
        
            
                
            
        

    
G R Jordan

Jac for the People


A Jac Moonshine Thriller





  
    First published by Carpetless Publishing 2023

  

  Copyright © 2023 by G R Jordan


  
    All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored or transmitted      in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, scanning, or otherwise without      written permission from the publisher. It is illegal to copy this book, post it to a website, or distribute      it by any other means without permission.

  
    This novel is entirely a work of fiction. The names, characters and incidents portrayed in it are      the work of the author's imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or localities      is entirely coincidental.

  
    G R Jordan asserts the moral right to be identified as      the author of this work.

  
    G R Jordan has no responsibility for the persistence      or accuracy of URLs for external or third-party Internet Websites referred to in this publication and does not      guarantee that any content on such Websites is, or will remain, accurate or appropriate.

  
    Designations used by companies to distinguish their products are often claimed as trademarks.      All brand names and product names used in this book and on its cover are trade names, service marks, trademarks      and registered trademarks of their respective owners. The publishers and the book are not associated with any      product or vendor mentioned in this book. None of the companies referenced within the book have endorsed the      book.

  

  
    For avoidance of doubt, no part of this publication may be used in any manner for purposes of training artificial intelligence technologies to generate text, including without limitation, technologies that are capable of generating works in the same style or genre as the Work.


  

  
    First edition

  

  
    ISBN: 978-1-915562-55-5

  

  

  
    This book was professionally typeset on Reedsy

    Find out more at reedsy.com
  


  
    
      [image: Publisher Logo]
    

  





  
    
      The cry of the poor is not always just, but if you don’t listen to it, you will never know what justice is.


    

    
      Howard Zinn
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  Foreword



The events of this book are based in the fictional US city of Mannersberg, somewhere in the north of the country. The setting, persons, law enforcement agencies and companies are entirely fictitious. The author distinctly does not recommend the actions of the protagonist as a template for life!
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Aldridge. The name has burned on my mind ever since Detective Frogg came into my house. He told me that Aldridge was the man who’d given the go-ahead to Randazzo to murder my husband. The name has sat bubbling away in the back of my mind. It’s also brought back the rise of a woman who was going to be left behind. A terrible woman in some ways. Quick, brutal, efficient. Someone that many would say isn’t me, and yet many of us have this person inside, this person who comes to the fore in times of trouble.

But I would keep her down, Debbie believing that I should just let it go. The previous six months of my life were a turbulent time. I’ll catch you up in case you’ve been elsewhere.

My name is Deborah Jacqueline Parlor, and my husband was Alan Parlor, an accountant of sorts. Alan worked for a man called Roberto Randazzo, who ran most of the illegal operations in the town of Mannersberg. My Alan, one day, gave a wrong look to a man called Kozlov, a Colombian who supplied drugs to Randazzo. Kozlov took it badly, told Randazzo he wanted Alan eliminated. Randazzo then cleared that with a man called Aldridge, although I didn’t know that.

Over those six months, I took apart Randazzo’s operation. Or rather, Jac, my alter ego, did. I killed Kozlov, dancing in a strip club in front of him before putting a couple of bullets in his head. I killed Randazzo’s wife. That may seem extreme to you, but trust me, she deserved it. She was deeply involved. And I also killed Randazzo, or rather I didn’t. A small-town crook called Eamon O’Rourke did.

O’Rourke had become involved with my daughter, Kelly. Both Kelly and I were harassed by Randazzo’s second-in-charge, Eddie Tumbler. Kelly, who was only eighteen, was brought into the strange world that Jac lived in. She knows who Jac is, as does Eamon. The two of them now live in their own flat, enjoying life together, which I’m not overly proud of, my Kelly living with a crook. But then again, that’s what I did.

Alan, although he worked on the legitimate side of Randazzo’s business, knew all about what Randazzo was up to. My Alan was a crook. I avenged his death. Then Frogg told me about Aldridge.

Over several weeks, I beat the living daylights out of the bag at the gym. That’s one of my hobbies. Well, more like part of me. I’ve done martial arts for years because I used to be at home all day while Alan went out to the business.

When you were in that sort of company that Alan mixed with, you didn’t have a woman that worked. That would have been seen as weak, you not being able to provide for her. A woman amongst them needed to know her place, or maybe she needed to be within the business, such as Randazzo’s wife was.

However, what it did was allow me to be a very proficient fighter. Also, after Alan died, I learned how to fire a gun and fire it very well. As Debbie, Alan’s partner, I was the good little wife. I looked after his house for him, raised his daughter for him.

Don’t get me wrong, I wasn’t the set-upon little woman. I chose this. I’ve said it before that Alan and I owned each other, and we did. Which is why when something I owned was taken away, this other character, this thing inside of me, came to the fore—Jac Moonshine, who killed and then left a little bottle of my father’s perfect potcheen with every victim.

The bad guys of Mannersberg feared Jac, but Jac was gone. Jac was gone because I was becoming Jac. She was taking over. You may wonder just how this internal arrangement of my personality worked. I used to act. I used to be in drama productions and I’m getting back to them. Jac, although I thought at first was just a persona I wore on the outside, was not that. She came from the inside. Jac’s a part of me, not a character I put on, and that’s the problem. I don’t control Jac. Jac sometimes pops up and controls me.

Aldridge didn’t live in Mannersberg, but was some eighty miles away in the City of Dawn. It’s not the most dynamic name for a city, but then again, a lot of cities don’t have inspiring names. Back in the UK, they have the Isle of Muck. They have an Eigg as well. I didn’t mention that, did I? I’m not from the US, but from Ireland originally. That’s why my father made potcheen out of potatoes. Quite something.

I was saying Aldridge was a big thing in Dawn, but he ran operations in an area that encompassed several cities. Randazzo was his man in Mannersberg. To go after Aldridge, as Jac Moonshine wanted to, would mean I’d have to up stakes. I’d have to trawl through areas I didn’t know. Twenty years in Mannersberg had taught me about the place. It was somewhere that I enjoyed.

Before Alan died, my life was good. I felt fulfilled. I wasn’t some woman who lacked the basics of life or even some luxuries. That’s what makes Jac so frightening. Jac doesn’t come from a place of desperation, a place of such injustice. Alan was a crook. He worked in a crook’s world. He died in a crook’s world. I see that now. All I saw was the anger and the hate that somebody would dare to kill my husband.

Oh, and they shot him in the face. I guess that was one trigger for Jac. Alan was in a family of sorts. That type of family, because they’re a bit strange, if they want to kill you, will shoot you from behind. You wouldn’t see it coming because you were family. I’d send flowers, but no, they blow your brains out from behind. His family killed him from in front of his wife and daughter, and to his face.

But that’s all gone. You need to understand that’s all gone. Trust me. Well, I trusted myself, and that’s maybe where I went wrong because I remember an incident at the gym.

Monday nights, they have a mixed martial arts session down at the gym, and I started going along because I think Jac missed the fighting. Debbie didn’t. Debbie missed none of that. She missed a man to hold at night. She missed the closeness of a partner. Debbie missed Alan but Jac missed the fight.

Part of my way of dealing with the trauma was to let Jac out on occasions. I thought by going along to what was a mixed martial arts event, I would get the chance to pour some of that anger out. A chance to get rid of some of that frustration at not being on the street. Jac enjoyed killing the bad guys . . . and I mean enjoyed!

There weren’t that many women at our gym partaking in martial arts. There were a few, and most were younger than I. I’m a woman approaching forty. I had Kelly reasonably young, heading into my twenties, but I’m in good shape. Most of the other girls that fight down there are early twenties, but they weren’t a match for me. Very naïve about what they did.

A couple of the men, though, were at the top of their various disciplines. They’re also stronger than me, which would give me an excellent test. I would have to think my way out when I fought them. And scarily, with an eye cast back to Jac, I was also careful not to get too good.

This particular Monday was a bad Monday. Kelly had been on the phone, and she’d had a row with Eamon about something—something trivial—but she was giving off to me about it. I’m not her keeper anymore. She needed to talk to Eamon to sort that out, but I spent half an hour bored out of my skull, listening to her.

And then I answered the door to Detective Frogg. Frogg’s a thin man, very pale-looking, and he was more than happy to see Randazzo get his comeuppance. But he had also told me about Aldridge, and the first word that came into my head when I opened the door wasn’t Frogg—it was Aldridge.

Frogg came in and asked me if anyone had been in contact with me because of Alan’s links to the crime family. Frogg expected, at some point, the wider group would contact me the same way Randazzo had done after Alan’s death. But most of Mannersberg’s group had been killed. I’d started a war between Randazzo and another drug baron called Donovan. Plenty had died in that battle.

“No one has called,” I told Frogg. No one. Indeed, no one had called. It bothered me. I found it hard to believe because now I was something insignificant. Randazzo had come after me, he said, to look after me. Alan was gone, but Randazzo’s way of looking after me was for me to jump into bed with him, for me to be his bit of stuff on the side. Apparently, he had several such women.

Eddie Tumbler, his deputy, had decided to have a crack at me as well and then retreated, once he realized Randazzo wanted me, to Kelly. He’d actually come to the house to have her one day. There’s no pleasant way to describe it. Straight up, he turned up and was looking to have his way. I controlled the situation to a point until he decided he was going to act on his impulses. So, I acted on mine. I slit his throat.

I know, brutal, but nothing more than he deserved. That was my Debbie he was after. My Debbie, he was going to . . . well, we don’t like to think about that sort of thing. I don’t forgive the man, anyway; he brought Debbie into the situation properly. That’s why Debbie knows who Jac Moonshine is. It’s also why Jac Moonshine needs to stay at home. Jac Moonshine puts everyone in danger.

Frogg had left, and I was in a rush trying to get down to the gym, and I tore into the room like a lit fuse, primed to explode. The session involved competitive matches, and the man I was up against, quite frankly, loved himself. He also was a bit of a chauvinist. The way he talked to some girls was ridiculous. He was all eyes as well.

I know you fellas look, and that’s fine, but he didn’t look; he stared; he made sure you knew, which is not fine. Not when a woman’s clearly uncomfortable with it, as some girls were.

He also liked to fight women. Now, don’t get me wrong, they’re good down at the gym; they balance people up. The organizers make sure you’re not in with someone who’s much better than you. They’d seen how good I was and had moved me up, so I was to fight him that night. George Colombia, the Colombian King, as he called himself. That didn’t help either. Kozlov was the Colombian King. He was the guy who had brought the drugs in from Colombia and the name reminded me of him. I think anger brings Jac out because Jac emerged that night.

I was late in, so I had to rush. With barely any time to drink anything, I changed quickly into the tight latex shorts, a highly functional crop top, and stood opposite him. He was bare-chested because he liked to show off his muscles. As we stood opposite, getting our instructions, he started mouthing about how he was going to take ahold of me, how he was going to put me on the floor and be all over me.

That wasn’t normal at our gym. Most people didn’t do that. There’s healthy respect, and it’s a superb sport, but I was short on patience that night. As I psyched up, waiting for the signal to begin, I could hear Jac in my ear. Dump him, dump him, beat him to a pulp, we’ll take him. Take him out, Debs, take him out.

The judge’s hand went down. He ran at me, full tilt, looking to wrap me up. He was like a bear, claws waving in front of him, and he was waiting for me to cower, but he’d left himself so open. There was no respect. There was no time to be coy, to see what my strengths were, to see what my plan of attack was. He just ran straight at me. The chin was exposed.

I took two steps forward as he approached, jumped up, driving my right knee up. My hands grabbed his head, and the knee drove up into his chin, incredibly hard. He went down like a sack of potatoes.

I remember landing, seeing him fall. My left leg went to kick him in the head, went to finish him, went for the neck. They didn’t see it at the gym. They didn’t see the inner strength holding it back because Jac was going to finish him.

As it was, the other fighters were in a state of shock. He was out cold. They ran in, fearful his tongue may go back down his throat since his gum shield had dropped out. The supervisors put him into the recovery position, and eventually, when he came to, struggling to talk, they called an ambulance.

When we were sparring, often, we wore head guards, but that night was special because they wanted it to be like a proper fight. That’s why we were pitched in our equals. That should have been a clue to them.

I wasn’t an equal. Well, maybe Debbie was an equal. Jac wasn’t. I got a call from our master at the gym that night. The jaw was broken in four places. Debbie felt bad. Jac felt elated. I made an apology, but the master didn’t accept it. He said the man had left himself wide open. I took an opportunity, and I didn’t follow up when I’d struck such a good blow, which he said was a superb show of restraint. Of course, I didn’t mention that Jac wanted to kill him.

I sat that night in front of the television, watching some ridiculous ‘80’s movie because I like the romance at the end of them. As I sipped down on a glass of wine, I reflected to myself; Jac wasn’t going away. I would need to satisfy Jac’s curiosity. It was time to investigate Aldridge. Nothing more, but nothing less. Investigate. Find out who he was and what he did.

It wasn’t time to go on another killing spree, nor was it time to let things get out of hand again. It was time to just see who Aldridge was. I should have known then, for there was a “Good” from Jac. They tell you with kids, don’t give them an inch, or they take a mile. Trust me, Jac’s worse.








  
  
  Chapter 02

  
  







I told Kelly I would be away for a short while, though I didn’t tell her what I was going off to do. I don’t think she suspected it had anything to do with Jac, because she came over the night before I went away to spend some time with her mom. Things with Eamon now seemed good, and for that, I was glad. Though he still wasn’t good enough for her.

She’d had those rows, but they were just the minor storms in the teacup that life brings to new couples; the things that are major dramas often wait until you get older. Anyway, she’d wished me well, and the following day, I was on my way driving the one hundred miles over to Dawn.

Mannersberg was a large city, but Dawn was a step up. It was also older, not that anywhere in the States is that old. We have properly old places in Ireland. Most of the States is less than a couple of hundred years, unless you go back to the natives.

I drove into the city with its billboards and flashing lights, and found myself a hotel. Alan had left me well off, so I splurged for a magnificent room, and enjoyed a hot meal. Then, with a bottle of wine, I watched the city from a window on the second floor of the hotel. The place had a gym as well, which was important for me, but I also needed time to sit down and think about how I would go about my investigations.

The first thing I wanted to do was to see where Aldridge lived. Maybe it was future planning on Jac’s part. I’d gone to Randazzo’s house at the end, been caught by him before he was killed by Eamon. I’d also learned more about him and his wife from watching where he lived, so the old techniques were coming back.

Who was Aldridge? Who else did he have around him? I conducted a simple search on my laptop and found out that his primary residence was on the north side of the city. There are vast wooded areas over there, and it really is a place for people with money. No riffraff. There are plenty of police to make sure that riffraff doesn’t arrive and stay, and there are some stunning views towards some mountains. Dawn’s various rivers are on the other side of the town and are much more a working area.

I drove my car to the edge of the wood and walked towards Aldridge’s property. Unlike Randazzo’s, which clearly said I am Randazzo because it had a large perimeter fence running around it, Aldridge’s didn’t. I didn’t take binoculars, but I could see inside his grounds that there were many men walking about, the kind that are there to say, “No, don’t come in here.” There were no guns on show. But then again, gangsters rarely displayed them openly. If a threat arrived, they’d quickly bring them out and use them.

I did, however, follow a stream down to the edge of his property. The stream ran down across his front garden. I say garden, but really, it’s a front meadow. The place was massive. I was able to steal along the river and got down to a point where I could hear a road behind me. I thought it would be good for a quick getaway, and I sat and watched the house for the next hour.

Jac was looking at every window and running through my head was access. How do we get in? How do we get out? How many people were really living there? Could I see an alarm system? I think Jac was just overexcited because when a car pulled up behind, I was caught unawares. A quick glance over my shoulder showed it to be a police car, and the driver had clearly seen me. I decided to just sit and wait and heard the crunch of steps along some gravel and then quieter steps as the feet hit the moss on the far side of the riverbank.

“Excuse me, ma’am,” said a voice. “Can I ask what you’re doing there? That’s Mr. Aldridge’s property.”

“Really?” I said, pretending to be shocked. “I was just following this river down. Did I do something wrong? There weren’t any signs, I don’t think. Were there signs?”

“Oh, there are signs further up. You say you followed the river. From where?”

I turned around, and the man staring at me caught me unawares. It’d been a while since Alan had died and I’d never thought about anyone else. I don’t know about you, but as you go through married life, you see other men that you like. Once your husband has died, however, it’s different because, well, you can do something about it. It’s not a case of window shopping, so to speak.

In fact, it’s not even window shopping, is it? More like walking around knowing, fine rightly, there’s no money in your pocket to afford what you’re looking at. It’s just a matter of enjoying the view. That almost sounds creepy, doesn’t it? But it shouldn’t be.

Anyway, I turned and saw the man in the black uniform, handcuffs at his side, nightstick, cap up on his head. He wasn’t young. More like in his mid-forties, maybe five years, six years older than me. He was tall and thick-set, and whether he was standing with his chest stuck out just to impress me or whether he was physically in that good shape, I didn’t know. But I was impressed.

“You said you followed the river. Miss, miss?”

“Mrs. Parlor,” I said. There was no need to lie. If he ended up back at my car, he could always run the license number. “Mrs. Parlor,” I said again. “I’m sorry. Can I get over the river to talk to you over there? It’s daft us talking across it.”

“That’s probably for the best.”

He stepped forward towards the bank, reaching over with a hand. I was in hiking boots, my outdoor trousers, and a rather practical jumper over the top of a T-shirt. The jump was easy, but I took his hand and made the leap.

“I think we’d better step back,” said the officer. “It’s Mr. Aldridge’s property, and he doesn’t take kindly to people being on it that aren’t meant to be there. I’m sure you meant no harm, but please.” We stepped out onto the road beside the police car.

“Now, Mrs. Parlor, if you can just explain what you were doing and how you got here.”

“I was out for a walk, just enjoying the scenery. My name’s Debbie, Debbie Parlor. I’m not from around here.” He was watching me closely, too closely. “From Mannersberg and staying in the hotel in town, Officer . . .?” I left the question hanging. It took him a moment to reply, because he seemed to size me up.

“Officer Smith,” he said. “And your name is Debbie Parlor? Is that the Debbie Parlor who was married to Alan Parlor?”

I gave a smile. “Yes,” I said.

“Quite a time for you, then. I’m sorry for your loss, but I thought you would be more sensible than to frequent the property of someone like Mr. Aldridge. I thought that Mr. Aldridge would be someone on your radar.”

“Can I level with you?” I asked. “I mean, can I level with you?”

“I’m a police officer,” said Smith. “You’re meant to level with me. That’s how it works. You’re not meant to lie.”

“Well, I haven’t lied yet,” I said, smiling. I found my hand touching my hair, almost brushing it out with my fingers. I realized I must have liked the man because I didn’t do that for just anyone. Just then, I felt a bit more disposed towards the man in front of me, shall we say? “My husband was killed by Roberto Randazzo.”

“Well, that I know. It’s in the files and it was all over the news, and Randazzo was killed by Jac Moonshine. My brother-in-law works in Mannersberg where Moonshine was quite brutal. Was your husband paying her? Did you pay her? Was there a family connection there?”

“No. I didn’t know her. She rescued my daughter several times, though. Our Kelly went after people because of what they did to Alan. The wild ideas of a teenager.”

“And are you going after someone here?”

“Yes,” I said, “but not in a Jac Moonshine way.” I lied. “Mr. Aldridge, I believe, ordered the death of my husband. A Detective Frogg told me that.”

It’s always good to throw out names they can go to and confirm what you’ve told them. Makes our lies seem more plausible.

“I’m conducting a little research on Mr. Aldridge. I’m just checking out his house, discovering a little more about the man.”

“Well,” said Officer Smith, “I understand. I really do. It must have been quite the shock for you, and if you believe that Mr. Aldridge ordered the death of your husband, I can see why you’d want to do something about that. But you need to be careful. Marching across his property like this is not a wise move. You’re not Jac Moonshine, after all.” He gave a laugh, and I smiled. “Look,” he said, “this may be a little forward, but can I take you to dinner tonight?”

“I thought you were going to give me a ticket or something.” I gave a giggle. My hand was working overtime on my hair. The thing is, I know how to entice a man even if I’m not interested in him, but this was natural. This was just happening. I had missed the closeness of Alan, and this guy, well, I don’t know why, we just seemed to click.

“It is unusual and if you say no, absolutely, ma’am, I’ll walk away.”

“Debbie,” I blurted. “Not ma’am—it’s Debbie.”

“Well, Debbie, like I say, there’s nothing sinister in it. I’m also interested in Aldridge’s history and things about him. It might be a good time to chat.”

I gave a nod, stepped slightly closer to Smith, and looked up at him. He was a couple of inches taller. “And if I said Aldridge was off the menu, would you still take me to dinner?”

He blushed. He actually blushed. I love a man who has the decency to blush because he knows he’s being propositioned.

“I absolutely would,” he said.

“Well, why don’t you take me to dinner, and we’ll talk about Aldridge, because then, if we don’t hit it off, we can always say that was why we got together.”

