out of their vehicles, moving towards the cordon. Further out, people gathered in clusters, voices carrying in the heat. Phones were already raised. Someone shouted something she couldn’t make out. The noise was building. 

         Control came through again. ‘Professional Standards informed. Detective Superintendent Jack Dylan is on call. He’s en route.’ Charley acknowledged. That meant the questions would start while they were still standing inside the inner cordon. 

         It wouldn’t stop with Professional Standards. 

         By the time the cordons came down, the media would already be circling, pulling names, building something from whatever they could reach first. And after that came everyone else, certain without being there. 

         Charley glanced once towards the outer edge of the scene where the first cameras were beginning to gather. She didn’t look again. Too early for names. Not for long. 

         Professional Standards would bring discipline. Some officers resented it. Charley didn’t.14

         She looked once more at the BMW, at the shattered glass scattered across the tarmac, at her officers standing in disciplined silence around the containment. Two shots. One decision. Training took them to the edge of it. After that, it came down to the officer. There was no way back. The real scrutiny was only just beginning. 

         She watched the sky shifting from hard sunlight to gathering cloud. Yorkshire weather. It changed its mind when it felt like it. Weather like that forgave nothing. 

         Charley stepped back towards the cordon as the first ambulance pulled into view. 

         It was no longer only about what had happened. It was about whether proving every second of it would stand up afterwards.
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            Chapter Three

         

         Maisy kept folding the secondary school skirt she had already rejected twice, pretending not to listen. He let her.

         The shop smelled faintly of new fabric and cardboard packaging. Around them, other parents made the same quiet calculations, measuring hems and sleeves against children who seemed to grow faster every term.

         Dylan felt the vibration in his pocket. Before he heard the voice on the line, he knew.

         He stepped away from the till without finishing the sentence he had started.

         Jen saw his face and did not ask.

         ‘Go,’ she said.

         Dylan looked at Maisy. She kept folding the skirt with careful concentration, eyes lowered. Another day that should have been theirs. No point pretending otherwise.

         He touched her arm by way of apology. Not enough. Never was. She didn’t look up.

         He kissed Jen’s cheek as he passed.

         ‘I’ll call,’ he said.

         Detective Superintendent Jack Dylan pulled up at the rendezvous point on Burdock Way twenty minutes later.

         He parked between two marked cars, just short of the DO NOT CROSS tape. The helicopter was still circling.

         He switched off the engine and sat for a moment, taking in the layout before stepping out. Entry points. Sight lines. What had already been protected, and what might already have been lost.

         Beyond the cordon, fragments of a shattered number plate lay scattered across the road. A plastic sheet covered the driver’s body where she had been pulled clear of the BMW.16

         Dylan had seen that shape before. He didn’t look at it for long. The BMW sat skewed across the carriageway, already shielded from public view.

         He opened the boot and pulled out coveralls, checking the size out of habit before stepping into them.

         ‘Sir.’ Inspector Charley Mann approached, phone lowered, expression controlled.

         ‘One deceased at the scene. Passenger in hospital, facing life-saving surgery. Inner and outer cordons in place.’ He nodded. ‘Body cams from the scene have been secured,’ she continued.

         A uniformed officer stepped forward. ‘Acting Sergeant Sarah Douglas, sir. Patrol in charge of scene protection.’

         ‘What have we got?’

         ‘Vehicle forced to a stop following a high-speed pursuit. External cordon in place along Burdock Way. Senior CSI, forensic and ballistics teams on their way. Media gathering beyond the outer cordon. Vehicle shielded from view.’

         ‘Control room logs,’ Dylan said. ‘From first sighting through to discharge. Full channel traffic preserved.’

         ‘Yes, sir. Only one officer discharged their weapon,’ said Charley.

         ‘Community impact assessment once identification is confirmed. Firearm seized as exhibit?’

         ‘Yes, sir,’ Charley replied.

         Douglas added, steady rather than eager, ‘Each officer is individually accountable for every round discharged.’