“Deal,” he said quickly. “Shall I run you back to your vehicle? I have a feeling that if I leave you here, you’ll pop back across that river and do some more spying, which I think is wholly unwise.”

“Well, obviously, I’m going to take the advice of a police officer.” And I turned, walked to his car, and opened the front door. “I take it I don’t have to sit in the back,” I said.

He gave a shake of a head, a smile of his almost-white teeth, “You can sit in the front,” he said. “Of course you can.”

Officer Smith drove the car along one of the wooded roads I hadn’t yet been on. I tried to give instructions as to where my car was parked, but it was probably easier going back along the river than to work out where the road was going. He seemed to drive for an age, but was talkative during the trip.

“I’ll bring some files and dossiers tonight. I’ve worked hard to document some of what Aldridge has been up to here in Dawn. He’s a nasty piece of work. I’m quite genuine when I say don’t confront him to his face. People like that, you don’t know what they can do.”

I turned and looked at him without smiling. “I know very well what they can do, Officer Smith.”

“Sorry,” he said. “Of course you do, and it’s Gordon. If I were to take you to dinner, I can’t have you calling me Officer Smith, can I?”

Gordon? I was waiting for . . . well, I don’t know, a bit more of an exotic name. Gordon Smith sounded so dry. But I was Debbie Parlor, wasn’t I? A voice in the back of my head said, “No, you’re Jac Moonshine, but this guy would be good to use.”

Jac didn’t really have any thoughts on the opposite sex. That was becoming more and more clear to me. Whenever I operated as her, she never wanted to meet another man. She never wanted to get involved with anyone, and yet some of my highest emotions and charged times were as Jac.

“There’s a steakhouse. It’s just out on the edge of Dawn. Been going there for about the last five years. The music’s good, the ambiance is good, and you can look out over the river. We’ll have a chat there and then, well, we’ll see where it goes.”

“I take it you’re talking about the investigation I’m doing into Aldridge?”

“Of course,” said Gordon, smiling. “After all, that’s why we’re going there, isn’t it?”

We were like darn school kids, but you know what? It was nice. It was like the feel of a well-worn car seat when you jump in behind the wheel. You may not have driven for a while, but you know it’s going to be good.
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He picked me up in the hotel bar. I was buzzing. I had brought nothing particularly classy to wear because, as far as I was concerned, I was on an information-gathering trip about Aldridge. But here was this police officer, ready to take me to dinner. I tried to think about what the best thing would be to wear, for I didn’t want to be too over the top. He said it was a steakhouse on the edge of town. When I looked at him, I thought, You’re not a classy diner. You’re not someone who’s going to be taking me to a posh restaurant. You’re going to go there because you think the food’s good. And your sort of food will be more sort of wholesome food, less haute cuisine.

There was a small shopping area round from the hotel, which I browsed for maybe an hour before returning to my room with a couple of blouses. I had a pair of tight jeans with me, some boots, and a rather nice scarf I could wear around my neck. I had spent time in the shower before brushing my hair and getting myself ready.

Debbie hadn’t been out on a date, if this was indeed a date, for a long time. It also made a change from going out with Alan when we were out with Randazzo’s crowd. There you had to look the part. I was never comfortable in those situations. You were on display; you were there to be enjoyed. But this? This was going to be fun. This was a man interested in me and I in him. I would soon see where it would go, if indeed it went anywhere. If it was one night in a hotel, would I be happy? Probably. Although that’s optimistic. If I got that involved, I’d probably want more.

I’m not a floozy, not one of those girls, as my mother would have put it. I had given my life to one man for the last twenty-odd years. Before Alan, there weren’t that many boys. I think what really mattered to me was the fact that this was Debbie enjoying herself. Jac wouldn’t have been interested in him. Jac is interested in violence, not people. This was Debbie, out on the town, out enjoying herself, and I felt Debbie deserved it. After all, she’d been through enough.

I sometimes wonder, does it disturb people the way I talk about myself as if I’m two people? I do it because I am, just to make it clear. There’s a transformation when I put on the fedora that Jac Moonshine wears. Kelly said it to me. She once told me off for not being like Jac Moonshine—said she wished I could be. I know part of her was delighted when she discovered I was. But since, she’s realized that she needs Mom too. Jac Moonshine wouldn’t give two hoots about what your boyfriend was doing, who he was. Jac’s an animal of vengeance. Nothing more, nothing less.

The steakhouse was something else, in fairness. Yes, it had wooden floors, tables, but the food was fantastic. They knew what to do with the steak, knew how to serve it. With the excellent beer that came with it, I really enjoyed myself.

For the first twenty minutes, we talked about what we’d seen on the drive over. We talked about Gordon’s life in Dawn. We laughed and joked. He was quite funny behind it all, and I can certainly turn a head with my humor. We didn’t talk about Aldridge until after we’d finished the meal, which I think was quite wise. I would have hated to have gone straight down to business because it didn’t feel like business. It felt like two of us exploring an opportunity, checking out the other person to see if they really were a fit.

He wore a black shirt, not unlike the police shirt he’d been wearing. He had blue jeans, a large buckle on his belt, and he wore boots too. I reckon he wouldn’t have looked out of place at a line dance. I’m not a country person, and I mean the music by that, but I do like the overall idea of it. A lot of the music is family orientated, couple orientated. I know Alan used to like a lot of that style of music.

When we’d eaten, we took some beers out to the veranda where the restaurant overlooked the river. We saw several work boats cruising in the dusky light. Gordon pointed out that these boats would ship goods in and out of the city on a slightly older route. The roads got so clogged up that sometimes it was easier to transport things in this fashion, although he reckoned it was dying out.

There were now trains running into the center of the city as well. Right in, not just to where the commuters would get off, but to a distribution yard. A place that would supply the restaurants and other shops and retail outlets within the city. This method was old hat, but he said it was one of the best. I agreed. The view of the boats going, breaking the peaceful water, was sublime, and now that it was getting dark, I got lost in the bobbing navigation lights.

He abruptly brought out a file, showing it was time to talk business. Gordon had been right on Aldridge’s case. He knew that the man worked as a gangster, controlling large parts of the city. He’d always thought that he was doing more than just running drugs. Also, nobody had ever proven where the drugs invading the city were coming from.

In a city such as Dawn, a full distribution network was required. Gordon reckoned Aldridge was also supplying drugs back out. He’d also recognized the name Kozlov from his police files. Kozlov had been the principal supplier, but now, after his death, they were coming in from a different supplier. Raw drugs were coming in, being worked on—cut, I think the term is—and then sent out again. But nobody in the police force could quite work out from where.

Gordon said Aldridge was good at that. He was tight on his people, brutal if they crossed him. Quite happy to make an example. He also said, like most good gangsters, he had people on the political side that he’d bought off. He asked me about what I’d found out about Aldridge, but I had little to tell because I’d only just started.

After a while, the conversation slowed, and he said that he would introduce me to a friend of his called Steven, who was a lawyer. Steven had built up much more evidence and had more theories. He wanted to speak to Gordon the next day, and he asked if I would come with him.

I put my hand on his thigh, told him of course I would. We sat back then, watching those riverboats sailing up and down. For such a big city, this part of the world seemed to be so slow, like the river that was slicking along in front of us. The night air was heavy, and I was sweating although we were outside. Excitement was building and there was a tension between the two of us we didn’t need to explain.

When he dropped me off at the hotel, he made no request to come in. We’d had an enjoyable night. We were going to see each other the next day. I guess it was better that way, not to look for anything further just then. If things went awry, we’d always have that night to look back to. An enjoyable one. If he had come up and things hadn’t worked out, well, nothing would be seen in a good light.

Half-past nine the next morning, he was in the hotel’s lobby waiting for me. I wasn’t tardy. He was five minutes early and gave me a broad smile as I appeared, wearing a pair of slacks and a crisp jumper. I thought I looked neat, but not as if I was desperate. You can get that way at my age. Guess you can get that way at any age.

His smile told me I’d chosen sensibly, not that I cared. Well, yes, I did, but I would not be dictated to on what I wear. There were the likes of Randazzo who did that. I would stay well clear of anybody who would try to bring that upon me again.

Gordon’s friend Steven worked downtown, but fortunately, his business had an underground car park and the visitor space was allocated to Gordon that morning. We drove in his SUV, parked, and then rode the elevator up to the seventy-third floor of one of the most impressive buildings in Dawn.

A smart-looking lady in the outer office checked if Steven was ready for us. When we entered, a small man in a business suit shook hands with Gordon and me. He didn’t smile like Gordon did; he was too rushed, too hurried, too about-his-business. Gordon just raised his eyebrows.

“Gordon has, of course, told me about you. If I’m honest, I don’t really see people from that side of the business.”

“That side of the business?” I queried. “What do you mean?”

“Be polite,” said Gordon suddenly to his friend. “Steven’s a bit worried because of your husband.”

“Well, he was a crook who worked for some wicked men.”

“You can’t paint everyone with the same brush,” said Gordon. “Alan Parlor worked on the legitimate side of Randazzo’s business. We shouldn’t say he was a crook. “

“Actually,” I said, “we should, and you should probably ask why I was involved with him, because he was a crook from almost the beginning. Alan saw it as a way of providing a secure job, which is a little ironic. He little liked the trappings that went with it, but he was good at what he did. He would tell everyone he worked in a legitimate business, but despite the rather everyday trappings we had, Alan was a crook.”

Steven gave a curt nod, as if I was just stating the obvious, but Gordon almost took a step back looking at me. “That’s quite something to admit,” he said.

“When somebody does that to your husband, you realize it. He was part of a family and not a good family. Unfortunately, that meant he brought my family into it as well, but Kelly’s off now on her own. It’s much better.”

Gordon reached across, squeezed my hand as if I’d made some tough admission, but in truth, I was making sure that Steven was going to open up. Jac was working away in my head as ever.

“Got an interesting lead, Gordon,” said Steven, not looking up. “Aldridge employed two men, what some of us would call heavies. Carlos Adams and Eric Burnett. Here are a couple of photographs of them.”

He placed in front of us two black and white photographs which had been taken discreetly. Carlos looked small, but a man with several scars around his face. He also looked like he could handle himself, for there was a broken nose on the worn face. Eric Burnett looked different. He was a wee bit classier, and yet the suit he was wearing said gangster. Classy, tailored. Certainly, something that he bought because it went with the territory. It didn’t really suit him, and he’d look better in something that was less ostentatious because he didn’t have the face to match.

“What’s the deal with them?” asked Gordon.

“Both men are missing. My contacts said these guys had been conducting business overseas, but recently had been based in the city. I have a feeling that both men were on the way up, that Aldridge was possibly using them to bring something into the city. Their disappearance shows that either they’ve made a mistake or somebody on the outside knows a bit more and is not happy with what Aldridge is about.”

“Some sort of turf war?”

“I wouldn’t go that far, Gordon. What we know is that something’s happened to them. Could be a good place to start. Aldridge has got his finger in so many pies that it’s been difficult to work out what his overall strategy has been, but he’s been at something. These guys might know. Of course, their disappearance could be Aldridge, but their families might know. I’m sure you understand, Mrs. Parlor, when you have ruptures within the family, tensions get raised. People act. People reevaluate who they are aligned with.”

I almost felt like Steven was having a go, as if telling me I was wrong to pick up with Alan. Well, I don’t take that sort of nonsense from people sitting behind a desk.

“I think you underestimate the loyalty of people,” I said to Steven. “I didn’t talk to anyone. In fact, I’d probably be stuck back in that situation except for someone called Jac Moonshine.”

Steven looked up. “Yes, someone that just arbitrarily dishes out punishment without going through due process. These things should be brought to the courts.”

“Do the courts work?” I asked. In my head, Jac was saying, “Absolute BS.” You needed to deal with things hard. Had she not just brought down Randazzo? Had she not just destroyed part of his business? Has she not been a thorn to Aldridge already, better than this man sitting behind the desk?

But, of course, I didn’t say that. “The courtroom is always the place for this. Even Gordon agrees, being a police officer.”

“Of course,” he said.

Steven furnished us with a little more information, but nothing of significant interest, and as we rode the elevator back down to the car, Gordon turned to me. “What do you think?” he asked.

“Carlos,” I said, “and Eric. We need to find out where they live. We need to find out a little more about them, how they disappeared. I think it’s worth investigating.”

Gordon took my hand. “I’m glad you said that. Gives me a chance to spend a little more time with you.”

“Good,” I said, “because I think I’m feeling the same way.”
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I don’t know if you find when you get older that you forget things. I mean, I’m only reaching forty, so in truth, it shouldn’t be an issue. At least that’s what I’m told. Some women have difficulties after pregnancy as if it somehow has changed them. They don’t remember having conversations. They don’t remember telling people certain things. Sometimes people with kids get frustrated. However, this instance I’m about to tell you gave me great concern.

It all started when we went to find Carlos. Gordon did a bit of digging back at the station, and he found a report stating that Carlos Adams used to drink in a bar on the edge of town. He’d also looked into Eric Burnett, but had found no leads to go on. He said it was almost as if Eric’s leads had been cleaned out, but Carlos was different. While there weren’t that many reports on him, at least some still existed.

The bar was on the edge of the city but on the east side, far from the delightful steakhouse where I’d enjoyed the previous meal with Gordon. This was the rough side of Dawn. This was where the large trucks would park after a hard day. A lot of the working class, as they would have once been called, lived close to here. The bars were coarser. “Rough and ready,” my father would have said.

Gordon asked if he should go in his police uniform, but I said that usually put people off. He argued that people would tell the police everything, but, in my experience, the criminal underworld didn’t agree.

The bar had a door with no windows. The few windows were located just above the sidewalk outside, for the bar was at the bottom of a building. Above it was accommodation, but accommodation that I would never stay in.

There was thumping music blaring out from it, and I was sure I could see people smoking things here, there, and everywhere. One thing about Gordon turning up in his uniform is half of these people would have vanished. There would have been such a wall put up against us, and we would have found out nothing. That being said, when we walked in, we looked like the proverbial fishes out of water.

The look of most people in that bar was Mexican. There were other people there too, other nationalities, but they were predominantly Mexican. Now, I’m not saying that this was a hoodlum bar, and every Mexican was up to no good. The area just seemed to be a Mexican enclave from what I could gather.

In we walked, I was in a rather middle-class jumper and slacks, and Gordon in a neat leather jacket, with blue jeans looking like he just got home from the ranch. As we entered the bar, the noise level dropped by about half and I had all eyes on me. It’s not that I’ve not had eyes on me before, but not like this. I wasn’t there as a thing of beauty. I was there as a thing of interest, as in, who the hell are she and he, and what do they want?

We wandered up to the bar and Gordon ordered us a couple of shots of tequila. Maybe that’s just stereotyping. I don’t know, but that’s what Gordon ordered, so that’s what we were drinking.

“Two shots of tequila,” said the barman. He went to walk off, but Gordon tapped the bar.

“Can I have a word?”

“Something wrong with the drinks?” asked the barman.

“No, I need to look for someone.”

“Look around,” said the barman. “Look around. They’ve all looked at you, so if anybody wants to talk to you, they would have spoken. Whoever you’re looking for is not here or they don’t want to talk to you.”

“That’s not the friendliest attitude.”

“You order drinks, I give you drinks. Everybody here sits and watches you. They are friendly. Trust me. At the moment, they are friendly.”

We sat down after grabbing our tequila, wondering what to do next. When we set out, I thought the bar wouldn’t be like this. I believed it would have been easy to talk to people, despite being a place with an immigrant population. But they were always going to suspect outsiders, even if they had done nothing wrong. I did not know if half of these people were crooks or not, but I understood that I wouldn’t be getting any information out of them.

“I don’t think we should stay,” I said.

“Don’t get worked up,” said Gordon. “Things will come. It will break. Two more shots of tequila,” he said. The barman poured us two more drinks and then disappeared down to the other end of the bar.

“So what?” I queried, “we’re just going to sit here and down these? We’ll be plastered before we get to talk to anyone.”

“I’m going to try that man over there, the older guy.” Gordon stood up, marched across the bar, and asked the gentleman, “Excuse me, sir. Do you know where Carlos Adams is?”

“He doesn’t speak as he’s old.”

The speaker was a younger man at the same table.

“Why doesn’t he speak?” asked Gordon. “I just asked him a reasonable question.”

“He doesn’t speak because he’s got no tongue.”

“Of course, he’s got a tongue,” said Gordon. “Choosing not to speak.”

The old man opened his mouth and there was just a stump of a tongue. He truly had no tongue.

“You see,” said the younger man, “around here, we don’t talk about people. You’ll understand why, won’t you? We certainly don’t talk about Carlos Adams.”

“And why is that?” Gordon exclaimed. Maybe in other parts of the city, Gordon could push in, act with his badge in front of him, but not here. Maybe this wasn’t part of his beat. After all, he had found me near Aldridge’s, out on the posh side of the city. I heard the barman approach, and when I turned, he was looking serious, as if he was not happy with the way things were going.

“I think you should talk to your friend. Best if you leave.”

“Is he upsetting people?” I asked.

“See the man at the back—you don’t want to upset him. The one he’s talking to is fine, just an average joe, as you people say. The three at the back, I do not want you to find out who they are. I’m telling you this because I think you are sensible.”

I nodded, stood up, and walked over to Gordon, putting my hand in his. “Don’t you think we’ve taken up enough of these people’s time? And I don’t think I can face another shot of tequila. Thank you,” I said to the young guy. He nodded and watched as I led Gordon out of the building and back up onto the street.

“There was plenty more in there. I could have pushed the question.”

“And there were a couple of people in there who might not have let you come out alive,” I said. “We need to think about a better way of doing this. Maybe you could check to see where he was over the last few years, widen out your information about Carlos Adams.”

“Maybe,” he said, “What are you going to do?”

“I’m going to lie down. It’s been tiring and I’ll need to inform my daughter I’m okay. She worries.”

He dropped me back at the hotel and I said we’d speak tomorrow. I took a bath and lay back in it, letting the warm water soak into me. This investigation thing was slow. I could get answers about Aldridge. I could get answers about Carlos Adams. But everything was just going to be slower. It doesn’t have to be, said a voice in my head.

“Yes, it does.”

No, it doesn’t.

I can’t say I remember getting out of the bath, although I must have. I must have dried myself, and I must have taken myself two blocks away from that bar we’d entered previously. Without doubt, I must have procured a taxi to get there, or maybe I’d looked up how to get there on the bus or train services. But the next thing I remember was standing with a backpack two blocks away from the bar.

I opened the backpack and saw a very familiar fedora. There was also a black jacket, and I knew that I already had black boots on. It was Jac’s outfit. But I hadn’t brought Jac’s outfit with me. Had I?

Like I say, I’m getting old. Don’t get me going about what Jac does, but it wasn’t that I felt it was a magical experience because it wasn’t. There were obvious times when Jac was taking over. It scared me. It was the first time that I’d been holding Jac back and Jac did it, anyway.

Back in Mannersberg, we were a team. She was accomplishing what I couldn’t do. She was the persona I wanted. Here, she was the persona taking over.

There were no guns. Clearly, I hadn’t packed them even if I’d sneaked in Jac’s outfit. This time, I walked down to the bar, put my mask on as I stepped up to the front door, knocked on it, and then strolled through. I could hear the gasps as I walked in.

The tension in the room grew. Clearly, Dawn had heard of Jac Moonshine and not just the police community. Well, it had been rather bloody in Mannersberg.

“Get out,” said a man behind me, and I heard a gun click. “Get out and don’t come back.”

“Where is Carlos Adams?” I asked. “It’s a simple question.”

“I’m going to blow this bitch’s brains out,” said the voice behind me. I ducked to the right, spun, and grabbed the gun, pushing it up towards the roof. Driving my other arm into the man, he released his weapon, which I caught in my hand. I saw two men stand up from the back of the room, guns on the move. Four quick shots and the two of them lay dead.

“Now, that was silly, boys. Anybody else want to get silly? Anybody else?” The man who had been behind me was frozen and I put the gun to his head. “Where is Carlos Adams?”

“Don’t!” It was the barman. “Don’t, I don’t want no trouble.”

I looked over at the bodies, flicked my head towards them. “I think you’ve got trouble already. That’s going to need a mop.” Inside, Debbie was appalled. Jac seemed to take liberties, seemed to almost relish what was going on.

“Look,” said the barman. I saw a man on the far side of the room, lifting a gun but not pointing at me, pointing instead at the barman. I fired two more shots.”

“That’ll be another mop,” said Jac.

Another person stood up. “That gun only carries six,” he said, and I saw him go to raise his own. I threw the gun into his face, stepped across two tables, came down with my hands on his throat, picked him up and drove him into the wall. His head bounced with a thud off it, and I turned him and drove his face into the wall, blood smattered across it. I threw him down onto the table and drove an elbow into his neck, breaking it.

“Can we stop?” Jac said quickly. “Can we stop? There’s going to be nobody left to talk.”

The barman came round with his hands up from behind the bar.

“Look, Carlos isn’t here. Carlos stashed away a large amount of money somewhere secret. He said there was something important he needed to take care of. There was no mention of what. He just said it had to be something big, okay? The rest of us in this bar are not that sort of person. Nobody else is going to lift a gun at you. You need to go.”

“Where did he get the money from?” Jac asked.

“I don’t know,” said the barman, “but I can’t believe it’s clean money. It must have come from someone.”

“Aldridge?”

“Don’t,” said the barman. “We know nothing about Aldridge, but even if we did, or even if we don’t, if we mention Aldridge, somebody will come, and we’ll not talk again.”

“Good,” said Jac. “I think we got somewhere. Thanks for your cooperation.”

Jac turned and walked towards the door. I stopped beside a man, picked him up with the scruff of his shirt until he was standing.

“Have you heard of me before today?” Jac asked. The man nodded his head. “Mannersberg was bad, terrible,” said Jac. “They didn’t listen to me.”

“I’m listening,” said the man. “I’m listening.”

“Good,” said Jac. She put her hand around the man’s throat. “If people are good, if they’re not up to anything bad, I don’t kill them. I only kill the bad ones. Are you a bad one?”

She squeezed the man’s neck and then laughed as she heard him beginning to wet himself. “Need to get boys with better spunk than this in here,” she said to the barman. “Thank you for your help.”

Jac walked out into the broad daylight where sirens were filling the air. The gunfire had brought them, and by the sounds of it, they were close. I tore off into an alley. I got changed, picked up a taxi about eight blocks away and went back to the hotel.

I couldn’t do another bath, so I took a quick shower up at the swimming pool on the top floor of the hotel and then I went for a swim. I burned some of the drama from the bar and then wrapped myself in a white towel. From the top floor of the hotel, I could see the city of Dawn. I could feel Jac saying to me, We can tear this place up. We can do for here what we did for Mannersberg.

“Quiet down,” I said. “You need to quiet down.”
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It’s hard to describe Jac. I talk like we’re two separate entities. There’s Debbie and there’s Jac. Which am I? I don’t know if you’ve ever thought about yourself as a different person. I once heard that the gods in India are not multiple gods. They’re pictures of one god, with the exploded view, so to speak. I do not know if that’s correct or not, but I like the image, especially when you look at me—Debbie and Jac.

Opposites in some ways. I think Debbie’s me because I don’t have to put anything on to be Debbie. I don’t need the fedora hat or the scarlet band. Don’t even need to tell everyone who I am. So, most people would say that Jac is just a character. I thought that until I got those moments when I don’t even realize what Jac’s done. Is it the mind doing it? Well, I hope so. I don’t believe in a lot of that mystic stuff. What I certainly believed in was the reemergence of Jac Moonshine.

I met Gordon Smith the next day. He’d started to investigate where Carlos had been for the last few years. We were clutching at straws, but he had access to something I didn’t, and that was the police records. Every time someone like Carlos was mentioned in a report, his name was tagged. If you pulled all the tags together, you might come up with a story. On the other hand, you might come up with a load of random incidents. Jac Moonshine probably had tags attached to her. Debbie didn’t.

When he walked into the hotel lobby that morning, I’ll have to admit my heart leaped. Well, Debbie’s heart leaped. We will not start that again. We are the same person, so let’s keep it that way.

My heart leaped when I saw him. The previous day had been good. Oh, I thought he was very ham-fisted when he went into the bar. Even Debbie would be more subtle than that. Jac, of course, didn’t need to be. I knew Carlos had a sizeable amount of money, but I couldn’t tell Gordon that. Jac had found that out.

Carlos had disappeared with a large amount of money. There must have been something big happening, something that caused him to either be taken off the scene or to disappear from it. I was looking forward to finding out from Gordon, which it was, but he opened up with something totally different.

“Have you seen the news? Moonshine’s back. Moonshine’s back and she’s here in Dawn. I don’t need her here in Dawn; she caused an absolute blood bath last time.”

“Forgive me if I don’t quite see it that way.” I said. “She saved my daughter. She saved me to a large degree.”

“And she did it by murdering people.”

“She did it by fighting back, Gordon, fighting back for those who couldn’t fight back.”

“Don’t dress it up. She murdered people. What reason did she have to kill any one of them?”

I knew fine rightly what reason she had: revenge. That was our reason. We wanted them dead because of what they did to our Alan. I’m talking in the plural now, aren’t I? This is the problem. I don’t quite know how to address myself anymore. It feels a little strange.

“All I’m saying is that there’s no way what she’s doing is right. There are better ways to handle the city’s problems.”

“What ways? Forgive me, Gordon, but you’re in the police. Are you on top of it? Are you dealing with it all? Clearly not? You’re running your own investigation to find out about Aldridge and how he’s taking this city to town. Clearly, as a police force, you’re not successful, and before you start on me, I’m sure there’s plenty of you who are decent cops and just trying to do the right thing. I’m not having a go at you. I’m saying it’s not working. People like Jac are necessary.”

“Vigilantes don’t work,” he said. “Vigilantes cause more problems. Look at what happened back in Mannersberg. Jac killed Randazzo’s men, and the bastard strung three people up downtown. He strung three people up because Jac took out his wife. Those murders are on Jac Moonshine. It wouldn’t have happened with the police. We don’t work that way.”

I had to give him that, but I was getting annoyed. I  had met him that morning and intended to suggest we go out for dinner again that evening, but we started all wrong. “Anyway, Gordon,” I said, “what have you got? Have you found anything from yesterday?”

“I went in to the precinct and spent most of the night on the computer running through matches, crossing names, and checking investigations. Carlos Adams has had some interesting times over the last few years.”

“In what way?” I asked.

“Well, he doesn’t sound like someone that should be involved with City Hall delegations.”

“City Hall delegations? No, he sounds like a hoodlum. Why on earth would he be with them?”

“I do not know, but several times, he was clocked in an investigation as being on a delegation from City Hall to a district.”

“Which district?” I asked.

“It’s called Blackendland.”

“Blackendland? You’ve got to be joking.”

“No. Blackendland. It’s to do with an old practice where they used to burn the land, so it’d become more fertile. When they went into that district, they flattened it completely. It was built on again, but when that was happening, only a few years ago, Carlos Adams was part of the City Hall delegation that was involved in bringing it together.”

“Does he have any qualifications for that?”

“No,” said Gordon, “He doesn’t. None. I’m going to be asking them why a crook was sitting in their delegation. That’s my first point of attack.”

“Is that wise?” I queried. “Giving your cards away already.”

“That’s what we do. We go after people. Politicians need to bring this up. It needs to be dealt with from their level. We can’t fight this on our own.”

“I get that,” I said, but I really didn’t. “Maybe we should hold on to this until we know a bit more about it.”

“It’s got to be something to do with that district. Blackendland has got to have something behind it. Carlos Adams wouldn’t be involved in the delegation to it unless he was there to make sure certain things happened. I doubt he was there to offer insight.”

“Indeed.”

“And if,” said Gordon, “Aldridge is involved in some sort of financial way, well, maybe we can do the old Al Capone thing.”

“Al Capone thing?”

“Yes. Do him on tax evasion. You don’t have to get him for what he’s done. You just have to get him.”

I really didn’t like that tone. If he killed, you kill him, make him suffer. Jac was never out of the room, an inner monologue I couldn’t switch off.

“What’s our next step?” I asked.

“Let’s take a quick run down to City Hall, see if I can pull up some documents on Blackendland.”

“Well, you’re driving,” I said. Although I thought this was a good idea, I felt like we were on slightly different paths. Gordon wanted to bring everything out into the light, throw it at the lawmakers and the politicians, and tell them to sort it out. I wanted to make sure there was something to hit Aldridge with and then go get him. As far as I was concerned—or at least Jac—the documents were just there to be thrown down afterward to say, “Look, I killed a bad guy.”

We walked to his car and drove to City Hall where I sat for an hour and a half watching him on a computer, going through records. I’ve never been one of those computer people, as I can’t sit down for over five minutes. I need to be up and doing. Computers are dull, so dull, but he had quite a skill for them.

I guess it came with the job. He’d have been writing up reports, searching for details on criminals, working at his roster, things like that. Me, as a housewife all those years, well, I was never raised with a computer, so I’ve stayed away from them in the main. I had one back at the safe house in Mannersberg, but I didn’t like to sit in front of it. Necessary evil. Not my best buddy.

As I waited there, my phone rang, and I picked it up to find Kelly was on the other end.

“When are you coming home?” she asked. “I’ve got some things I want to talk to you about.”

“If these things involve Eamon, I’m not talking to you about them. I’ve told you before, talk to him.”

“No, it’s not,” said Kelly, “I saw the news. You said you were just going away for a few days. I didn’t realize you were becoming active.”

Of course, Kelly had seen what Jac had done. Well, I had to face it, but I couldn’t really do it on the phone in front of Gordon. I asked him to excuse me while I stepped outside.

“It wasn’t planned.”

“What do you mean, it wasn’t planned?” asked Kelly. “You plan everything. You must have taken the outfit with you.”

“Well, actually no, I didn’t.”

“You did. You’re described as having the fedora hat. You’re known for having a mask. And there’s the scarlet belt. Everything says you did it.”

“Oh, I did it,” I said. “This is going to sound weird, Kelly, but I didn’t pack that stuff.”

“What do you mean, you didn’t pack it?”

“I did not pack that outfit. I didn’t take it with me. I came here, if I’m honest, to do some research.”

“Research on who?”

“I can’t tell you.”

“Now you’re worrying me,” said Kelly, “If Jac’s involved, it’s going to be dangerous. There’s going to be a lot of blood. People will die. That’s what Jac does. Why are you starting it all off again? We got who we wanted. Randazzo’s dead. You avenged my Da’. You don’t need to do this anymore. There’s no need to go off killing anyone else. Just come home. Forget this.”

“I’m not sure it is all over,” I said.

“What do you mean, you’re not sure?”

“I told you, I’m not sure. Things may extend a bit. Look, Kelly, I’m in the middle of trying to understand something, okay? But as soon as I know anything, I’ll let you know.”

“Mom,” she said, “just tell me you will not tell me. Don’t say that. I’ll let you know as soon as I know. You know already. That’s why you’re there, and you took the Jac costume. Therefore, something is up.”

“Okay, Kelly, I do know something, but I will not tell you.”

“I can’t believe you won’t tell me. You need help. You need backup.”

I held the phone close and put half a hand around to cup it so it’d be quieter. Kelly can use her voice when she wants to, and she was barreling down the phone now.

“Remember who you are and where we are. How do you know the phone’s not bugged?”

“Because it’s not. Eamon knows how they bug phones. We’re not bugged. Do you need me to come over? I’ll bring Eamon, too. He probably knows a bit about Dawn.”

“No, no, and no. Look, if you want to know, I’m with a cop at the moment. The cop’s helping me to find the information.”

“And they’re okay with Jac?”

“No, they’re not, and that’s the thing. I need no more attention being drawn to me. There’s enough as it is. I’m safe, Kelly. Trust me.”

“You told me to trust you going to see Randazzo. Good job I didn’t.”

“That’s going to be held over me forever, isn’t it? Despite everything I did before that, that’s going to be held over me forever.”

I should have bitten my lip. I shouldn’t have said that.

“We’ll see,” said Kelly, “but at the moment, absolutely, because you’re not telling me something that I should know. You know Eamon can work the streets well.”

“I know all of Eamon’s talents, thank you, but I’d like to keep the two of you out of this if I can.”

“Why? Is it going to get . . .”

“Serious? Possibly. Anyway, I need to go. My police officer’s nearly finished.” I looked in through the City Hall window and saw that Gordon was tidying up the keyboard.

I smiled when I saw Gordon come off the computer because he was beaming. He had something, whatever it was.

“Intense interest in that district. It’s very old. A lot of the city sewers ran through there in the past, but apparently, they filled them all in. New start and that’s why they’ve called it Blackendland. They made sure that the entire district was closed over and new and better housing was built. Well, I’m not sure the housing’s necessarily the best. There seems to be a lot of complaints about it.”

“So, the best thing we can do then is go see this place,” I suggested.

“That’s right, Debbie, let’s see it. See if anyone’s prepared to talk and we can find out what happened to it.”

We got back into Gordon’s car and drove down to the district of Blackendland. I was expecting something pristine, something different, maybe modern, but definitely some brightness and polish. What I found shocked me and also made me wonder just how the money had been spent around the district.
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Blackendland was aptly named for anyone new to the district. We were shocked at how depressing the place looked for such a modern build. Most of the houses looked cheap and several had already fallen into ruin. The boarded-up houses were the most shocking and the entire area had a feeling of glumness about it. We saw people shuffling along, addicts hiding around corners, looking for dealers. Women pulled their children back in when we drove past them in the car, and yet there were signs up, proudly displaying Blackendland as a new place. A place for families, a place for hope, a place to come to, in our great country, to live that American dream.

“There’s something wrong with this,” Gordon said. “How does a place turn around so quickly and not in a good way? I remember there used to be a fanfare about this place when it was opening, but now look at it. We’ve got places downtown that look better than this.”

It struck me as strange that Gordon hadn’t been out here, but then his beat was up in the posher realms of the city. Places more like Aldridge’s property.

“I’m going to ask this man,” said Gordon. “Probably best if you stay in the car. From the look of the area, I’m not too sure that we’re going to get a warm reception.”

“I have been known to go about places like this on my own,” I said a little indignantly. I thought Jac would protect Gordon, not the other way around.

Gordon and I exited the car and walked towards a man sitting at the side of a house, a blanket wrapped around him. His beard was long and wild, and his eyes looked hollow. He had a bobble hat on his head with a large hole in one side of it. He didn’t stare at us as we approached, instead trying to avoid our gaze.

“Excuse me,” said Gordon. “I don’t mean to pry or anything, but can you tell me a bit about this place?”

The man looked up at him, wondering what he was on about.

“Can you tell me why this place is like this?”

The man stood up, and I saw the holes in his trousers that showed bare knees and a coat wrapped around him that had definitely seen better days. He had bare feet but grabbed what little belongings he had and marched off quickly.

In fairness, Gordon had that police tone. He spoke like the average police officer. Everything was precise, but also challenging. I thought it no wonder the man had run off, but Gordon was undeterred and continued to walk along the street, seeking someone for an explanation.

He spotted an Asian woman up the street with a little girl at her feet. He almost broke into a run to catch her, but the woman, naturally suspicious, put her arms around the little girl and picked her up. Keeping up with Gordon wasn’t easy, but I put an arm on his shoulder and told him to slow down and let me approach first.

“Excuse me. Hello, I’m Debbie. Sorry, I need to talk to somebody here. We’re trying to find out about someone from around here. We’re just in a bit of shock.” The woman eyed me quizzically.

“Our friends from a while back moved here. They said this is the address, but the house is boarded up. This area is new. Why is everything boarded up?”

The woman looked left and right, then motioned us over, telling me to move back off the street. She took me down the side of her house into the shadows before she would speak. Her little girl was pushed to her side, and I watched her continue to play, oblivious to the secrecy going on amongst the adults.

“We don’t talk about it out there,” she said. “We don’t talk about it. People get in trouble. Yes.”

The woman’s English was far from perfect, but it was better than my Mandarin. She was hesitant and kept scratching her arms, which seemed to have some skin condition. Once she finished speaking, she coughed, and I thought to myself, That woman really isn’t well.

“What happened, though?” I asked her.

““The housing. The housing is bad. The housing, it falls down. It breaks. We tell landlord and landlord, he says, ‘Put up with it.’ He says we have no rights. We try to contact, but city authorities are uninterested. Don’t want to talk. I need to move, but unwell at the moment. Have a cough.”

“Is there any sort of hospital or somewhere you can go to?”

The woman shook her head. “Houses, you see some collapsed.”

“Collapsed?” queried Gordon. “What do you mean, collapsed?” I put my hand up in the middle of his chest and pushed him back because he was stepping in on the woman.

“They fall apart, the floor in certain places, the floor, they fall apart. Then the house gets bought over. People get evicted. Some people fall down and do not get up.”

“Some have died?” I clarified. “Died from the state of the houses?”

“Yes, they died.”

I heard a police siren, and the woman pulled back further into the shadows. I grabbed Gordon and followed her. Together, we watched as her face drew a mask of fear as the car passed by.

“You don’t like police?” I said to her.

“No,” she said. “Police bad. Some police come and they tell you not to go here. My husband was beaten up because he was searching in one house. They said that’s not your house.”

“Which house was that?” I asked.

“Round corner. Long way down.”

“Can you take us there?” I asked.

She froze. “No,” she said, “I not go near. My husband doesn’t walk properly because of that. I have a daughter.”

“I’m Debbie,” I said. “This is Gordon. What is your name?” She looked at me suspiciously.

“I am not police.” I prayed Gordon wouldn’t be stupid enough to tell her he was.

“I, Ann Lee,” she said.

“Is your house okay?” I asked.

“It not built well, but floor okay.”

“Were all the buildings that collapsed, houses?”

“No, sports hall. They say it’s bad. They say it not open, ever.”

“Did they demolish it?” asked Gordon. The woman looked at him quizzically. “Did they make it fall down?”

“No,” she said. “Sports hall there, but nobody use—lots of places nobody use. The shop. The shop is there, but people who run shop, they are known. People look after man and shop and he deals out things.”

There was someone at the end of the street who came past and looked down into the shadows between Ann Lee’s house and the one beside her.

Ann Lee’s face became agitated, and she turned to me, saying, “I have to go inside now. You go. You go; please, you go.”

She grabbed her kid and stepped inside her house, and I led Gordon out to the street. The person who was watching was an old man, but he seemed to be dressed a lot better than most of the other residents. As we walked past him, he gave us a sharp look and I could feel Gordon going to say something. I grabbed his arm and yanked him my way.

When we were clear of the person, I said to him, “Don’t rock boats here. I’ve got the feeling that there’s some controlling influence going on.”

“Do you think? It’s strange; this was touted as a place for families to come. It was going to take on many people, and now we have those who can’t afford to go anywhere else.”

“What do you make of the houses collapsing?”

“I’m not sure, but workmanship that bad, that seems strange. I can understand if houses are substandard, but substandard to the point where the floor falls through? That makes little sense.”

“We should see one of these houses,” I suggested. “Let’s drive around to one of the boarded-up ones—see if we can get inside.

“That’s a good idea,” said Gordon.

We jumped back into the car, and it only took us two blocks to find one of the houses. Outside, there was a pile of rubble and we stepped onto an empty street in the middle of the day. The houses on either side of the derelict one may have been occupied, but the residents certainly weren’t showing themselves.

The house was still intact, at least on the outside, but there was rubble lying around. I walked down one side where I could see where a large section of the wall of the house had simply been boarded up. The doors were also boarded, but when I walked round to the rear, I saw one window that seemed to have a crack in it. When I got closer, half the window was missing.

“I could get in there,” I said to Gordon.

“Don’t be daft. You don’t know what’s in there. You don’t want to get your clothes messed up, either.”

“What do you think I am, some sort of doll?”

This shook him. I think Gordon liked the idea of him protecting me, but Jac knew we needed no protection. However, I thought it quite chivalrous, even if it was misguided.

“Give me a lift and I’ll get my leg in.”

I could simply have run at it and dived through the gap if I was in my Jac gear. But I needed to seem a little less competent, and so I allowed Gordon to give me a foot up to the window. Carefully, I made myself small, went through the gap in the glass before jumping down inside. The floor was indeed mainly missing. Around the edges, there were a couple of floorboards remaining and I stood on some of them, telling Gordon to come in.

He clambered up to the window, and I had to help him so he wouldn’t cut himself on the glass. When we stood inside, I switched on the light of my cell phone and scanned the room.

The center was full of rubble, almost as if the ground had been churned up. I don’t understand how it got a rocky feel to it. There was no way to go down any further. How did the floors fall through? I wondered. It may have been Ann Lee’s poor English, but floors didn’t fall through like this. The ground underneath wouldn’t have been broken up. It looked like something had dug down.

I looked at the wall that had been patched. The hole was enormous, almost like a car or something similar had driven through it. I crouched down, continuing to scan the surface with my phone. Quickly I took some photographs and then we heard a police siren and a car was pulling up outside the house.

“Our car’s parked there,” I said to Gordon. We should have parked further away. “Come on, we need to get out of here. They’ll ask questions if we’re inside.”

We hurried to the window. I pushed Gordon through first because, frankly, I was more agile than he. I then helped myself up onto the window edge and jumped out just in time as two police officers strode round the corner.

“What’s going on here?” asked the taller of the two. He was lanky and certainly wasn’t giving me a welcome smile.

“We’re just walking round,” said Gordon.

“Doing what? I hope you weren’t breaking in.”

“We’ve come looking for friends. They moved to this area and now they’re not here. We’re confused about what’s happened,” I said.

“It’s just an estate gone bad, that’s all,” said one cop. “You don’t want to go inside these buildings. That’s why they’re all marked off; bad for you. You need to keep out. It could be an offense if you go in as well. Don’t do it.”

He was very blunt and offered very little explanation about what had happened in the area.