         Dylan lifted his chin. ‘Under what?’

         ‘Section Three, Criminal Law Act 1967, sir. Use of force must be reasonable in the defence of self or others.’

         ‘Reasonable according to whom?’

         There was the briefest pause.

         ‘According to what the officer honestly believed at the time, sir.’

         Charley did not intervene.

         Dylan kept his attention on Douglas. ‘Someone’s been revising.’

         ‘Just back from the firearms course, sir.’17

         Charley’s mouth twitched. Dylan had always preferred people who did their homework.

         ‘CID ambitions?’

         ‘Yes, sir.’

         Dylan lifted the tape and stepped inside the cordon.

         Shards of glass shifted under his feet.

         ‘Initial searches?’ he asked without turning.

         Douglas followed close behind.

         ‘No firearms recovered from either occupant. One machete located under the passenger seat.’

         ‘Logged at time of recovery,’ Charley added. No one spoke louder than they needed to.

         ‘Any indication items were discarded prior to the stop?’

         ‘None at this stage. Full area search pending.’

         He stopped at the BMW and took in its position. The driver’s side was crushed, the windscreen starred and opaque with impact. Blood marked the inside of the glass in a fine spray. ‘Why was less-lethal not deployed?’

         ‘Such as Taser, sir?’ Douglas asked.

         ‘Yes.’

         She paused, but only briefly.

         ‘If the officer perceived an immediate threat to life, the decision window may not have allowed for escalation.’ Charley answered before Dylan could speak again.

         ‘The precise timing will be clear once footage and channel traffic are reviewed.’

         Dylan nodded.

         ‘Identification?’

         ‘Driver identified as Josie Napton, thirty-six. Previous convictions for theft, drugs, robbery and assaults. Last known address, 16 Bentley Street,’ said Charley.

         ‘Next of kin?’

         ‘Enquiries underway.’

         ‘Passenger?’

         ‘Identity pending.’18

         ‘Video-recorded debrief?’

         ‘Arranged,’ Charley said. ‘Duty statements to follow. Ammunition allocation and weapons being checked.’

         ‘Only one officer discharged?’

         Charley met his eyes briefly. They both knew what that meant.

         ‘Yes.’

         Dylan looked between them.

         ‘From now on, the officer is Officer X. Need-to-know only.’

         Douglas inclined her head.

         Beyond the cordon, raised voices drifted in from the traffic queue. Someone shouted towards the tape. A camera shutter rattled in bursts.

         Dylan scanned the perimeter once more. ‘We proceed as with any fatal discharge,’ he said. ‘Nothing moves without my say-so, and even then not before it’s logged. We only get one chance at a scene.’

         His phone buzzed again. He thought of Maisy, still folding the same skirt.

         He stepped clear of the BMW before answering.

         ‘Dylan.’ It was the inspector in the control room.

         ‘Sir, we now have identification on the passenger. Levi Adams, forty. Known nominal. Extensive convictions for theft, drugs, burglary, robbery, woundings and firearms offences.’

         Dylan kept his eyes on the plastic sheet lifting slightly in the downdraught from the helicopter.

         ‘And?’

         A pause.

         ‘Mr Adams has died in surgery, sir.’

         Dylan said nothing. The words settled heavily.

         ‘Secure the HOLMES access list,’ he said at last. ‘Immediate team only. Update press office. No cause of death speculation, no commentary beyond confirmed facts. I want the database locked down now.’

         ‘Yes, sir.’ The line went dead. Dylan lowered the phone slowly.

         Charley was watching him. ‘The passenger didn’t survive surgery. You’ll get the official update shortly,’ he said.19

         Neither of them spoke.

         Two death notices. Two families. Two lives that would now be taken apart on paper until the truth was fixed. Beyond the cordon, the noise kept building.

         Dylan looked once more at the BMW, at the covered body on the road, at the officers still holding their positions long after the scene had fallen quiet. It never worked like that. One person dead had been bad enough. Two meant this was something else.
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            Chapter Four

         

         The debrief room door closed with a soft click. The air smelled of sweat and instant coffee. 

         ‘Fish and chips?’ one officer said, glancing at his phone. ‘Chippy’ll be shut.’ 

         ‘You’re joking,’ another muttered. ‘I don’t know how you can think about food at a time like this.’ 

         ‘We’ve got to eat. If I don’t,’ the first said, ‘I’ll think about something else.’ 

         The room settled. Chairs scraped lightly. No one looked directly at anyone else. 

         Inspector Charley Mann waited until everyone was seated. She set her notebook square on the table and opened it, one hand resting lightly on the page. 

         ‘Before we start,’ she said, ‘everyone in this room goes through this together.’ 

         Charley watched Abi’s hands on the table, the pressure through the fingertips, the way she was controlling her breathing. There was something else. Not just shock. Not just the effort of holding steady. 

         Abi’s focus shifted once, briefly, towards the edge of the table, then locked back in. 

         Contained. 

         Too contained. Charley recognised it, the point where control started costing something. 

         She didn’t interrupt. You learned not to push too early. Too early and you lost it. Too long and it went the other way. 

         ‘This is a recorded procedural debrief. We establish the sequence first. Individual accounts will follow.’ She let that settle. ‘Once we leave this room, PC McNally becomes Officer X. No names beyond what procedure requires.’21

         PC Abigail McNally sat at the end of the table, back to the wall. Her hands lay flat in front of her, fingertips pressed white to the surface. Her phone lay face down beside her notebook. It vibrated once against the table. She didn’t look at it. 

         ‘Start with containment,’ Charley said, as Abi drew a measured breath. 

         ‘Vehicle failed to comply. Contained on Burdock Way. Driver failed to respond to clear instructions.’ 

         ‘Then?’ 

         ‘I perceived an immediate threat to life.’ 

         Her voice was steady, precise. 

         ‘Distance?’ 

         ‘Approximately three metres.’ 

         ‘Line of sight?’ 

         Abi’s jaw tightened before she answered. 

         ‘Obstruction. Sunlight reflecting off the windscreen. I could not see clearly inside.’ 

         Charley’s pen moved across the page. 

         ‘What could you see?’ 

         ‘Movement. The driver’s outline. An arm coming up.’ 

         ‘Time between instruction and discharge?’ 

         ‘Seconds.’ 

         ‘What did you believe you were seeing?’ 

         Abi swallowed once. Took a breath. 

         ‘The driver raising what I believed was a firearm.’ 

         A chair creaked somewhere along the table. Someone shifted. Then stilled. 

         ‘And your response?’ 

         ‘I discharged two rounds.’ Her jaw tightened as she said it. 

         Charley gave a slight nod. ‘We’ll go through it again,’ she said. ‘Slower.’ 

         The phone buzzed again. Longer this time. Abi closed her eyes briefly, then opened them. 

         ‘Yes,’ she said. 

         A knock interrupted them. Charley stepped into the corridor. 22Through the half-glazed panel, the officer outside spoke quietly. Charley listened without reacting, gave a small nod and stepped back. 

         Inside the room, the balance shifted. When Charley returned, every officer was already watching her. 

         ‘You all need to know this now,’ she said. ‘Levi Adams has died.’ 

         Abi’s fingers shifted against the table. 

         ‘I fired at the driver,’ she said. 

         Charley kept her focus on the table. Abi’s hands remained where they were, the pressure still held through her fingertips. ‘The movement you saw came from the driver.’ Charley did not look up from her notes. 

         ‘You were the only officer to discharge a firearm,’ she said. ‘Stay with your own account. What you saw.’ 

         Abi frowned. 

         Charley lifted her eyes. ‘Stay with it,’ she said. ‘Exactly what you saw. Exactly what you believed when you fired.’ 

         Abi drew in a slow breath. Charley watched it go in and out. Measured. Practised. 