“I’m from uptown, boys,” said Gordon. Slowly, he reached inside the jacket he was wearing to reveal his police badge. “Can you give me a bit more detail on what’s going on?”

“It’ll all be on the records,” they said, clearly unimpressed at Gordon’s badge. “I understand you’re one of us, but you really shouldn’t be here. The council gets very freaked out, especially with some injuries they’ve had.”

“Injuries?” I queried.

“People going in on the quiet. Kids thinking these are dens. Druggies popping into these houses and then injuring themselves. Happens a lot. Locals know to stay away now, though. Not sure that the visitors do. Best job to find your friends is to give them a ring. I mean, do you not know their numbers?”

“We’ve lost it. We lost contact with them. Only knew they’d moved here.”

“And what are their names?”

“Jones,” I said. Surely, Jones would be a common enough name, and he might give us an address. He seemed satisfied.

“Well then,” said the officer, “if you get on your way, we can get on to ours.”

Gordon stepped forward with a hand stretched out. “Well, thanks for your help, men. Appreciate it.”

They shook hands, but I got the feeling it was cold. Stepping back into the car, I could see them watching us from the side of the house.

“That’s not normal police behavior, is it?” I asked. Of course, I knew it wasn’t.

“No, but I remember their badge numbers. I’ll find out who they are.”

“Yeah,” I said. “And I’ll bet they find out who you are, too.”

“One thing’s clear,” said Gordon. “I don’t think we’ll get too many answers here. It’s got the feeling of a wound-up, tight place. There’s a lot of fear about. We need to be careful. We could get people into trouble that they can’t get out of.”

“Let’s chase the paperwork first,” I said. “There’s got to be more downtown. City Hall or other records.”

“Then let’s see what we can dig up.”








  
  
  Chapter 07

  
  







We stopped for a quick bite to eat before Gordon drove me to the records office close to the city center. He had tried previously to obtain information on the telephone. Now he was going in directly to an office. All developments routed through this office, and the records for them should be held here—the physical records, not simply the digital ones.

He flashed a badge on entry, which got us through to talk to a clerk. Gordon said he was making inquiries and the clerk, in fairness, responded well to us. She was a young girl, which, of course, from my perspective, means anybody who’s below twenty-five. Her image spoke of efficiency with her large-rimmed, black glasses, prim skirt, and blouse. She was efficient as well, and she took us through to the archive and pointed to a large section of paper documents. Most of these were in the process of being scanned. She believed that some may have already been done so with the documents then destroyed. We’d have to go between the two sets of records to see what had happened.

Gordon sat down and began pulling out folders to examine. We were pointed to a small table and told that nothing should leave the office we’d been taken into, but that we were welcome to stay there and work. The trouble was, we wanted to know were there any geological problems? Were there any structural issues with houses that had been built? We also wanted to know who was involved.

I took out a pen and notebook, and wrote all the names of the companies involved in the work. Gordon read the documents in more detail before he understood much more about how the land had been purchased and he would work on that side. It took me over an hour and a half before I had pulled out enough names. Gordon then broke off his search to run the names through a laptop, checking for the ownership.

I watched over his shoulder, for he was quite adept at what he was doing. After a while, he stopped and wrote on my pad of names and started drawing lines to certain companies. After a half hour, he stopped, put his pen back down, and sat back in the chair, looking at the list. I stared at the connected lines. Out of thirty odd companies on the list, Aldridge was connected to at least ten. Most of them seemed to provide civil works.

“Let me have a look at the documents you saw for those companies,” Gordon said to me. I went through my pile, pulling them out for him. “It says some of this has been removed,” he commented, “put away into safe storage.”

“Is that unusual?”

“No,” he said. “ But I’m not sure I can get access to it yet.”

He disappeared out of the office. When he came back, he had a frown on his face.

“She’s quite happy for me to look at some of the documentation, but that’s held in a more confidential set of files through the back. And I need to get a court order to do it. I can’t get that now. There’s nothing criminal to justify it. We just have suspicions. We’ll need to build up a much stronger case, find out what’s going on.”

I gave a nod, but in some ways, I was glad. Sitting around, going through files, just didn’t feel great. I was happier out in that neighborhood being watched. I felt more alive. This checking up on people, poring over the paperwork, wasn’t me.

By the time we left the office, it was late in the day and Gordon suggested we go for a bite to eat. I thought it was a grand plan. Once again, he could find a restaurant with quality food that didn’t seem pretentious. This one was Italian. We sat at a table for two, conversing about today’s findings.

“What did you make of your police colleagues?” I asked.

“It’s a sizeable force and you get bad eggs, but it felt like they were keen to keep us away from that place, and not for good reason. Ann Lee said there were lots of people who got injured,” said Gordon. “If that was so, you’d think you’d have much more signage up. If those houses were just quietly sitting there out of the way, surely you’d demolish them.”

“The other thing I didn’t get was the fact that when we were inside that building, the ground was turned over. How does the floor of the building collapse in each one? Surely that has to do with the structure and support. But then why would the ground underneath be churned up in that fashion? It was like somebody had dug there after the floor collapsed. There was also that large repair of the side wall. That was big enough to put a vehicle through.”

“True,” said Gordon, “but maybe they were just trying to sort the building out. The aesthetic would look worse if you knocked it down.”

“You could knock it down and build it again, though,” I said. “You’ve invested so much money in that place. It’s going to rack and ruin incredibly quickly. It starts off as somewhere people will want to come to. That’s how you’re marketing it, and then suddenly, it’s marketing itself in the opposite fashion, a place to be avoided. That seems very suspicious.”

“Remember,” said Gordon, “that Aldridge has got money tied up in this. Clearly, a lot of work involved him. We’ve got Carlos Adams on the city delegation. When you’re in an area like this, when all that money goes in,” said Gordon, “it’s not just a case of you letting people get on with it; the city wants it inspected, wants to make sure it’s all right. What is a person like Carlos Adams doing on that committee, in that group of people? He’s just a thug.”

“Wouldn’t the committee have to comprise certain specialists?” I asked.

“Of course,” said Gordon. “You’d have politicians, tradespeople, architects, and builders, people who understood what the project was about.”

“Do you think he was there to make sure they arrived at the right decision? Clearly, whoever put their name to that place is going to be embarrassed now.”

“I don’t know,” he said.

When we finished dinner, I suggested a walk, but Gordon curtailed it, saying he wanted to go down to the station and check out the two officers he had met. I told him to be discreet about it. The last thing we needed was a lot of attention while we were still gathering information. He dropped me off at the hotel, saying he would see me in the morning when we could investigate further. I retired to my room thinking I would have a bath and a quiet night for the day had been exhausting mentally, but I remember I went to the bathroom.

I remember I washed. In fact, I soaked for a while in the bath.

What was strange was when I got out, dried myself down, and came through in my towel, the fedora was sitting on the bed. The rest of the Jac Moonshine outfit was lying there as well as if prepped ready for me to put on. This is hard to describe because I have a set of clothes on the bed, and all I’ve got to do is to say, I’m not going out tonight. Just put the clothes away into the drawer. I, however, was changed in the space of five minutes.

The blonde wig was in my suitcase, and I stood in front of the mirror of my hotel room, almost smiling. This is why I say Jac’s a part of me, not just a persona I take on. Jac lives in my head.

Dressed in Jac’s garb, I exited the hotel via the fire escape. I stalked the city and made my way back to the offices we’d been in that day. It was now dark, and I felt alive. The mental weariness and fog that had been produced going through records all day was now obliterated, and I scanned the premises I’d been in earlier.

There was a security guard and cameras here and there, but cameras had never bothered me. I forced open a window and then delicately made my way through several offices until I found the reception area we were in previously. I kept clear of the cameras in the room and, using lock picks held inside my jacket, I was able to get inside the same office where I’d done most of the work with Gordon.

There was the door, beyond which, those other files were kept, the ones we couldn’t get access to without a court order. Jac didn’t see it that way. Jac could get access to whatever she wanted. The door was locked with a key, but not in any secure way for Jac. I guess they thought that the building was secure. However, when I broke in, I noticed a camera within the small room I now stood in.

My time searching wouldn’t be long. I grabbed the first set of files and started racing through as quickly as I could. Then I thought that there must be an index somewhere. I started searching through different files until I got it. The files I had wanted from earlier on in the day had the same title as those I was searching for now.

It didn’t take me long to locate the correct box they were stored in, except the box was empty. The entire box was empty; every file relating to Blackendland, except for a couple of pieces of paper, was missing. When I looked at them, they had nothing to do with the accounts that Aldridge was attached to.

Something was up. Carefully, I replaced the file, re-locked the door, but I could hear that someone was on the way. Footsteps thundered down the hall and a flashlight shone into the room. As the security guard stepped in, I was standing behind him, off to one side. Debbie wanted to disappear because the opportunity was there. But we didn’t want anyone to know Jac had been in. The obvious thing to do was to be quiet, but we’d been on camera.

Jac wanted to make a play. I stepped forward. One arm went around the throat of the security guard and the other hand went across his mouth.

“Quiet now,” I said. “Did you get me on camera?” The man gave a nod. “Do you know who I am?” Again, another nod. “Do you know what I was looking for?” The man shook his head. “All the records regarding the building of City Hall, the more private versions are in there. Yes? Because they are not.” The man shook his shoulders. He clearly didn’t know about any subterfuge. “Tell them I’ll be coming for the records. Tell the mayor!”

I jabbed an elbow into the back of the man’s neck, and he fell down, unconscious. Quickly, I strode out of the offices and back out to the streets. It didn’t take long to navigate my way back to the hotel, routing via the fire escape and into my room with no one seeing.

When I put the outfit away and had a shower before bed, I thought Jac was right. Sitting watching television that night, I thought back to what we had learned. The documents that tied Aldridge to the properties out there were missing, but then nobody would ever ask for them unless you could get a court order to get to them. Was the mayor’s office involved in this, then? Who could take away such items? Who could get access? It would have to be somebody from within that office. The other thing was why would you want these above-board transactions not to be tied in?

Jac was good, though. Jac had waylaid them, making the mayor and his people think it was about city hall, not Blackendland. It would’ve seemed strange, Jac turning up after we’d also been looking for the same papers. Now Jac was looking for something different. Maybe people would just put our visit down to mere coincidence.

As I lay there, the problem I realized was I couldn’t tell Gordon this. He was still going to go for a court order. He was still going to try to get access. Maybe that was good. Maybe that put more distance between us and Jac Moonshine.

I later received a call from Gordon. He was having trouble finding anything about the two police officers we’d encountered on that day. However, he had called Steven, who was now looking through the papers and evidence that Gordon and I had found. He agreed we needed access to those papers in the back, but also knew that the only way to do that was to get an order. However, Steven was convinced that if the rest of the information could be gathered, then he could put the mayor under pressure. It all sounded very dull to me, a girl of action.

“Do you want to go out for dinner tomorrow?” said Gordon. “I’d like to take you. I mean, dressed up properly, maybe catch a show.”

I said yes almost instantly. Debbie was enjoying this man’s company more and more. After I closed the call though, I thought to myself, what am I doing? Was this avenging Alan? After all, I was here to kill the man who had ordered his death. Why did I seem more interested in working alongside Smith to garner a case against the local criminals? I can honestly say my feelings were very confused when I fell asleep that night.
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Maybe you have this problem too. I always find that dinner, the special dinner, the one that you think we’re going to spend a lot of money and I need to look good for, is a problem. When Gordon took me out to the steakhouse, it was just a getting-to-know-you. We were exploring whether we could get on together. It was very light.

Now that he was taking me out to somewhere that probably would cost the man an arm and a leg, it made me think just how involved he wanted to get. At some point, I’d be going home, so I understood he wanted to move things on a little quicker than normal. We were also working together to expose whatever was going on down in the Blackendland district. Still, it didn’t stop me from feeling nervous.

I hadn’t brought a particular outfit for an occasion like this. When Gordon called me to say he had to work for a large part of the day, I decided I would try to buy a dress for the evening. It had been a while since I’d gone shopping in that vein, but I went at it with a gusto that I think must have come from Debbie.

I think some of us like to look good. Some of us couldn’t care less, but me, if I’m going to make an impression, I want to look good. I think that’s me, whether it’s Debbie or Jac. Jac looks good. She fights like an animal, but she looks good; so does Debbie, just differently. When I went shopping, I found it difficult though.

One of the first outfits I put on, I stood in front of the mirror and thought, Yes, that would be acceptable. When did acceptable become the word? Well, I knew. When Alan got involved with Randazzo and I was taken to weddings, I had to wear something that, shall we say, showed off more of my feminine charms than I wanted. The pressure was on to be that trophy wife. It enraged me because Alan didn’t see me as a trophy, but Randazzo and his group seemed to treat their wives that way.

I could point out that it’s a very unhealthy practice. It is not to be encouraged, but we are talking about a group of gangsters. They killed people, extorted money, and ripped your family apart for the oddly misplaced smile. Maybe you gathered it wasn’t the nicest of processes.

I quickly ditched that outfit and decided we’d try for some trousers. Trousers and maybe a nice blouse. As I stood in front of the mirror, I thought, this is something I’d wear in an office. I went back then after that to a dress, but this one was more demure. Yes, I thought it showed off my figure, but it only showed it off. It didn’t say, Have a damn good look at me, boys!

Moments like this showed me the unhealthiness of the situation I was in with Alan. I never thought of it at the time. It was just what you had to do. We had our life. It was almost like paying taxes. You didn’t want to do it, but you had to do it, so you got on with it. Being that sort of woman because the Randazzo group wanted was just something I had to put up with. Something Alan put up with, for he didn’t like it either.

Now, I was clear, though. I could make up my mind, but I never thought I would find it this difficult to break the habit. When I brought the dress back to the hotel, I put it on and off four times before I set it up in the wardrobe and said, “That is what I am wearing, and I don’t care anymore.” There was a set of high heels to go with it as well, and I had a chain around my neck. It wasn’t an overly expensive piece of jewelry, but it was sentimental because Alan had bought it.

He said my neck was one of the nicest parts of me, which I find quite funny. I mean, I’ve never heard a man shout, “Look at the neck on her,” but maybe it is. After all, I liked his ears. He had one ear that was different to the other, one ear that had slightly more of a point to it. He certainly liked to have that ear stroked. Isn’t it funny the way we are?

Gordon was right on time, eight o’clock, picking me up in the hotel’s lobby. I had a small jacket that went around my shoulders and matched my dress, and it certainly impressed him, for he made all the right noises. Polite, but obviously showing pleasure in how I looked. He looked trim too. Smart suit on. He got a taxi to take us to the restaurant, saying he didn’t think I should drink alone.

The restaurant was fantastic, centered on a cooking area where you could see all your food being prepared. The sizzle and the spatter, the smells that wafted out to the awaiting diners, gave it a sense of life that can often be missing from restaurants. I’d rather have that than be kept away from the food, and it stoked up a sense of mystery as you waited for the menu.

As we waited for our order, I saw the fish that was being cooked for me. Alan asked me about home and about what I did. I talked about keeping fit, my martial arts, and a bit about Kelly. I spoke about my worries for Kelly.

“It can’t be easy for you now that you haven’t got Alan with you.”

That was the first time that he brought him up that evening, but clearly Gordon wanted to talk about him.

“It’s difficult. Any kid isn’t easy, but Kelly’s okay. She’s moving on. She’s getting her own life. The man she’s with, Eamon, is a crook, yes, but he’s seems to take care of her.”

I could hardly tell Gordon all my actual concerns, of how I’d saved the man’s life, of how he’d saved mine.

“Would you move over here?” He asked suddenly. I felt that was a big move, a massive decision to throw into the conversation.

“Maybe,” I said, without giving it any thought. Would I move over here? My life was back in Mannersberg and my life had been cleaned up there. Randazzo was gone. Nobody from the family was coming after me anymore. No man wanted to own me from the family and take care of me. I was foot-loose and fancy-free. I had my house; I had my gym. I had everything I needed. I was getting back into my acting.

“I think the hardest thing to give up would be the acting,” I said.

“Acting? You act?”

“Yes,” I said, countering the surprise in his voice. “I love to take to the stage—been doing it for twenty years.”

“So, what I’m seeing in front of me could just be an act. Someone stringing me along.”

It was a bit of a harsh comment, I thought, and I could see him regretting what he said straight away.

“Not that I’m suggesting.”

“But you did,” I said, giving a little tease. He looked shocked for a moment. Then he saw me smile.

“You get under the skin, don’t you?” he said. “I hope I do too.” I didn’t say yes, but I flashed my eyes at him.

After the meal, Gordon suggested we take a walk. There was a park close to the restaurant, one of the larger ones in the city. It had streetlamps along the paths, and although the air was cool, it clearly was a night for walking. As we left the restaurant, we held hands like teenagers.

He spoke about his life, about how he’d been brought up in a place of right and wrong, how he felt strongly about fighting for all those who didn’t have what he had had. It was all very noble, and I got the feeling he was writing me a CV, until the point when he suddenly slipped his hand away from mine and placed it around my hip. I could feel him beginning to tremble as if he’d made a mistake. I slipped my hand around his back and interlinked.

We continued to walk until I stopped on the path and turned, looking out to a small pond amongst the trees. The city deemed fit to provide a light over the top of it. It cast such a beam on the water that when the wind blew, as it was prone to this evening, the ripples it made danced in the light. It was quite beautiful, in a way. What also was beautiful was how Gordon slipped in behind me and put his arms around my waist. I could feel his breath on my neck. It reminded me of Alan.

“Is this okay?” he asked.

“Stop worrying,” I said. “Stop worrying. If you do something wrong, I’ll slap you. You’ll know.”

He laughed again. I liked that about him. I could make him laugh. That’s not always something people can do. You don’t have to be funny. It’s a connection, a way in which two people seem to gel. Those little laughs, those tiny moments. Well, this was one of them.

“See the way the light dances,” I said. “That feels like what we are doing. Dancing around the issues. I guess everybody does that when they first get together.”

“You mean when I asked if you would move here from Mannersberg?”

“If I asked for you to go the other way, would you?”

“Maybe,” he said. “Maybe. What about you?”

“Maybe,” I said.

It was the truth. I wasn’t at the stage where I was sold. I was enjoying myself. He was enjoying himself. We seemed to get on. Everything was maybe.

I let him hold me tighter, leaned back, putting the back of my head onto his shoulder. We were so engrossed, so wrapped up in ourselves. I only heard two footsteps just before it happened.

It was hard to react because I was wrapped up in Gordon, physically wrapped up, his arms around me, my own arms, down by my side. I felt a sudden pain as the necklace was pulled from my neck. It was the one Alan had given me, the one I wore on special occasions, especially tonight because of what it meant. I turned along with Gordon to see a man run off dressed in a black jacket and jeans.

“Stop! Wait!” shouted Gordon and pursued him. I was standing in high heels, and I could feel the anger raging up inside of me. I kicked them off. Gordon was surprised when I suddenly flew past him, dress pulled up further beyond my mid-thigh so I could run properly. Gordon wasn’t overly quick, and I was on the move.

Although the man had a head start on me, I was driving my legs hard, grabbing in huge lungfuls of air. The man looked around, which ultimately was his downfall. He saw me behind him, then tried to cut off through the path. But because he was half-turned around, he stumbled, rolled over, collapsing on the ground. I raced towards him, but he stood up, brandishing a flick knife. I heard the click, and he pointed it in front of me, and I also heard Gordon shouting at him to leave me alone. The man lunged forward with the hand holding the blade. I took it, twisted it, and the knife fell to the ground.

From that point, I could have taken the man’s hands behind his back, driven him down onto his knees and let Gordon deal with him. That would’ve been the civilized thing to do. After all, I was out on a joyous night, but the red fire was inside me.

I hit him with two quick jabs to the face. He was stunned, barely able to keep his balance. I swung a roundhouse kick, coming from all the way back and catching the man across his jaw. He spun to the ground, limbs motionless. Gordon raced past me.

“Bloody hell. What the hell did you do to him?”

I stood over him, my conquered foe, and reached down into his jacket pocket, taking out the necklace and placed it in my pocket.

“He’s out cold,” said Gordon. “He’s out cold, and that jaw, you’ve moved that jaw nearly an inch. His jaw’s smashed to pieces. You’ve wrecked him.”

It wasn’t a simple cry of shock. I could hear the almost disgust in Gordon’s voice. He looked up at me, his eyes almost wild.

“This belonged to Alan,” I said. “He gave it to me. He shouldn’t have taken that.”

“Maybe not,” said Gordon, “but bloody hell. Debbie, you’ve wrecked him. You could have killed him with that kick.”

If I’d intended to kill him, I thought, the kick would have connected further back and up into the temple. Gordon got his phone out to call for an ambulance. I walked back and picked up my stilettos, putting them on and then returning to Gordon. The rest of the evening was spent explaining to the police how the hood had pulled a knife on me and I was simply defending myself. They saw a funny side to it. They saw a hoodlum that got his comeuppance.