         Then she began again, slower this time, going back to the seconds that mattered.
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            Chapter Five

         

         Dylan was standing inside the inner cordon when control called. CSI worked methodically around the BMW. He stepped away before answering.

         ‘Dylan.’

         ‘Sir, the hospital has formally recorded the time of death for Levi Adams.’

         The helicopter still hung overhead, steady and mechanical.

         ‘Time?’

         ‘Fourteen forty-three.’

         Dylan watched as a forensic photographer shifted position beside the driver’s door. The shutter clicked twice, each image fixing the same moment for later examination.

         ‘Understood.’ He ended the call.

         His phone rang again immediately. ‘Sir, update from the hospital. The surgeon has handed over a bullet recovered during surgery.’

         ‘Bagged?’

         ‘Yes, sir.’

         ‘Good. Record it as an exhibit. Seize Adams’ clothing and personal belongings.’

         There was a pause. ‘There’s something else. Adams was wearing an NHS hoodie at the time of the shooting. In the left-hand pocket we found a damaged driving licence belonging to Robert Morley. The photograph is partially destroyed, but it’s clearly not Adams.’

         Dylan looked across the scene again: the covered body, the skewed vehicle, the careful marking of evidence.

         ‘An NHS hoodie?’

         ‘Yes, sir.’24

         Adams in an NHS hoodie in possession of someone else’s driving licence.

         Nothing about it sat right.

         ‘Bag and tag everything,’ he said, and ended the call.

         When the low loader finally winched the BMW onto its platform, traffic at the outer cordon had begun to press. ‘Reduce the outer cordon once the vehicle clears,’ Dylan told Acting Sergeant Douglas. ‘Single lane. Keep it controlled. Inner stays until CSI are finished.’

         She nodded, face flushed from the heat, voice steady.

         The media pack shifted when he approached. Microphones lifted. Cameras focused. Charley had returned from the debrief and stood back from the line. Not engaging. Watching.

         Dylan followed her line of sight.

         Most of them were familiar. Regional press. Regulars.

         One or two new. A man at the edge of the group didn’t raise his voice with the rest. Didn’t push forward. Just took it all in.

         Those were the ones you kept an eye on. They didn’t ask the obvious questions. They waited. Dylan recognised them immediately.

         He didn’t rush. ‘We are in the early stages of an investigation following a police firearms discharge,’ he said. ‘Two individuals have died. One at the scene, the other in hospital following surgery. The matter has been referred to the IOPC in accordance with procedure.’

         Questions came quickly.

         Louder now.

         ‘Was the driver armed?’

         ‘The investigation will establish the facts.’

         ‘Were officers under threat?’

         ‘That will form part of the enquiry. Armed officers deal with serious incidents every day. This incident will be examined thoroughly.’

         ‘Was the force justified?’

         ‘We won’t speculate. Officers responded to what was before them.’25

         He stepped away before the next question could land. Four and a half hours after the initial discharge, he authorised removal of Josie Napton’s body. Levi Adams would be transferred under escort from the hospital. Both would await post-mortem examination.

         Dylan removed his coveralls and replaced his jacket. On the way back to the Professional Standards office, the air-conditioning fought against the lingering heat. He had offered Acting Sergeant Douglas a lift.

         She sat in the passenger seat, posture upright, hands folded tightly in her lap.

         ‘I’ve always wondered,’ she said, ‘if the cause of death is clear, why do they still need a post-mortem?’

         Dylan kept his eyes on the road.

         ‘Because clear isn’t proof. It has to be established formally.’

         She nodded.

         ‘The families aren’t going to take it well.’

         Dylan watched the lights change ahead.

         ‘No,’ he said. ‘They won’t. And no matter how many death notices you deliver, it doesn’t get any easier.’

         Some shouted. Some went quiet. ‘All you can do is give them facts,’ he added. ‘Not opinion. Not justification. Plain and straight. It’ll hit them hard, and they won’t take it all in.’