When I went back in a taxi that night to my hotel, Gordon didn’t accompany me. I’m not sure he approved of what he had seen. He didn’t see Debbie. He saw Jac. I remembered the incident back in the gym. Jac wasn’t a persona to be put on. Jac was the animal who came out. Sure, you could bid her to the forefront. You could ask her to be there. But sometimes, she just pushed her way out.

I lay in bed that night crying, not because Gordon now seemed offended by me, but getting the necklace back reminded me so strongly of when Alan gave it to me. That’s the thing about bereavement. They tell you to just get over it. Get on, learn to live without. They talk about it as if it’s something you can achieve. It’s not. It’s something you carry with you the rest of your life.
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The next day, the response from Gordon was quiet in the extreme. I guess he really didn’t like the way I struck out at that thief. I was mixed in my response. After all, this is who I was, wasn’t it? Did he have a problem with a strong woman? Did he have a problem with someone who could look after herself?

Maybe that was his thing, being a police officer. He wanted to protect. I never had that with Alan. He wasn’t strong enough. In some ways, he was much weaker. We agreed on things together, like when Randazzo and his goons wanted me to dress differently. Alan would encourage me ever so lightly to do it. It was his way of protecting, his way of saying, “Look, this isn’t much and it keeps them off our back.” A fat lot of good that did. Also, back in those days, Jac wasn’t around. Jac and I, I think we were coming to a more unified position on things.

Despite being cold, when I went to see him, Gordon did at least answer the door. I hoped that maybe he’d give me a cuddle or kiss on the cheek. Previously, he’d seemed quite amorous, but now he was standoffish. He got down to business straight away.

“I’ve been talking to Steven,” he said. “The best way to expose Aldridge’s activities is to go public. We’re putting together a dossier of evidence: photos, witness statements, bank documents, his property transactions. They may not all be conclusive, possibly not all fit for a court of law, but if we can put it into the public domain.”

“Do you think that’s wise?” I asked.

“You want them to go down as much as we do, don’t you?”

I wanted to put a bullet in his head, but if he could suffer on the way, I’d be more than happy.

I warned Gordon, if we expose him, he might come after us.

“He’s going to come after us whether or not he goes inside,” said Gordon resolutely, but I also thought a little morbidly. Maybe he was turning himself into a sacrificial lamb, or at least some sort of honorable kamikaze.

I accompanied Gordon to see Steven several times in the next few days, but each time when I mentioned lunch, he only suggested a rather bland meeting somewhere. Certainly, there were no evening activities.

I felt a little hollow, slighted, all because he couldn’t handle the Jac that was in me. It’s funny that some men like a strong woman, especially a physically strong woman, but often they’ve got to look good as well. I thought I did all right for my age, and I certainly could handle myself. I’d learned that with Randazzo, but Gordon seemed to be the opposite.

Well, if what he wanted was a quiet little housewife, he would not find it here. I realized I’d changed a lot from the days of Debbie with Alan, the days of keeping the house. Don’t get me wrong, I had wanted it then. I raised Kelly, and I was happy. I did my martial arts during the day; did my drama at night. Alan was welcomed home, and we watched television together, went out to shows together, made love. I was thrilled, but when they took him from me, Jac came to the fore, and Jac doesn’t want that sort of life. I’m still Debbie by name, but only just.

The second day over at Steven’s, I was standing before a large table, and Steven threw down photograph after photograph. He’d been clever, or at least whoever he’d sent out to do the photographs had been. Aldridge was linked through a series of other henchmen to many deeds on that estate. There were even a couple of backhanders to police officers, which made Gordon grimace.

“We’re not all clean; we know that. At least in my part of town, if we find you, we throw you out.”

After his behavior towards me and his shock at the violence I could use, I thought the least he would have done was have a fair trial for people, not just throw them out.

“Look at this,” said Steven. “These property transactions—they all lead back to Aldridge. You have to do a bit of digging, but not much. Nothing that any competent lawyer or researcher couldn’t do. The strange thing is how City Hall did not pick up on this. Somebody must have seen it. Somebody must have tallied this together. City Hall is involved in this, Gordon.”

“You’re darn right they’re involved, but I still don’t get the plan. Why would you want somebody like Aldridge to come and put money into this? Why would you let someone such as Carlos Adams be part of your committee going out to make sure everything’s okay? Has he just built a place for a drug haven?”

“Not from what I understand,” said Steven. “There are enough areas in this city for the low-level drugs. I thought Aldridge was trying to move up the scale, get into some higher-class merchandise, but you can’t do it with houses like this.”

“Then there’s something else,” I said. “We need to get to the core, and you will not do that through all your records, photographs, and whatever other bits of material around here.”

“What do you mean by that?” asked Steven. “What are you going to do? Take a baseball bat and run in there and just beat a few people up until they tell you what’s happening?”

Why not? I thought, why not? I had learned about terror. Terror could be a good thing. That was the thing about a vigilante, especially the one you didn’t know, the one who could drop in unannounced, the one you knew would go the distance. You see, the cops in cities, at least the good ones, they don’t take you around the back and shoot you because you’re doing something wrong. But a vigilante can do anything. Being shot in an alley might be the least of your worries.

As I stood before Gordon and Steven, many ideas were flooding through my mind. I never used to have this as Debbie. Debbie was quiet. Debbie had lots of ideas about what to make for dinner that night; how to convince Alan what show to go to, how to make it a good night for an early night, how to entertain Kelly when she was young. All these perfectly good things were now gone.

I didn’t see Gordon for two days, but I made my own patrol by hiring a car and scouting the estate. I would park on the street corners, sitting down low, marking up what I saw. It seemed strange to me, not like Mannersberg. In my city, you could tell where the drug dealers were, but there were places here that no one seemed to go. Places that were destitute, and yet there were plenty of good people walking about, good people who looked scared. People who would’ve invested a small fortune into their house.

Now, of course, they couldn’t sell the properties. No one would want to live in this part of town; no one would want to be here, and they couldn’t escape. Their money was gone. Other people had set up businesses; hairdressers, takeaways, restaurants, convenience stores, electrical stores, hardware. All normal things required in a community.

Yet all these shops seemed to be boarded up. When you got close to them, you got stares of mistrust. I was careful. I sat in my car most of the time. It was only once I got roughed up. I explored down an alley. When I look back on it, I was daft.

I was watching an older man shuffle along this alley, and a young lad followed him. Not one of the young lads you think is just out for a game of football, rather someone that had a knife in his back pocket. I saw it come out, and I saw him ready to use it. I didn’t have my Jac uniform with me, or I might have put it on, but instead, I stepped out of the car. Thankfully, I was in walking boots and not high heels, but I had jeans on and a large jumper to fight away the cold. As I stepped across the road and into the alley, I thought I heard something behind me. I shouted after the boy ahead.

“You leave him alone. It’s not worth it.”

The boy didn’t turn back. He kept walking, and I heard the voice behind me growl.

“Oh, he’s well worth it, and so are you.”

A pair of hands came around me from both sides. They had one destination, to grab me across the chest. I guess he thought I was just some doozy woman doing a good deed, with no idea what she was about. His hands never reached the target, but his nose was driven back into his face when I back butted him. I heard the crunch.

He fell backwards, and without looking around, I drove my foot down and into his gut. When I did then turn around, he’d rolled over, and I kicked him several times in the back before I moved onto his head. He was struggling, but I checked his pockets, picked out two knives and threw them away.

I didn’t hang around, as the boy who was up ahead had disappeared around the corner. I ran, didn’t hesitate at the corner, simply speeding round and saw the boy about to attack the man. He had a knife out, coming down from up high towards the man’s back.

I didn’t slow down, but caught the boy’s back of the head with my hand, grabbing his hair and driving his head straight into a wall. He collapsed on the ground. The old man turned around, and I put a hand over his eyes before he could see me.

“You don’t want to look,” I said, “don’t want to know who I am. You didn’t see me. Now, get inside in case there’s any more of them.”

“Thank you,” said the man. “Thank you, but who are you?”

The words leaped from my throat, but I kept my mouth clamped. I’m Jac Moonshine. Jac’s moonshine is here. Tell them all we’re coming for them. Tell them I’m going to clean the place up. Tell them there won’t be any of them left. The blood will run.

“I’m just a friend,” I said. “I’m just someone who’s lost before. Get inside.”

The man turned around and didn’t look back. I hurried back down the alley, got into my car, and drove off. It seemed there were only the two of them involved in this robbery that didn’t happen.

Of course, I had to be careful getting back to my hotel, covering up the back of my head where I had cut myself by delivering the back butt. I had to wash the blood out once I made sure I hadn’t been followed.

After that incident, I tried calling Gordon several times. He said he was busy; things were about to happen. I stayed close to my hotel, visiting the odd shop, buying some tops and trying them on, doing everything I could to push Jac down. But when I saw the news, I knew things were going to change. The reports came in on the television of City Hall under pressure. The mayoral office was questioned next. I saw the mayor rebuke every allegation towards him, saying he was going to come after those people who were trying to ruin him. I could tell in his eyes he wasn’t some sort of wronged politician. He’d been up to his neck in this.

Gordon and Steven needed evidence. Jac didn’t, and I agreed with Jac. The next day, I kept drifting back to the television while I was in my room or out in the classier bars around my hotel. I tried Steven and Gordon several times, but each time they were busy talking to people. There’d be more coming out on the news. However, the longer it went on without definite legal action occurring, or an arrest happening, the sooner the kickback would be here. I could sense something dark around the corner.

It was twenty past ten in the evening. I dined that night on my own, frustrated and angry at Gordon, a man who I liked, but who didn’t seem to like me anymore. I sat on my bed, once again beginning to feel lonely. Sometimes I felt sorry for myself.

I saw the young news reporter. She was dressed in a red suit. Wearing bright lipstick, the hair was immaculate, and she looked like she could be on morning television. Her disposition was a failed attempt to be serious, more bombastic than anything, and her words left me cold.

A woman had been found dead in the Blackendland district. An Asian woman hanging from a streetlamp amongst the houses that all the allegations have been made about. It was right in the place that was the key to the mayor’s dishonesty, the key to all his activities.

They had accused him of drugs; leveled accusations of fraud with housing, of poor construction standards; they’d accused him of making a squalid area just to sell drugs in it, and they’d said the mayor had stood back and let it all happen. In fact, they had said worse—they had said he had covered it up, and they had said that he must be taking money for doing it.

Gordon and I hadn’t spoken to many people. Most recently, it had been the lone man. Jac instigated that. The other person who had spoken to us, the only other person who had been prepared to give any clue to what was going on, had been Ann Lee. I knew it would be her before they flashed the photograph up. Of course, they didn’t show her hanging, although the reporter described it in intimate detail. Instead, there was a dark passport photograph.

Jac roared inside me.

She helped us. She helped us.

“I know,” I said out loud.

We have to step out.

“I know, Jac,” I said. “I know you’re right.”








  
  
  Chapter 10

  
  







I called Gordon the next day, the image of Ann Lee’s untimely death still in my mind. You see so much on TV screens these days. I mean, don’t you? You see images or tales of how someone’s life has been ended, ripped from its daily routine. You see those around them in mourning, crying, lives destroyed, wondering how to carry on.

So often, it just rushes you past. I’ve watched documentaries about war, even live-action footage on the news, and turned away to read another bit of a magazine or get back to my washing. Horror just doesn’t mean horror anymore. There was a desensitization.

I think television does that. It puts it into your living room and yet keeps it in a sanitized box. You might hear noises, you might hear screams, you might see things you would think would turn you ill. But you don’t because you know if it gets too much, you can just switch that button, and the screen will go dark. Or better still, flick it and go to something more interesting. We have been bombarded by so much anger, hate, death, and destruction that until it’s in your face, it doesn’t seem to have any effect, except, of course, it has. It’s hardened us, made us resistant to cruelty.

You may find it strange that I talk about this, but I think that Jac, in a way, brings cruelty home to those who dish it out. It’s like Jorge, the man who taught me how to use a gun, said, “Fear is the key to defeating your enemy. They need to fear you coming; need to be worried about what you’re going to do. They will only do that if you put that threat in their face, do something real to them.”

Gordon and Steven were going to hit them with what they saw as genuine threats, attacks on their financial status, or, for the mayor, his popularity. Hit them where it hurts, but that’s all spin ultimately, or at least, capable of being spun. All capable of being changed through the media I’ve just been talking about. There is no such media on the open street, and they know you’re coming for them. Then they know.

I talked it over last night with Jac and Debbie. The three of us lying there in bed, throwing the question back and forward. Jac pushing for action, always pushing for action. That little skirmish protecting the man in the alleyway. I think it brought the taste for it. That’s the other thing you see. Once you get into the mood, it’s hard to get out of it. You don’t do this half-heartedly. It’s all or nothing. You go to shut them down; you go to call them out.

Debbie made the point, we should only do this if we think all things are lost.

Jac said, “Well, what do you think?”

The phone call to Steven and Gordon that morning was not good. It was all about investigative methods. “Look for them like this… we’ll do them like Al Capone.” That’s all they said. We’ll nail them on a technicality. Yes, he’ll get out on that technicality.

Ann Lee was dead, dead from merely talking to us. She said nothing; she didn’t throw anybody under the bus; Ann knew not to. She knew that would bring pain to her, to her family, and yet they did it anyway, just an example in case anybody else thought about it.

“Fire with fire,” said Jac. I wasn’t so sure. However, I was getting fed up with the days that had just dragged on. Having been shut out of his investigative methods by Gordon, I was kicking about, no longer going forward, struggling to remember why I’d come to Dawn in the first place. I had come for Aldridge, I had come for vengeance, vengeance for Alan to put right a wrong, or at least to avenge a wrong.

When I’d met Gordon, I told myself I was still on task, but I wasn’t. Debbie was trying to get her life back. Debbie was moving on. I realized that inside me, there’s a dichotomy. Inside me, there’s Jac, a beast who wants to punish all, and then there’s Debbie. Debbie just wants to get on with life, wants to enjoy it. We destroyed Randazzo together, and it brought no pleasure. A wild Jac had started at the mention of Aldridge and had pushed us down the line to come over here. Debbie just wanted it over.

But you can’t hold yourself down. Remember that I’m not two people. I talk about two parts of myself, not two separate people. Jac had to be let out to a point, so we compromised. I said to Jac, “Go on patrol; be a policewoman in Blackendland. Not there to take on the world and bring it to an end, instead to watch over. If anything untoward is happening, put an end to it, but let’s let Gordon and Steven get on with doing what they’re doing. See where it goes.”

Of course, the Jac side of me wasn’t happy. As I showered that night before heading to the street, I think Debbie justified it to herself as getting behind a guardian as opposed to a killer.

With night having fallen, Jac paced the streets of Blackendland. When I say paced the streets, I don’t mean openly. It would be crazy to take such a well-known figure and plunk her out there in the open. It would entice people to come and have a go.

Instead, Jac lurked in the shadows. There was no motorbike, there was no safe house, but there was the fedora, the black outfit, the scarlet band around the waist.

I watched the late shops closing for the night. It was well past ten before they finally turned off their lights. I saw places being locked, and there was a quiet. I saw one man about to be mugged and popped down behind the person who was going to do it and struck him across the back of the head. He dropped like a sack of bricks and on hearing the commotion, the man at the front ran away. Job done with no mess made.

Everything seemed to be quiet. I took a walk towards Ann Lee’s house. I remembered standing back off the street with her. The fear in her eyes as she saw herself being looked upon from the street, the moment that eventually killed her.

But tonight was quiet, and I clambered up the drainpipes to the roofs and sat up there like some sort of cat looking down on the surrounding city. Jac was uneasy. Guardian didn’t sit well with Jac. Jac didn’t wait for people. She went and got them. Debbie, however, was pleased.

It was one in the morning when the cars rolled up. I’d heard them from a distance from my perch up on the roof. There was a shadow of a large tree that I sat in, aware that I couldn’t be seen from the ground. I counted four cars arriving at once. It was one in the morning and unless they delivered the good news to lottery ticket winners at this time of the night here in Dawn, something was going down.

I saw a large man get out and open the door to a much smaller man. Both were dressed in suits and from the other cars, several more men came out and walked down to the house of Ann Lee. I crawled across the rooftop, trying to get a closer look. I couldn’t fail to hear the loud knock as the door of Ann Lee’s house was set upon by the largest of the men in suits.

Lights flicked on and then off again from houses across the alley. Maybe they thought their neighbor needed help. Or maybe they thought this was the last thing they needed to see, the last thing they needed to be implicated in. What you see can sometimes get you killed, and I had the feeling the neighbors believed that.

I counted the beefcakes down below. Eight powerful men coming to a house in the middle of the night, smaller man at the front. The night was calm. The sky was covered in a dark gray blanket. There was no rain, and I would say the air wasn’t even chilled. It was just such an ordinary, bland night, but it would not be for Mr. Lee. I could see him come to the door and then he and the man in the suit started talking. It wasn’t English, definitely an Asian language, but you’ll have to forgive me, I’m not very good at those. The man in the suit kept holding up his fingers.

Jac was all for jumping down, taking this brood out. I had no weapons to speak of. It didn’t bother Jac, but I also thought Jac hadn’t been introduced to the neighborhood. Probably better not to if it wasn’t necessary. Early in the evening, we’d been quite coy about stopping a mugging without trying. No one had even known it was Jac.

The conversation got more heated, and then Mr. Lee screamed. The man in the suit turned around and said something I didn’t catch to the heavies behind him. Suddenly, four of them shot inside the house. Mr. Lee screamed again. One heavy picked him up and threw him across the alley. His head hit the wall, and he cried out in agony as he lay there, his hands working their way back towards his front door.

Children, I thought. They’ve gone inside for his children. His wife’s dead. There’s got to be children inside.

I usually depict Jac and Debbie discussing what to do about the battle that goes on, but there was no discussion this time. I ran over the roof, slid down the drainpipe into the alleyway, and ran for one heavy. He hadn’t heard me on my way down, and I grabbed him from behind, snapping his neck straight away.

As he hit the floor, the one in front of him turned around and caught a punch to the face that took him clean off his feet. There were two more at the door, guarding it, standing around the small man, and they turned now, reaching inside their jackets to grab weapons. I pulled the gun from the jacket of the man I had floored, dropped the safety, and fired towards the front door.

The little man ran inside, but the other two turned to fire back. Jac weaved this way and that, dropping both, allowing them only to fire one wild shot up into the air. Committed now, I had to follow the little man inside.

I reached the door, went flat up against the wall, then peered in quickly, pulling my head back as a shot rang out down the hall. I kneeled, peered back inside low, put my gun up, and killed the man standing four feet back.

There were stairs on the right-hand side, but I ran in, pushed open the door on the left, and caught a punch straight to the face. Riding it, I saw a large man follow up. I was able to turn, grabbing him and tossing him over my hip. I still had the gun in my hand and finished him, before running to the back of the room and through another doorway.

Five down, four more, I thought.

I heard the screams from outside. I was careful when reentering the hall. A quick peek, my head snapping back in as a shot rang down the hall. They’d left someone there. They’d poured out with the kids and left someone to catch me.

I ran around the inside of the house, came through the door that was behind the man in the hall. A punch sent him off the wall. He tumbled over, and I tagged him in the back of the head. As I exited the house, I saw three kids placed on the ground. The little man was standing over them, a gun out, pointed at the heads. Mr. Lee was screaming, the two heavies pointing a gun towards me.

“Well, well, Jac Moonshine. Long way from Mannersberg. Thought you’d come, did you? Thought you’d come and help? You don’t belong here; you don’t belong here at all. This isn’t Randazzo’s crew you’re after. You won’t . . .”

I never understand why people talk like that. I never understand why they want to be on top. Certainly, Jac doesn’t. You must be quick with a gun sometimes, and I was quick. With three shots that threw them back off their feet, and then three more quick ones as I ran up to make sure they were tagged properly. Then I turned and saw Mr. Lee running to his kids, picking them up, looking at me in thankfulness in one sense, but in fear, too.

I ignored him, instead searching the bodies. What had they been there to do? I couldn’t talk to Mr. Lee. He didn’t speak any English as far as I knew, but the man was in shock, anyway. There were sirens in the air, but still a distance off.

I ran back inside the house and started pulling bodies out until I had all nine in the alleyway that led up to the house. Having searched their pockets, I found many drugs. I reckoned their plan would have been to dump these if Mr. Lee hadn’t complied in some way. They’d put them on him, find the cops and get him arrested.

I was up on the roof when the cops arrived. They stared down at the nine bodies. Written across them, using the drugs, were three letters. I didn’t have a bottle of hootch; I’d left them behind. Without my signature trademark, the white powder put it simply. Three letters, J-A-C. They’d know Jac was back, and I knew it had begun.
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I was feeling quite pleased with myself the following morning. I sneaked back to the hotel, although I changed my appearance outside, and got into my room with no one seeing me. After a shower, I washed Jac’s clothes. An important point about Jac was no one knew where she came from, and certainly, there was no suspicion cast on Debbie, the housewife whose husband had been murdered. There were no police knocking on doors in the hotel because I was far removed from it all, but what I got was an irate phone call the next morning. It was around about ten o’clock and Gordon rang to vent his frustration.