         He pulled up outside the station.

         ‘Thank you, sir,’ she said.

         *

         Back in his office, confirmation was waiting. Next of kin identified. Last known addresses verified.

         Dylan scanned the details once, then closed the file.

         ‘Come on,’ he said to DC Helen Swallow. ‘Let’s go and do this.’

         It needed to be done before anyone else got to them.

         It would be her first death notification. He remembered his own: the smell of the hallway, the silence before the door opened, 26a young lad on a motorcycle on his first time out. The family had wanted details, no matter how brutal. He had given them what he could.

         Outside, the evening had cooled, but the air still felt heavy. The day still wasn’t over.
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            Chapter Six

         

         The Naptons’ house sat halfway along a row of tired terraces. Dylan took in the cracked pane, the cardboard patching a second, the drainpipe hanging loose from its bracket. Repairs started, not finished. 

         The door opened on the chain. Rosalie Napton stood there, barely more than a girl. Pale, hair pulled tight from her face, fingernails bitten to the quick. 

         Dylan showed his warrant card. ‘Detective Superintendent Dylan. This is Detective Constable Swallow.’ Helen raised hers beside him. 

         Confusion flickered across Rosalie’s face. ‘Dad,’ she called over her shoulder, voice tightening. ‘Police.’ 

         ‘May we come in?’ Dylan asked. 

         Rosalie didn’t ask why. She hesitated, then the chain slid back. 

         Inside, the air held the smell of damp, stale cooking fat and cigarettes. Barry Napton lay across a sagging sofa, vest darkened under the arms. Empty cans at his feet. He squinted at them. 

         ‘We need to speak to you about Josie,’ Dylan said. 

         Barry pushed himself up. 

         ‘What’s she done now?’ 

         Jessie Napton, her mother, sat upright at the table, tarot cards spread in front of her. 

         ‘You don’t usually send someone like you,’ Barry said. 

         Jessie’s fingers rested lightly on the cards. 

         ‘Sit down then.’ 

         Dylan unbuttoned his jacket and sat. Helen remained standing until Jessie gave a small, distracted gesture towards the arm of the sofa. She perched on the edge with her notebook balanced on her knee.28

         Dylan knew what she was waiting for. The moment the news landed. 

         ‘I’m very sorry. I have some sad news. Josie died earlier today following a police firearms incident.’ 

         Rosalie’s grip tightened on the doorframe. Her fingers worked at the edge of the chipped paint. Jessie blinked once, then began gathering the cards into a neat stack. One slipped. She corrected it immediately. 

         Barry’s mouth opened then closed. 

         ‘Died?’ 

         ‘An officer discharged their weapon,’ Dylan said. 

         The television’s laugh track rolled on in the background, followed by canned applause. 

         Helen reached for the remote on the sofa and lowered the volume without speaking. 

         Barry pushed himself upright. The springs protested. ‘One of you shot my girl?’ 

         Dylan held his attention. ‘The circumstances are under investigation. An officer discharged their weapon.’ 

         Barry leaned forward, elbows on his knees. His breath shortened, chest rising faster. ‘Investigation?’ he said. ‘You kill her and you investigate yourselves?’ 

         ‘I’m leading the investigation on behalf of the Independent Office for Police Conduct. It will be thorough.’ 

         Rosalie made a small, strangled sound. 

         Helen glanced briefly towards Rosalie, then back to Dylan. 

         ‘Who was she with?’ Jessie asked. 

         ‘A man called Levi Adams.’ 

         Barry’s head turned sharply. 

         ‘That Adams bastard?’ 

         Rosalie went still. 

         ‘He was also shot during the stop and later died in hospital.’ 

         ‘Figures,’ Barry muttered. ‘Someone like him wouldn’t stop for you lot.’ 

         Dylan spoke before Barry could continue. ‘Josie was driving. 29When officers challenged her, she did not respond as expected. An officer fired.’ 

         Barry stood, and Dylan rose
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