“Can you believe it?” he said. “It just takes away everything we’re doing. We’re setting Aldridge up as the bad guy. We’re painting a picture of him and then this lunatic comes in, this vengeful hero they’re calling her. “

“I have seen nothing this morning. I’m not long up for breakfast,” I lied. “What’s going on?”

“Jac Moonshine. The one from your place in Mannersberg. Turned up here now.”

Few people knew Jac was linked to me. After all, Jac had saved my daughter. Jac had ended Randazzo and his people, but I was thankful few had made the connection to see me as a friend of Jac. I was merely someone who had been helped by her.

“I don’t see what your problem is,” I said when he told me the story. “You saw what they did to Ann Lee. They deserved it.”

“It’s not about whether they deserve it,” said Gordon. “It’s about the public’s perception. What we’re doing, it’s about kicking Aldridge down properly. We can’t just condone some vigilante to coming in to sort things out.”

“It’s not being sorted out the other way, is it? Jac Moonshine saved my daughter.”

“Sorry,” said Gordon. “I forgot that was in the police reports.”

He had obviously checked me out. Had he seen any records about me? Of course he had. If we’d been intending to take our relations further, of course, he would’ve checked me out.

“I shouldn’t have lit up the subject. I’ve had such a go. Look, I can understand why your view may be skewed.”

Skewed, I thought. My view is skewed. It’s not different. It’s skewed. He doesn’t know the half of it.

Inside, Jac wanted to spit back down the phone at him, tell him where he could shove his ideas of how to sort out Aldridge, but I was still lonely. There was still something missing, and he was a good man. It wasn’t like he was in the wrong here. He was just coming at it from a different angle. He was pure, maybe.

“Look, Debbie, I’ve probably been rough on you of late. It’s maybe understandable you react the way you do. I haven’t been through that sort of thing. Why don’t we have dinner tonight?”

Jac wanted to tell him to go to hell, shove it, but dinner sounded good. I didn’t have many friends out here, people to talk to. Always a socialite, I’d got out and about with my drama, my martial arts, or getting around to see Patsy. Meetings like that make the world tick by, make things easier for you. Okay, I thought, why not? Why not go out? It’s only dinner at the end of the day.

I took a swim in the hotel pool that afternoon before making myself up that evening. I wanted to impress, wanted him to fall back in love with Debbie again, the one he thought he knew. Yet, inside, I felt hollow. Inside, I thought I was stretching it, trying to make a square peg fit in a round hole. I would’ve never wanted to be something other than me. But I’d done it for Alan.

Yes, Alan had talked to me about how to deal with Randazzo together, how I’d have to dress at times, how I’d have to entertain them, be a good housewife. That was because of a threat from outside when it was just me and Alan. It was never that Alan couldn’t accept me the way I was. Gordon needed to as well. Trouble was, I did like him; I mean, really like him.

He picked me up around about half past seven. I made all the right noises when I approached him across the lobby. He didn’t quite wolf whistle, but I saw the appreciative glance and he told me I looked gorgeous. It was a good start to the evening.

We didn’t talk about anything that was happening out in the Blackendland district. Instead, he told me about a friend at the police force who was having trouble. His knee joint had come out that day. Gordon had spent most of the afternoon trying to assist him up at the hospital and hence he was slightly behind on campaigns against Aldridge.

Oh, the restaurant was delightful. A seafood one, with an open veranda where we could sit. This time, there was traffic on the street passing by. But it was in a posh area, and you could see couples walking, even families enjoying the night air in security and safety. It made me think of Blackendland, of Ann Lee, of her husband, and of people coming to frame him.

Gordon talked more and more about his job while I listened. After we had the fish course, and a rather delightful pudding, we sat in the open air talking. For a moment, everything seemed good. For a moment, we seemed to be close. At one point, I put my hand across the table, touching his, asking him how he was, how he was feeling, about the case, about the legal action he was undertaking.

He tried to smile, but I could see the weariness on him. I could see that he was struggling. For several minutes we just sat, hands touching between two people. We just wanted the world to slide away so that we could pull closer. Two people that needed time and space somewhere else.

The air got chillier, and that made me worry the night was going to end, but Gordon suggested we step inside and sit at the bar. Together, we took two tall stools and drunk several glasses of wine. It was less atmospheric inside. More like a regular bar with a television in the far corner.

As we sat holding hands, I saw the news come on. There were blazing buildings, places alight, and I soon recognized Blackendland. The place was a mess. There was a mob, lots of youths running around, and many older people too, burning this and that, whatever took their fancy.

Gordon squeezed my hand. “It looks bad, doesn’t it?”

“It looks worse than bad, Gordon. Those poor people, they’re trapped in their homes while that’s going on. I mean, who’s rioting? What are they rioting about?”

We sat and watched the images on the television screen and then we saw an effigy. A figure with a fedora hat on top with a scarlet band around it. There was a scarlet belt around the waist of the figure, too, and it was all in black. It was Jac Moonshine. They were burning Jac Moonshine on the streets. That made no sense. Jac had just taken out some heavies, some people who had abused and controlled residents in the district. People would be thankful not . . .

“Look what’s happened,” Gordon blurted.

“But that’s not real. That’s got to be a rent-a-mob. The people of the estate wouldn’t be angry at Jac for helping them. They might be annoyed that she came, but they wouldn’t be burning effigies.”

“Of course, a rent-a-mob,” said Gordon. “But it’s taking the focus away from us. We’re trying to hold up Aldridge as the bad guy. We’re trying to hold up the Mayor. Now he can talk about everything that Jac Moonshine has instigated, never mind the brutal murders she committed.”

I could feel his hand not squeezing so tight on mine.

“At least someone’s standing up for them,” I said.

Maybe it was the wine talking, maybe I’d had a few too many because that slipped out rather quickly. Gordon reacted. I should’ve known he would.

“That’s just great, isn’t it? Just great. Look at what she’s bringing. It’s not justice. It’s not helping anyone, is it? Aldridge has gone and gotten himself a rent-a-mob. It’s going to be all over the news. The people outside of that district, at the very least, are going to decide that Jac Moonshine brings riots and disaster. The focus comes off the Mayor. He’ll have to crack down on that rioting. He’ll have to crack down on the entire district of Blackendland. They’ll have to suffer so he can be righteous before others.”

“But she’s just one person standing up. She’s just . . .”

“I understand you have allegiance to Jac Moonshine,” said Gordon. “ I understand she saved your daughter. I understand she committed acts in Mannersberg that, well, worked out to a degree. But look at Mannersberg. It still has the drugs, it still has all the issues. Somebody comes in and replaces Randazzo.”

“But that’s no argument,” I said. “Somebody will replace the Mayor. Somebody will replace Aldridge here.”

“But they’ll know that they can get locked away. They’ll play it differently.”

My hand slipped from his. “I don’t believe that. Take this scum head-on,” I said.

“Debbie, don’t be so naïve. Don’t be so ridiculous. You must be cautious, careful. You need to play it right. We need a proper police force, need to get rid of the problems within. We need to get rid of our dirty elected officials, to deal with the corruption, and the only way to do that is through due process. It’s not with some mad person running around on a killing spree.”

“No, we need both,” I said. “We need someone to stir them up. Somebody who can make an impact. Ann Lee’s dead. If Jac Moonshine had been there for her, she wouldn’t be.”

“She’s just one casualty in the fight.”

I slammed my glass of wine down too strongly and it cracked; the stem broke off, leaving me with just the cup above. The barman glowered over at me.

“Sorry,” I said. “Sorry.” He raced across, sweeping the glass off the bar into a container tub he produced and took my glass off me.

“Would you like another, ma’am?” he asked.

“I think she’s had enough,” said Gordon.

How dare he? How dare he? He’s shutting me up because I’ve had a vehement reaction. I stood up and walked outside.

“Look, Debbie,” he said. “I get that you’ve had this connection with Jac. I get that you’ve . . .”

“Don’t you bloody well come at me like that. I’m not some sort of tainted object. I’m not someone who’s been misled by a vigilante. I saw the good she did. I saw things happen there that are not happening here. This is a mess like Mannersberg was. I hope Jac sorts it out, that Jac gets involved here, and shows that riot for what it is.”

“I’ll take you home,” said Gordon. “Clearly, you’ve had too much.”

“Clearly I’ve had too much what? This is me. You don’t like it, then fine. But don’t try to wrap me up. Don’t try to make me something I’m not.”

I marched off back to the bar and told the bartender to get me a taxi. Cold-shouldering Gordon the whole time while I waited, I made my way back to the hotel. Maybe I had consumed a few too many drinks, but I don’t like someone telling me I’m this and that, explaining why I’m wrong about this and how I’m affected. I am what I am and you don’t argue against me by telling me I’m screwing up.

Clambering into the shower that night, as is my habit, I cried. I liked him. Damn it, I really liked him. Why did he have to be like that? Why did he have to be one of those men? What is it with men who want to control and dictate? He was a good man. A good man . . . but just not good enough for me.
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Close to two in the morning, I was lying in my hotel bed when I felt the urge. Get up, said a voice inside me. Get up, it’s time to make a stand. They’re besmirching us; they’re trying to say we’re the enemy. Saying that we’re the trouble, and we’re not! We need to go out there and help them. We need to go out there and put things right. I threw back the covers of the bed, gave my head a shake, and then rolled across onto my feet.

As I approached the mirror, I looked at who was in the reflection. It was dark, for I hadn’t turned on the room lights. There was enough moonlight falling in through the half-open curtains that my face struck a contrast in the mirror. Half of it was lit atop with a bright silver glow and I could see the eye of Debbie, tired but ready to accept the situation. Then, in the darkness below, I could see the faint smile of a lip. There was a resoluteness; it drew me in. It was time to go, time to get out there.

I found the Jac Moonshine outfit and dressed, the mask across my face, my eyes peering out. I had no weapons, no guns to take into this volatile situation, no transport, either. Well, it was time to change that.

I slipped out of my room, snuck down corridors, and ran out the fire exit at the rear of the hotel. It took many blocks before I saw a motorbike to my liking. A Harley, long and not very practical, but it would be a good showpiece to turn up in. It didn’t take long to get it started, and I cruised through the streets.

Most of the police must have been taken away to Blackendland, for the city was quiet. Maybe it was just the district I was in. As I picked up the freeway around the town, I felt the cool of the night air. I could see the fires ahead of me. The area was ablaze. An orange glow marked the district out from the rest of the city. And there was gunfire ringing out in the night.

When I rode in on my commandeered Harley, straight to the center of Blackendland, there were looks and stares. Racing along the street at some sixty or seventy miles an hour, I cut down an alley and spotted someone who was clearly up to no good.

He was kicking the door of a house, while in one hand he was holding a gun and loading it from the bottom. I tore past him on the bike, grabbing the gun clean out of his hand. Well, not that clean. I think it must have caught on a finger because it spun him around and he ended up collapsed on the floor. Not that it mattered; two-bit punk, up to no good.

The weapon felt light in my hands, and I checked it over as I rode the bike out of that alley and back onto the streets.

I approached a set of houses that seemed to have many rioters around them. They were chanting and yelling at the people inside, and the house was on fire. The rioters were pointing at the inhabitants, and I got the feeling they were scared to leave lest the rioters took hold of them, but they would have to. After all, the house was burning down. I pulled the bike up alongside, stepped off and slowly the attention of the rioters turned to me.

“Moonshine, you’ve caused this, you and your people.”

I stared at the man that said it, watching as he swore at me calling me names you wouldn’t repeat to your children.

A second person stepped forward, again yelling names. The funny thing about rioters is there are different types. There are people who are genuinely concerned. A man may shout and yell, but not break things, not intentionally, just causing trouble. Then there are the others who are profiteering off of it. There because it’s good for them, and they can steal things. They can get that enjoyment of kicking the crap out of someone. The blood lust comes to the fore. The man in front of me was one of them.

“Leave,” I said. “Leave now! Anyone not gone in the next thirty seconds won’t leave.”

The standard Jac-talk, brittle, direct to the point, but it seemed to have little effect on the crowd. The second man that spoke to me ran forward, racing at me with a baseball bat. He took an almighty swing, was completely unbalanced, and easy to step to one side of. I hit him hard, a fist right to the nose. His feet went from under him. He went into the air, then to the ground, his head cracking hard on the road.

“Get her!” yelled the first man.

I drew my weapon and shot him. He lifted off his feet, landed on the ground, and those around him suddenly turned and ran.

I dispatched both there on the ground. There was no leniency; there couldn’t be. They were going to burn someone alive in their house, so they deserved none.

It has always been a hard task reconciling Jac to Debbie. Who deserved it? Who made me judge, jury, and executioner? Well, Randazzo had initially. Randazzo was the one who had caused this. He was the one who had taken out the kill order on my husband, but maybe we were in different times.

I’d looked at these people in front of the house. I stared at them during a sudden silence, and they were dressed up for a fight. There were baseball bats, knuckle dusters, knives, but I hadn’t seen guns. Yet I’d heard gunfire. Where was that coming from?

I ran to the house, kicked open the door, and shouted inside, yelling at them all to come out, because it was safe now. Nobody moved. I ran up the stairs and found a small family huddled together. They looked up at me at first, in fear, then at the gun in my hand. I extended a hand to them, telling them they had to go.

It took a moment to dawn on them, but then they grasped my hand. I pulled them to their feet and sent out the mother and father, and someone who I felt may have been a neighbor, along with several children.

Once out on the streets, though, I didn’t know where they should go. There was a cry from behind me. Not one of pain, but one of hope and encouragement. I saw those I’d rescued turn and look before running over to a woman. She gave me a salute, tapping her fingers to the top of her head and then lifting them quickly off. I did not know who she was, but clearly, I wasn’t meant to come with her.

Mounting the bike again, I tore off around the next block and found a similar situation with more rioters. This time there were police along with them, but as I watched, I noted that some of the police were not clearing the rioters. They were egging them on. One officer stepped forward, kicking open the door of a house. Suddenly, people were being dragged out.

The crowd was maybe thirty or forty, and I was sure I didn’t have enough bullets to take everyone out. As the family group came out from inside, I could see that they were not native to our land. Foreigners, immigrants, they’re always the first to suffer, always the first to get blamed. I noticed they were not poor looking. The house they came out of it was of decent size, fine, and when first built, I’m sure it would’ve looked good.

One rioter pulled one man out, putting him down on his knees in front of the house. I thought he was going to shoot him there and then, but he started calling for a blade of some sort. A sword in the distance was brought forward. I had to make an entrance and quickly.

I let the bike roar, then raced towards the crowd. As I got close, I let it slide out from under me, allowing the bike to glide straight into the largest bunch of rioters, who desperately turned to flee. A lot didn’t make it. Trapped below the bike, knocked here and there, a cacophony of pain-filled screams.

As I recovered to my feet, I pulled my gun, looking for those ahead of me. I saw a police officer drawing his weapon, and I ducked behind another rioter who was unfortunate enough to receive what was meant for me. I fired back from behind this human shield, tagging the officer. Rising, I ran forward to where the family was and to the man on his knees.

The rioter who had dragged him out now wielded a sword and became my priority. I took my weapon, aimed, and fired, catching him first in the shoulder and then with a shot to the head. I watched the sword drop, but the man on the ground was still panicking. Those victims who had been in the building with him went to run, but many were stopped, punched, and kicked, and driven back.

I fired into the melee, dispatching who I could. The crowd split again. Then there were more police officers joining from the road. But another police officer who’d been there originally started firing in their direction. I saw one of the newly arrived officers go down. Those who had been in the house had to be got clear of the area as quickly as I could. I grabbed the man who was on his knees by the collar, hauling him to his feet, and then heard a shot. He became dead quickly and when I glanced at him, the way his head was turned told me all I needed to know. I let him drop.

There was no time for regret, no time to kneel with him in his last moments. He had become excess baggage, deadweight. There wasn’t anything else I could do. I needed to save the others.

Someone caught me with a blow to the back, causing me to stumble. I recovered enough and turned to catch them with a jab to the face and then a shot to the belly.

I urged those who had come out of the house to run around the corner of the house, towards the back garden. Maybe from there, they could jump over the fence and keep going. As we reached the back garden, some rioters had come round from the other side of the house and I deliberately sprayed them with bullets.

Many turned on their heels, running back, but one kept coming. I had to step past him to catch his neck with one arm, before applying the other to break it. Those escapees from the house were a mess, but I didn’t give them a moment of comfort. Instead, yelling at them what to do, I watched as they climbed the fence at the rear of the house, out to the back alley. From there, I drove them on, picking up two kids as I ran. At the end of the alley was a van with doors open. Two men were shouting, telling everyone to get in, but I drew my weapon again, pointing it at them.

“Who are you?” I yelled. “Who are you?”

They said something in an Asian language. I did not know who they were, and I would not let my newly rescued people just get into a van with anyone. Then I saw a woman step out of the back of the van. It was the woman I had seen across the road when I rescued my first set of people from the rioters. Her long black hair and, I thought, Spanish features, made her stand out. She was wearing jeans and trainers and had a kind, but extremely harassed, look on her face.

She gave me a nod, and I ran off, seeking the next event for the night. As I turned a corner, I ran into a stack of rioters. Someone swung a baseball bat at me, and I dropped, watching as it hit the person beside them. I went to get up but was grabbed by one arm and I threw my fist into someone’s face. I lifted myself up in their grip and kicked out at those in front of me.

I turned now with a mob behind me, chasing me along the street. Cutting down one street, then another, I found a dead end. I turned and looked at those behind me and had maybe twenty seconds at the most before I got hit by a flood of people.

I looked left and right. There were houses, there were drainpipes. I had to go up. I threw myself at the drainpipe, climbing as quick as I could. Chants came from below, “Moonshine dead, Moonshine dead.”

I reached the roof of the house, but it was detached from other houses, afloat in an asphalt sea, a horseshoe of buildings. Maybe there were several flats in it. I didn’t know, but what I knew was that this batch of houses was standing on their own. There was nowhere to go except, maybe . . . I looked behind me.

At one corner, there was another house. It was a jump away, a huge jump. It came at a risk. I run to the front of the house, looked down at the rioters below. I went to turn, but something caught my eye down on the road.

A black car pulled up and a man in a suit stepped out. He walked around to the trunk of the car, opened it, and I watched as he reached inside. I’m not that familiar with things like anti-tank missiles and those over-the-shoulder rocket launchers. Despite this, I recognized he was about to point it up at the roof.

My heart thumped. I turned, and I ran for the far corner as fast as I could. As my foot reached the edge and I pushed off, as hard as I could, I heard the explosion behind me. I felt the heat as I sailed through the air, desperately reaching out for a drainpipe on the other side. I caught it with a hand. Then I fell, desperately reaching for a ledge. Again, I only half reached it. It broke my descent, but I fell from that onto another windowsill below and then down to the ground. The ground came up quickly and the crack on my head turned everything black.








  
  
  Chapter 13

  
  







My eyes flicked open, and the first thing I did was scan the room. There were many faces looking at me, possibly up to twenty. Very few were white Caucasian. I’m not racist; it’s just that my life has been lived in the Caucasian community. Most watchers were of mixed race, and all had the look of defeated horror. As I turned my head, nobody moved. Nobody said anything, all just staring at me. One woman was cuddling a child, holding it close, and I could hear the occasional sniffle.

I went to lift myself up, but then a voice said behind me, “Just lie there, Jac. Just lie there. It’s okay. You’re among friends.”

I wasn’t aware I had friends. I hadn’t been aware of very much as I fell down the other side of that house. My fall was haphazard, but my head had hit hard when it connected with the ground. I raised a hand up to the back of my head and could feel the lump.

“I saw you jump. Sorry we had to grab you quickly, throw you in the van. I haven’t been able to get a doctor for you either. You’re possibly okay. I don’t know.”

I went to tip my head backwards to see if I could see where that voice was coming from, but I couldn’t, and so I rolled over before looking up. It was sore when I rolled.

I recognized the woman at the back of the van, the woman who had shouted encouragement, the woman who had picked up the other escapees from the buildings.

“I’ll not tell you my name,” she said. “We know who you are. Probably best that most of our names don’t come out just in case you get captured.”

“They will not capture me,” I said defiantly.

“Without me there, they would’ve,” said the woman. She kneeled and ran her fingers through my hair and found the bump at the rear, gently stroking it. “It’s been a hard night,” she said, “a hard night for everyone. I don’t know how many are dead. The place is in chaos out there. They brought some police officers in from other districts in order to calm things down.”

“I saw officers shoot at me. I saw officers attacking people in the houses,” I said.

“The department’s crooked down here,” said the woman, “but it’s not crooked everywhere. In fact, most of the other districts are fine. When they arrived, things calmed down somewhat.”

“How long have I been out for?” I asked.

“Oh, best part of three hours. You stirred, but you were nonsensical and then you went to sleep.”

“Well, thank you. Thanks for saving me. What do I call you? I know you don’t want to give your name, but I need to . . .”

“Florence,” said the woman. “Florence, like Florence Nightingale, looking after the warriors.”

I gave a grin and then tried to sit up. It took an effort. My head was ringing. I could hear the surrounding whispers of those watching, but they were speaking in other languages. It unsettled me, not knowing what they were saying.

“They’re very grateful,” said Florence. “You saved quite of a few of them, running out into a mob, single-handedly taking on that mob, Jac.”

It was dumb. I would need to be a lot more subtle about how I did things in the future. I had been lucky when I was pursued, climbing up on the top of that house, making that jump from the . . . Suddenly I went cold. The rocket launcher!

“Somebody fired a rocket at me,” I said to Florence.

“Aldridge’s men were out there tonight as well. It’s all been orchestrated by him. All these people have been asked to move out. They were offered money. They were threatened before, but now they’ve been kicked out. Oh, the other police will come in and say, ‘You can move back in,’ but as soon as they depart, you see what will happen.”

“Why do they want them out? What have they done?”

“I don’t know,” said Florence, “I really don’t know.”

“I’d better get back out there,” I said. “See what else I can . . .”

“You’re going nowhere,” said Florence. “What are you going to achieve running back out into that? Absolutely nothing. We need to know what’s going on here. We need to understand it. Not have someone just randomly running around killing the odd rioter for us. Jac, please don’t get me wrong, but this is not the way to do it.”

I put my hand on my head. “Can you get any aspirin? Tylenol?” I asked. “Just if anybody’s got some.”

Florence disappeared and came back with some water and a couple of Tylenol tablets. I downed them and I wondered just where I was.

“They haven’t come to my house yet,” said Florence. “For some reason, it’s not what they want. You’re in the cellar now. I’m hiding everyone down here. It’s not good. We’re going to have problems with overcrowding. There are more coming. I must see if I can try to move them around, but where do they go? As soon as they come out to the surface, Aldridge’s people will go after them again. I think they were looking to say a night of rioting killed off most of them. An easy way to get rid of people in your path. They’ll say they were rioters.”

“Did you recognize any of the brought-in rioters?”

The woman had her head bowed. Florence lifted it slowly and gave me a shake, showing she knew none of them.

“Out of towners brought in,” said Jac. “Well, we need to wage war on them. We need to go after them.”

“You need to find out what’s going on,” insisted Florence. “Discover Aldridge’s connection. You need to be destroying where he is making his money. He doesn’t do this because he’s angry at us; he’s doing it because he needs something. His primary cause in life is to make money, have power. How’s he doing it? That’s what we need to know, Jac. If you go back out there, you will not help achieve that goal.”

“What do I do?” I asked. I looked beside me, saw my mask, and went to pick it up.

“You’re among friends here. You don’t have to do that,” she said, but I did anyway. Jac lived her life behind a mask, whether it be the piece of material I just picked up and tied around the back of my head or whether it be hiding behind Debbie.

“Come upstairs,” said Florence, “and you can talk some more with me.”

I followed Florence up a set of steps, into a living room with thin curtains drawn. I could see the dawn emerging beyond them, that faint light filtering in around the edge of the curtains. Her time scale for how long I’d been out must be correct; it was around seven in the morning.

She led me over to a large table and as I looked down, I saw a map of all of Blackendland. Several houses had large Xs over them, others green pen, some red, some blue.

“What’s that?” I asked.

“I record who’s been threatened and who has actually been kicked out. If you look here,” she pointed to about four houses, “all these residents have been removed. The house still stands. Nobody else has moved in. They were threatened, told to go, said their sort doesn’t belong around here.”

“What race are they?”

“Asian mainly, one’s Black, but race had nothing to do with it. There’s other people in other houses from the same race, and they weren’t affected.”

“What are you saying?” I asked.

“I don’t know,” she said.

There was a large X across one of the bigger buildings. “That is?”

“The sports hall. It’s not being used; closed off. It’s never really been used, and yet there’s all these people around it. There are always people dropping by it. Delivery people, that sort of thing. I noticed Aldridge’s men at times. The cars, they pull up, somebody gets out, possibly with a briefcase, comes back again five minutes later and disappears.”

“Has anybody seen inside the sports hall?”

“Peter Anderson tried,” said Florence. “He was one of the people forced out of this house,” she pointed to a place on the map, “but Peter was the victim of a mugging the night he went to look. I think he got inside, and he came back out in a body bag.”

An older man marched into the room and placed a cup of coffee down in front of me and another one in front of Florence.

“You’re Jac Moonshine. Where’d you learn to use your fist, girl?”

“Malcolm, don’t,” said Florence. “Jac doesn’t need to give out detail. They could use it to get to her. She likes her anonymity.”

“I like her spunk,” said the man. “You look good in real life as well. Florence said she picked you up off the floor. Bit off a bit more than you can chew this time.”

I wasn’t sure how to take the man, but I simply nodded, thinking now that he’d delivered the coffee, he might disappear. I took my cup, lifted my mask up and sipped it.

“The thing is,” said Florence, suddenly, “I’ve built up quite a little network here. I don’t talk to people for obvious reasons. I know Ann Lee talked to some police officer from the other side of town, and a woman with him, and they came and killed Ann before you saved her husband. You see, they think they have their spies everywhere. Well, I’ve had mine too. I haven’t just got a map here of who’s been threatened and who’s been asked to move out. I haven’t just got something that says, ‘Aldridge wants these buildings for some reason; he wants the sports hall for some reason.’ I know that packages have been coming in.”

“How do you know that?” I asked.

“We all work here. We’ve all got jobs of some sort and you see things. They think they’re bringing stuff in discreetly as we never see what’s inside certain packages. But we see them arrive and we see they are not involved in what work we are doing.”

“Where else do they go?”

“That’s the thing. Stuff comes in, it’s clearly being used, and we all see the odd package going out on lorries, but not now. More recently, in lots of warehouses and different factories in the area, you see a package and then it’s gone, but we don’t know where to. It didn’t go out in the lorry; somebody took it somewhere else.”

“You’re telling me,” I said, “that something, which you don’t know what, is coming in and something, which you don’t know what, is going out. It’s not really evidence, is it?”

“That’s why we need you. We need you to find it. We need you to explain the mystery, find out what Aldridge is up to and why, then maybe we can fight to get our homes back.”

I sat down in a chair, sipping my coffee. It felt like the weight of the world was on my shoulders. What had I walked into? Well, fallen into.

“We need you to help, Jac,” said Florence. “We need you to find out what this is, expose it for what is going on. The sad truth of it is nobody gives two hoots about someone else unless it’s also their place.”

When I finished my coffee, I stood up and walked over to a window, pulling back the curtain just slightly so I could see out. For five minutes, I stood there, and I saw three to four police cars pull past. Three of them were not from this district. There was a strange quiet outside. It was unnatural because, apart from the police cars, I saw no one else.

“You know, Florence, someone else I know was on the same path as yourself. He said that Aldridge was buying up property, or at least trying to get hold of it. But he didn’t understand why Aldridge was such a big part of it, why the place was developed to be brought down. It all seems weird. I don’t understand what’s going on.”

“Many people have done that in the past,” said Florence. “They’ve tried to piece things together and then they vanish. It always causes trouble for the residents because people come around and ask questions. Next thing, somebody’s dead.”

Ann Lee died because of me, I thought. Ann Lee died because we went snooping and speaking instead of coming into an area and learning about it and feeling our way in. Rushing to talk to those who want change but who are struggling on the outside.

“If it’s boxes that are going out and coming in, it must be something small,” I said to Florence. “Something you can ship about, but something of high value. Have any houses been filled by Aldridge’s people? Any of the ones that have been taken over by him when he scared the residents out?”

“That’s the thing. Nobody goes into them. They look derelict now.”

I thought back to the house I visited with Gordon, the hole in the side, the ground dug down. Something was wrong, something was very wrong. Why would you evict someone from a house just to leave it there? What was happening? I thought again of the floor, which seemed to have been churned up. “I think it’s time I went back out there, found out what’s going on.”

“No,” said Florence. “Wait until tonight. Nothing else is going to go on out there. Wait until tonight. See if you can get some sleep before you look for some answers. Take a rest, Jac. You deserve it.”








  
  
  Chapter 14

  
  







I stayed in Florence’s house, watching out of the window, wondering if it was safe to go back out again. But also, where would I go? Run back to the hotel? Start investigating as Debbie again? My last conversation with Gordon had been a disaster. Previously, I’d wanted to work alongside him as much for being with him as understanding what was going on. As I stood looking at the window, I didn’t chastise myself for that.

I’m human, allowed to be attracted to men, or whatever man. I’m allowed to pursue a relationship. After all, Alan is dead. While he was with me, I was committed as anyone, but now he’s gone. Well, let’s just say that the physical and companionable sides of my marriage were needing to be satisfied.

As I stood at the window, I saw Gordon wasn’t the right person. Like I’d said, he was a good man. But should I leave him cold, or keep contact and see if we could help each other in this struggle? The struggle had changed, hadn’t it? It was no longer just about revenge. Suddenly, it was as if I was part of the place. I was a vigilante; I was no longer the avenger.

My phone rang at ten o’clock. It was Gordon. Apparently, he’d rung the hotel.

“Where are you?” he demanded.

“I just needed some time on my own, Gordon. Some time away. Last night got pretty heated.”

“I was worried about the news of riots. I was desperate to know you hadn’t gone down there.”

“No, I haven’t. I haven’t looked at the news, either.”

“Well,” he said, “there’s been a lot of deaths. Some of our guys from the precincts in the city’s north are dead. There was a bloodbath going on. That Jac Moonshine showed up as well. She’s not helping, just making it worse. I think she may have tagged a police officer.”

“Police officer? From where?

“What do you think? Dawn!”

“All right. It’s just you said some of your guys were dead.”

“No, it was one of the Blackendland officers, but we’re all one force and so we take it pretty hard.”

That wasn’t what I saw out on the street, but then again, Gordon hadn’t been there, and if there had been some rumors, he wouldn’t have told me. He was very proud of what he did within the force, but with my arguments about Jac, he certainly wouldn’t have given me ammunition.

“We’re getting a court injunction to force the Mayor’s office to publish details of the deals around the neighborhood. The Mayor said they can’t do that, citing various legal precedents, but Steven thinks we can get past it, and Steven doesn’t say that unless we can.”

“That’s good,” I said, “keep pushing with that.”

“Of course, I will,” said Gordon. “Look, about last night, it’s playing on me. I was very heavy-handed. I’m sorry, it’s just the way I’m brought up. It’s the way I am. You know, we look to protect you. I’m a police officer. I can see you’re not someone who likes too strong a hand of protection around them.”

“No,” I said, wondering if he was even vaguely aware that I could probably protect myself better than he could.

“What I was thinking, Debbie,” said Gordon, “can we start out over again? We’ll not drink as much either. Just go out and talk. Yes? Do you think you could do that with me, even if it’s just we find a place to leave it? Better to end it that way than, well, the way we ended it last night.”

That was true, and a minor part of me saw a way back. I thought at least I could do the man a favor of closing things down properly. Like I said, he was a good man.

“I’m going to be busy today,” he said, “so maybe tonight.”

“Tonight then,” I said. “Somewhere simple, nothing fancy. Let’s just keep it at a conciliatory level.”

“That’s a very weird word to use, but we’ll just keep it as friends then.”

He certainly had a better way with words than I did; that’s why I agreed. I put the phone away when I heard someone behind me. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to eavesdrop,” said Florence, “and I certainly won’t repeat any of what you’ve said. Having troubles?”

“Men, they just don’t get it.”

“Well, how’s he going to get you? I imagine you’re not a simple woman to get.”

“Well, no,” I said, “but . . .”

“I take it he doesn’t know who you are.”

I shook my head. “Very few people understand who I am. The one man that did, well, he’s gone.”

“Dumped you?” queried Florence.

“No. Died,” I said. When I said “died,” I felt my eyes water.

“Then I’m sorry,” said Florence, “but don’t let the rage come from that.”

“And where does the rage come from,” I asked, “if not from there?”

“Let it come from justice. Let it come from something good. This Jac Moonshine, she’s a dark thing, isn’t she? Are you comfortable with it?”

“It’s me. It’s who I am.”

“Well, be who you want to be,” said Florence. “You must take some sort of pleasure, some sort of delight in what you do.”

“I don’t glory in the death of other people,” I said indignantly.

“Are you sure? To how many of them, did you say, stand down? For how many of them did you say, ‘Oh, he’s dying, injured. He’s no longer a threat. I’ll leave him.’ Everywhere we went after you, two bullets. People dispatched properly, not haphazardly. Nobody given a chance to survive.”

She left me alone with my thoughts. Debbie wasn’t like that, was she? Debbie was the one who could happily get on with life. Jac wasn’t that? Jac had taken control last night, but Debbie hadn’t. Maybe there was a place where I liked the blood. Or maybe there was a place where she wanted the glory more than murder and the destruction. I struggled to tell.

More and more, Debbie and Jac were melding together. Maybe that’s why Gordon hadn’t worked. It could have been good. Did I need to be controlled? Not controlled. Filtered or tempered. That’s it, isn’t it? Steel gets tempered to make it more effective. Maybe I needed to be tempered. Maybe Debbie needed to temper Jac.

I realized that my head was spinning, my ideas lost, my body tired. I hadn’t slept last night, and I wondered what I would do for the rest of the day.

Florence’s father walked into the room, accompanied by a man who stood six feet four tall. He was a giant, but he had one of those beards that made him look like a teddy bear.

“This is Dan Meadow,” said the old man. “Dan’s seen a lot of things and Florence thinks you should talk to him. Might give you places to start.”

“Hello,” said Dan, cautiously. “Would you like to know what I know?”

I turned and tried to let a little more of Debbie pervade the room. “Of course, please. You can see the map. Just show me what you know.”

Dan walked over and stood looking down at the map, and every now and again would shake his head.

“She’s mapped out the houses, the ones that aren’t occupied by anyone, but these houses,” he pointed to five different ones, “are occupied by, well, not normal people. People who are not from here.”

“It’s a new estate. What do you mean, not from here?”

“I mean, not from here, not from this country. Colombian connections. At least I think that’s the language they’re speaking. They’re not Mexicans. They’re not people who come across the border for a better life. Not desperate families, or single guys who occasionally bring a woman back, and well, not to be rude about them, but these guys, it looks like their women get paid.”

“How do they arrive, these women?”

“Usually, in dark cars. I’d like to say they’re Aldridge’s cars, but I can’t be sure.”

“But you don’t think they’re Aldridge’s goons?”

“I’ve seen the people who come from Aldridge.” Suddenly, his hand raised to his forehead, and then swept back across his thick, gingery hair. “The goons are street smart. You look over at them, they look back with that look that says, ‘Don’t, or you won’t be looking again.’ But these other guys, they just look away, head down. I don’t think they’re hoodlums. I’ve never seen them carry a gun, but I know a few people have gone near those houses, tried to say hello, and got told directly that they weren’t to talk to them. One tried, and well, he don’t talk no more.”

“Have you told the police any of this?”

“You don’t tell the police around here nothing. Only reason the riot died down last night was because of all the other precincts that came in. We know our own and we know the officers from the rest of the city, and we’d run to them first. But they won’t take an interest in a precinct like this. The precincts from elsewhere don’t cover here. They will not interfere. They all see themselves as a police force, brothers at the end of the day. You don’t just march in.

“We’d have to show them they’re dirty, which is difficult to do. People cover up very well. Anybody that speaks out, dies, but the sports hall, the sports hall is the key,” said Dan. “It’s never open. Never! Yet it has lights on inside. Lights on through the night sometimes. I’ve made it my business to watch. I’ve got a telescope for the stars, but you can go up on my roof and look down. You can see most of the local area. Blackendland is a cesspit, and I can see into each place.

“With that sports hall, I don’t know what is inside. People come to it occasionally. Sometimes things get dropped off. I have an infrared gun, and there’s lots of heat coming out. It should be an abandoned building. It should be cold. The lights are there, but the strength of the heat signature says to me that there’s heating inside. Why would you heat somewhere empty?”

“Look,” said Dan, “you’ve done a lot already. I heard from some people you’ve saved. I know what you do, and I struggle with that, but nobody else is helping us. Nobody else is coming. Please investigate. Find out what’s going on and clean this place up. Most of us had high hopes of Blackendland in the beginning. If it doesn’t improve, we’ll all leave somehow. I haven’t got the money to do it, but somehow.”

I watched his face as he left the room. He had petitioned me, come to share what he knew, but he wasn’t going away in a hopeful vein. I needed to do more.

“Hey, Dan,” I said, “I can’t rebuild the place, but I’ll tear it down. I’ll give you a blank slate. After that, it’s up to you in Blackendland. It’s not what I do, making things good again.”

I turned back to the window and decided that everywhere seemed too quiet. I was going to investigate the sports hall, but I’d rather do that at night. It’s hard to get close to a place in daylight, especially somewhere like this. They’d have people watching, people with eyes on the street. Jac would need to operate in darkness. Tonight’s meeting with Gordon was going to be awkward, but maybe I could do it afterwards. For now, I went back to the hotel.

Florence gave me a change of clothes and I was able to ring for a taxi, one attending from the city center. I also got into it several blocks from where Florence lived. By the time I hit the hotel room, I fell asleep, waking at nearly three in the afternoon.

The phone was ringing. “This is Debbie,” I said.

“Mom, what’s going on?” Of course, it was Kelly.

“You’ve only just rung. Jac’s been out on the go and you’re only ringing now about my safety?”

“I was out and have only just seen the news. I’m coming over.”

“You are not coming over. There’s no way you’re getting involved in this. Kelly, I nearly lost you last time with everything you got involved in.”

“And I’d have lost you if I hadn’t got involved,” she said. This was true. It was Kelly and her boyfriend, Eamon, who had come and rescued me after I’d been caught by Randazzo, just after I told them not to come after me.

“Kelly, look, I don’t want you involved. If you want to come over and see me, that’s fine. I’ve got twin beds here in the hotel room, so you can stay, but you’re not coming out with me. There are things to do that I need to do.”

“I’ll be there in an hour, or maybe longer.”

“I’m also out for dinner tonight with someone.”

“Dinner with someone? Who? Is it a man?”

“Yes, it’s a man, but don’t worry. It’s a breakup dinner.”

“A breakup? When did you get together? Why aren’t you telling me these things? Mom, are you all right? This isn’t like you; you’re still fixated on Da.”

“Maybe I still am,” I said. “That could be why it’s not working. Maybe it’s . . .”

“That solves it. I am coming over,” said Kelly. “There’s no way I’m letting you mess up meeting a nice guy just because you’ve got a hangover from Da.”

“You’re all right with it?” I asked.

“Of course. I love Da. You know I love my Da. I loved that you and Da were together. Da’s dead, Mom, and we got to move on, both of us. I’m quite happy for you to find a man after Da, but it better be a decent one. If he’s some asshole, I’m coming for him.”

With that, the call was closed. I lay on the bed, deciding not to lie back down then because I knew the phone would ring again. Sure enough, it did, approximately a minute later.

“Which hotel are you in? What room?” I told her. The phone went down again.

Well, I was going to see Kelly soon. But first, I needed to get a bit more sleep. My bones were sore, my head was sporting a lump underneath my hair. It didn’t bother me because the wig would cover it, but hey, I’m not a twenty-something. Sometimes the battering takes a bit to recover from.
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I slept a lot longer than I thought I would. There was a thundering on my door. “Are you okay? Are you all right? Mom? Mom?”

“I’m fine. I was just asleep. Hang on.”

I rolled off the end of the bed, walked over to the door, and opened it to Kelly. She was smiling, but I could see the concern on her face.

“Eamon says you’re daft.”

I wasn’t taking tips from her boyfriend. After all, he was a low-level gangster. When I mean low level, I mean really low level.

“It’s great to see you too,” I said. I opened my arms, and she hugged me.

“Somebody said it was a rough last night on that estate. What do they call it?”

“Blackendland,” I said. “It was, very. There was a riot going on. It differed from Mannersberg. You’re not getting involved.”

“What are you doing out on an estate like that, anyway? What are you doing here?”

“I came out to investigate Aldridge. Things have just spiraled a bit.”

“What do you mean spiraled a bit?” shrieked Kelly. “You’re right in the middle of a riot. You’re also dating some bloke.”

“First, lower that voice. Second, we are not dating,” I said defensively. “His name’s Gordon Smith and he’s a nice guy, but it will not work.”

“Why? Because you’re running around an estate. Maybe you should call it a day, settle down. Why do you need to go after Aldridge?”

Half of me wondered why I needed to go after Aldridge. Debbie had initially been excited about it. Now, the man seemed so far away. This all seemed to be different, even thinking about justice. Florence’s comment was getting to Debbie.

“You know what he did to your Da,” I said. “I can’t have that.”

“Where does it stop? Everybody plays a part in everything. Don’t they?”

“Not like that. Aldridge needs to be taken down.”

“But why? Why not just simply kill him? Who cares? Get it done with. Put him out of your mind and get on with life.”

“Since when have you become the philosopher? I remember you picked up a gun, went straight after Randazzo, with no idea what you were doing. At least I put some planning behind it.”

“And you’re planning this?” She turned around and picked up her bag from beside the door, walked past me, and threw it onto the bed. “I take it this is my side. You’re going somewhere posh tonight. Do I need to get dressed up?”

“No, it’s okay. But you’re not coming to the district with me.”

“Okay. I’m not coming to Blackendland with you. I get that. Are you eating soon or am I going to have a snack before I go out?”

I looked at my daughter. She seemed happy. Eamon had made her happy, and I had to accept that in the same way that Alan had made me happy. Both low-level criminals, but you can’t pick who you love. You only decide if you follow it through. Was that the case with Gordon? Was Gordon someone who I couldn’t help but fall for, and want to be with? With how much we argued the other night, it would not work, would it?

Leaning over, Kelly with her feet up on the bed, grabbed the remote control and put the television on. They were showing last night’s riots on the local channel.

“Bloody hell, Mom. How many dead? Were they all you?”

“No, they were not. Keep your voice down. You’re in a hotel here. It’s not a safe house.”

“Okay then, did Jac Moonshine do all these?”

“No, she didn’t. I’m not telling you about it. You’re not coming out with me. I’m going to get ready.”

“Showering again. You always shower. What have you been up to? I take it you showered since you came back. Were you out late last night?”

“I’m the mom, you’re not,” I said. “Leave it. I mean it, Kelly. Leave it.”

She wasn’t content with that but buried her face in the TV while I disappeared for my shower. I heard the lock go as I was in the shower washing and then her head appeared from behind the curtain.

“Do you mind? I’m having a wash here.”

“You’re my mom. It’s not like I have seen nothing.”

“Don’t I get to have privacy? I’m washing.”

“You can wash and talk,” said Kelly. “Look, are you sure you don’t need backup? I can get Eamon to come over. We can run cover for you. We can set up a safe house. Maybe we can get another tramp like Deck to look after it. Is this going to be a long-term thing?”

“Kelly, shut up,” I said. “Get out of my shower. Unless you’re going to scrub my back, get out.”

I stayed in the shower another ten minutes because, to be honest, I’m not that environmentally conscious about the amount of water I use. I’d rather have the luxury. But when I came out, I saw Kelly wrapped up in one of the dressing gowns from the hotel room. It was white, matching mine. I sat down on the bed beside her.

“Look, I don’t know where this is going, or what it is. I’ve never been involved in riots like this. Something strange is going down on in that area and I don’t want you involved in it. It’s not as simple as last time.”

“All the more reason for me to get involved with you. I don’t have to go out with you, but I can do other things.”

“No, imagine if they got you. Imagine if . . .”

“I don’t need to imagine, Mom. I was there last time when they got you. Remember? Remember, I let Eamon walk me in. I let Eamon slap me. Let Eamon degrade me in front of those people, put a gun to my head to shoot me to where he could then rescue you. I know what it feels like when someone close is being threatened. So don’t sit there and try to wrap me up in cotton wool and push me out. I understand. I know.”

“But I don’t yet,” I said. “I don’t understand what’s going on. When I do, maybe then, but until then, I want to keep you out of it as much as possible.”

Kelly tutted. I stood up and got dressed to go out, telling Kelly to get into the shower. It took her half an hour because it always does. But we were on time for the restaurant that Gordon had stated. It was a basic burger and fried chicken joint. In my jeans and jumper, I didn’t look out of place. Neither did Kelly. When I told the man at the restaurant that I was waiting for a third, he looked a little confused. “Says here it’s booked for a Mr. Gordon. Two people.”

“Yes, but he needs to meet my daughter. It’s a bit of a shock for him, but he’s not here yet, I take it.”

“Not yet, ma’am. But you’re welcome to wait. I’ll take your order whenever you’re ready.”

I sat opposite Kelly, enduring the stares, pierced by those eyes that said, “You need to tell me. You need to tell me all about it because I’m about to get involved.” I ignored them in a way that only a mom can. Twenty minutes had passed and Gordon still hadn’t arrived. I checked my watch. I checked Kelly’s watch to make sure that my watch was okay.

“What are we going to do?” asked Kelly. “Seems strange.”

“It’s not really. He’s been working on some legal aspects of the problem. Who knows? Maybe he got held up in court. I’ll just check.”

I tried calling Gordon’s number, but it went straight to voicemail. Several times I tried, but nothing, so I texted him, asking him to get back as soon as he could. If he was in a courthouse, he couldn’t, though.

Kelly got up, went to the bar, and got another set of drinks for us. She came back, and we sat again in silence. Her silent question about what was actually happening in Blackendland and why I wouldn’t tell her was looming in the air. After five minutes, she got up and walked outside. When she sat back down, I looked over at her.

“Can you see his car?”

“I don’t know what his car looks like. I don’t even know what he looks like.”

“Yet you went out there to find him, didn’t you?”

“Okay, I did. It’s stupid. It’s not the cleverest of ideas, but that’s what I did. Satisfied?”

I was feeling the itch, too. Something was wrong. Something was telling me that Gordon was in trouble. I called his precinct, by searching it up on google.

“Gordon’s not working today,” said the desk sergeant.

“Okay, just been trying to contact him; he’s not answering back.”

“He’s probably busy with that court case he was doing. All the guys were backing him on it. That’s what he was doing today.”

“I’m aware of that,” I said. “Thought they’d be out by now.”

“I can check the courthouse for you. Easier me ringing up and getting an answer than yourself. Give me your number, and I’ll ring you back.”

We sat for ten long minutes, looking at each other. In the end, Kelly ordered fries. The fries had come to the table by the time the desk sergeant called me.

“It looks like they’re all done up for the day out there. I don’t know where he is. Maybe he’s put his phone down somewhere and forgotten about it.”

“Maybe so,” I said. “Okay, I’ll try to find out what’s going on. You don’t know if he’s in the house, do you? You could give me the address, and I could pop around and see.”

“We don’t give out the address of police officers,” said the desk sergeant. “I know who you are. He has mentioned you, but I’m sorry, Debbie, until you’re kin or someone with an official status, I can’t give that address out.”

“Can you phone his house for me, then? See if he’s there, get him to ring me.”

“I’ll do that. Hang on a second.”

We got Kelly’s fries. In truth, I was starving, so I told Kelly to order our food. I waited, running my fingers up and down the side of my glass, nervous about what was going on. It wasn’t being callous when I said, “We wanted to eat.” I just thought that it might bring a bit of normality, stop my mind from running away with itself.

When the burgers arrived, I still hadn’t heard from the desk sergeant. I started to get worried. As I was halfway through eating my food, my mobile vibrated, and I spoke to the desk sergeant once again.

“Looks like he might be on his way over to you,” said the man. “Tried the house, nobody there. Tried his mobile as well, not getting an answer. If he hasn’t come in the next hour, would you tell me?” asked the desk sergeant.

“Of course,” I said. I watched Kelly devouring her burger, but I was struggling. The worry was building up in me.

“We need to go to his house, Kelly, see if he’s there. He’s clearly not coming now, is he? If he was running late, he would have phoned.”

“I agree with you,” said Kelly. I watched as she threw more and more of the fries quickly into her mouth. When she finished, I stood up.

“Let’s get a taxi to his house.”

“Where does he live?” asked Kelly.

“I don’t know,” I said. “Let’s go to his precinct.”

We paid our check and left. When we arrived at the front desk of the precinct, the officer took a note of our names, then checked my ID.

“Look, I know you’re worried, and he’s obviously not come in yet. I’m not prepared to send around an officer yet, because we’re quite busy. We’ve had many people pulled down to patrol the Blackendland District. Can you go round and have a look for me, Debbie? Don’t take any risks. If there’s anything weird looking, just phone it in, and we’ll come.”

I gave him a nod, but we were without a car. We grabbed another taxi. It dropped us off in front of a house that had a white picket fence and looked like the American dream. I opened the little gate and walked up to the front door. There were two pillars, one on each side, and I pressed a brass button to ring a bell.

“You’ve certainly kept within the same level of class, haven’t you?” said Kelly.

“Shush. I want to hear if he’s there.”

“If he’s there, Mom, he’d answer the door; that’s what people do. He will not invite you out to dinner, then turn around and not answer the door after you’ve come looking for him.”

I rang the doorbell again, but there was nothing. I rang it twice more. Again, nothing. We walked around the side of the house, and I noticed a shed which looked to be unlocked. Opening the door, I looked inside to see lawnmowers and gardening tools. When we reached the rear of the house, I could see why. He was growing vegetables, lots of different types.

“He looks too relaxed a man for you,” said Kelly. She was joking, hiding the nervousness in her voice. I could hear it. It was there in mine too. We walked through the garden, then up the other side of the house, before making another tour around it. When we came back to the rear of the house again, I looked over and saw another window on a small brick outcrop building attached to the house. However, the window wasn’t there, or at least it was there in part, for it had been smashed.

Kelly walked forward, and I quickly grabbed her.

“No. Let’s be careful about this. Debbie is here. Not Jac Moonshine. We’ll phone the police in a minute once we’ve checked inside.”

“Look at this,” said Kelly. She was peering in through the window, and I could see a trail of blood across the floor. My heart thumped. There was blood outside the window as well. Somebody, at some point, had used a towel or something to mop it up rather poorly. What had they done with him?

Because the blood trail had stopped, the disturbance hadn’t been clear from the front of the house, not obvious until you got close to the broken window. Somebody had taken him away under false pretenses. Somebody had kidnapped Gordon for nefarious reasons. I tried to call again on his mobile. Still, it went to voicemail.

“You better phone the police,” said Kelly. “They can come down and break in for us.”

“No,” I said. “This is what we’re going to do, Kelly.”

We were working together. Kelly was my partner of sorts. It was time to sort out whatever had happened. But I had no cover. Here was Debbie, not Jac Moonshine. I may have needed to do this on the quiet, but there was no way I was going to leave the fate of Gordon Smith up to his friends in the police force.
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We broke in through the rear window, tapping the glass out with my elbow covered up in my thin blouse. It wasn’t the best way to do it, but there was little choice. Carefully, I clambered in through the window and then helped Kelly in. It was the first time I’d been inside Gordon’s house, the first time I’d seen how he lived, and it certainly showed a man that lived on his own. Everything was neatly put away, at least in the kitchen. There were no dirty dishes lying around.

There was nothing on the bare kitchen worktops, not even any extra appliances such as coffee machine or mixers. Nothing to show it was a highly functional kitchen. Maybe he was one of those people who brought them out as and when they needed them, cleaned them, and put them away. He wouldn’t have been cooking tonight. That would make sense.

He was efficient, and I always got the feeling from him he liked everything in its place, even his women, unfortunately. Kelly tore off, but I held a hand up, telling her to be careful. I didn’t want to leave anything to say we were there, although I could always use how close Gordon and I had got as cover. After all, if a piece of my hair got into the house, it wouldn’t have been that difficult to imagine how it got there.

Using my sleeve, I opened the next door and found Gordon’s living room. Again, it was pristine. There was a television in the corner, the remote laid out in front of it. There were pictures, one of which I presumed was of a former wife. Gordon looked slightly older than me. He hadn’t spoken about kids, so maybe the rest were nieces and nephews, or brothers and sisters. I realized he had talked very little about himself at all. Looking at the wall, I was finding out more about the man than I’d previously known, but that wasn’t my purpose.

I grabbed Kelly, telling her we should move out of this living room. There was a small room downstairs that was a storeroom. Again, everything was neatly stacked. Another room was a dining room, perfectly laid out, immaculate, and looking at the carpet, I would’ve said barely used.

I went upstairs, closely followed by Kelly. I opened up a bedroom with immaculately laid out sheets. His wardrobe contained several police uniforms, all pressed, all ready for wearing. They could have been used for a dress parade, never mind going out on the beat. I heard Kelly shout from behind me.

“Keep it down,” I said. “He has neighbors.”

“Look at this,” she said. I found Kelly in a room that seemed to be his study. There was a smell of burning inside and I saw that the wastepaper bin was black. Records had been burned and a laptop was smashed to pieces. A desktop was in the corner and had suffered a hammer through the screen. The tower unit that would’ve accompanied it wasn’t there, and I wondered, had they taken it away to destroy it?

“Why have they done this?” asked Kelly.

“Because this is what he was doing, building a case. This would’ve been his records. This would’ve been all the details he’s had copied. He recently asked a court to allow records to be brought into the light, but he must have known what they were. He must have had a source to get them,” I suggested. “Maybe that’s why they’ve come for him. They’ve realized that he’s not just fishing in the dark. Maybe he knows what he’s going for.”

Kelly bent down, surveying the room. “It’s very precise, isn’t it?” she said.

“How do you mean?” I asked.

“Just the study, rest of the house has not been touched. They knew what they needed to go for. They knew what he had, and they came and destroyed it. I can’t see a sign of a struggle either. You thinking they didn’t grab him here?”

“I’m thinking they might not even have him. Who knows? Did he escape and then they went through the house? Did they abduct him and force him to tell them where everything was?”

“We don’t have enough information, Mom. There’s no way we can know. What do we do from here?” asked Kelly.

“We call the police.”

“We call the police? Do you have any way of hunting him down, any way of tracing him without using them?”

“He is police. They know I’m coming here to have a look, so I think the best thing to do is phone this in.”

“Then they’ll be all over it.”

“They’ll be looking for him. This precinct’s not in Blackendland, but from the north of the city. I think some of them were sent down to help calm the riots, so I would trust them to go looking for him.”

“Well, what do we do then? You obviously cared for this guy to some degree.”

I glanced over at Kelly, and I could see the hurt for me in her eyes.

“I did, but in all honesty, Kelly, I was hoping against hope that we might be more compatible. But no. That being said, I don’t want him to come to any harm. I just don’t have any leads. We could try his colleague, Steven; he’s the lawyer that was digging everything out for Gordon. They were working as a team.”

“Then that’s where we go,” she said. “I take it I can come with you in the open.”

“Of course you can, but we don’t tell anybody who you are unless they ask. I don’t want anyone unsavory to think they could pressure me by grabbing you. There’s enough on my plate as it is.”

We worked our way back out through the window and stood outside in the driveway, placing a call to Gordon’s precinct. The desk sergeant said they would have someone come shortly. It was only twenty minutes before a couple of police cars came by. I explained what I’d done, explained what we’d found, and then left them to it. I didn’t see the point of hanging around or any value in what I could offer them.

Tracing Steven was a different matter. I tried his office, but it was closed, which was not unusual. Then I started looking for phone numbers in the local area. I couldn’t find Steven, but his surname was there, and Kelly and I spent the next hour and a half calling various houses, asking if they knew him.

It was one call Kelly made came up trumps. She spoke to someone who was Steven’s sister. She said she would call him and took our number to advise him of who we were. It was well past ten o’clock in the evening when he agreed to meet us, but in a rather strange location.

We drove out of Dawn, back toward Mannersberg, but cut off up into the hills. There, in a tiny wooden cabin, almost a shack, we found Steven, Gordon’s lawyer friend. He looked a mess. His hair was disheveled and his complexion pale. It looked like he’d been crying, and the cabin was completely in darkness. He told us to come inside but didn’t offer us anything as we sat. We watched as the man became very jittery. He would look out the window every couple of seconds.

“Did you get followed?”

“No,” I said, “and I know what it is to tail someone. I wasn’t followed.”

“Have you spoken to Gordon? I can’t get him on the phone.”

“Gordon’s missing,” I said. “I called in the cops; his precinct’s looking into it.”

“Well, that’s something,” said Steven.

“What happened to you?” asked Kelly.

“Are you sure she’s all right?” asked Steven.

“Kelly’s my daughter. She’s more than all right.”

“You see, I got a call. It was at the office. I was told that they would drop the ultimate on me. I was told that they would bring me to my knees if I kept on looking for these records. They wanted me to stop my bid, stop the legal challenge for the documents. They’re scared they’re going to come out into the light, but they said they would bring something into the light that I didn’t want.”

“Did they?”

“Well, obviously,” Steven said to me. “Look at me here. I don’t come up here for the good of my health.”

“Okay,” I said. “Easy. What happened?”

“I come from a rather traditional background. The sort of place where it’s all about the family. It’s all about the man in charge, the woman supporting him, pew on a Sunday, football on a Sunday afternoon, being part of that tight-knit community. We accept nothing that’s different, anything that’s unusual. However, I realized when I was young that I was unusual, and I’ve kept it a secret ever since. You don’t know what it’s like when you have to disappear off into the dark just to meet the person you want to be with.”

“You have a man somewhere?” asked Kelly.

Steven nodded. “Well, I did. His name is John, and he works at the City Hall. They outed us. They outed us to our families. John comes from a similar background. My family will be shunned there. I’ll be disgraced. Depending on where you are, it’s different. Nowadays, there are cities where people stand up and say it proudly and everyone supports them, but not where I’m from. Some of them will see it as a betrayal. Some of them might take action against me and not legal action. They would physically harm me. They’d see me as . . .”

“Evil?” I suggested.

“Yes. I’ve got various backers who helped me get into the position I was in. That’ll fall apart now. My life’s ruined,” he said. “On top of that, I still can’t be sure they won’t come after me. If they have taken Gordon, they could take me, too. Make sure of my silence.”

“Will you fight on?” asked Kelly. “Will you go for them?”

Steven sat down in his seat, his head in his hands, and cried.

“Kelly, watch the windows,” I said. I walked over to the man, kneeled down in front of him, and took his hands. “Look, I won’t tell you what to do,” I said, “but I’m going to see if I can find Gordon. I’m going to see what I can do, and if I can bring Aldridge and his people to justice, bring them out into the light for what they’ve done. I’ll do it, but it won’t help you. Look, I’m sorry. Then we’ll get as far away from you as possible. If I were you, unless you want to carry on with your action, I’d get as far away from here as possible. Take your special one and go somewhere that likes you.”

He gave me a curt nod because he must have known this already, but it would mean leaving family behind, leaving behind those people who now would reject him. I gave Kelly a nod, and we walked back in the dark to our car. When we got onto the road, I took several turns here and there to make sure we weren’t being followed again, and then drove back to the hotel.

I placed a call to the station, but nothing had been found out about Gordon yet. It seemed he had disappeared, and there was nothing for us to do except go back to the hotel room. I wandered around it, thinking about what the best course of action would be. Inside, Jac was fizzing. She wanted to get out. She wanted to rip people apart to find Gordon, but I needed to be cleverer than that. If they had him and I caused such a stir, so that it looked like I needed him, I could compromise us. Debbie and Jac always had to stay separate, always had to appear to be different people.

“So, what are we doing?”’ asked Kelly. “What are our options?”

“We wait for the police,” I said.

“That doesn’t sound like you.”

“I didn’t say it was me. You asked me what our options were. I just told you.” I said it in quite a harsh fashion. Kelly stared back.

“I’ll check with Eamon, see if he knows anything.”

“No,” I said. “Eamon doesn’t get involved. If Eamon comes in from Mannersberg, it can lead back to us. People there know you and Eamon are together. Suddenly, there’s a connection and questions being asked from over there. I’m here, you’re here. It leads to Debbie, it leads to me, and that leads to you. It has to lead to Jac whenever it happens.”

Kelly nodded again. “Is there anywhere else you can go? Anywhere else we can look at while we wait?”

“There’s one place we could start,” I said to her. “One place that’s always got those lights on and there’s nobody there. One place people keep coming and going to, though it’s abandoned.”

“Where’s that?”

“It’s a sports hall in the middle of Blackendland. When I spoke to the residents, they said there was something strange about it. They said there were things going on there. I think it’s time that Jac took a look.”
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“I’m coming with you.”

“No, you’re not,” I said. “I am not bringing you into that war zone. You don’t understand, Kelly. Last time I was lucky to get out.”

“And that’s why you’re going to need help. I can come with you.”

“You can’t fight like me, Kelly. You can’t hold your own the way I can. It’s too risky. I’m not putting you in the middle of this. Anyway, Kelly, I’m not going in there to shoot everyone up. I need to understand what’s going on. With Randazzo, after your dad died, I found out where Randazzo’s operations lay. I attacked what I knew were his legitimate businesses until I could find his illegal ones, and when I found them, I went for them. It’s the same here. I have to find out what the cause of it is before I can destroy it. I need to know how to bring these people down, how to destroy Aldridge.”

“There’s no other way in then?” asked Kelly.

“No, not with Gordon taken out and Steven on the run. None of it’s good. The legal action has stopped, and they’ll just carry on with what they’re doing. That’s my problem.”

“You might not get back up this time though,” she said. “There’s no guarantee that the locals are going to be there for you. I should cover things on the quiet. Last time there was a riot; as you told me, someone was on the lookout for people like you, this Florence figure.”

“I can see the point of what you’re saying, Kelly; now that I have the two of us, better to have backup with me rather than desperately running around looking for it.” I would bring her along, but only because we were doing observation and no other reason. Not that I would phrase it that way for her.

“What are we going to dress you in?” I asked Kelly.

“Well, I’ve been thinking about that,” she says. I raised an eyebrow. “When I was coming over and I knew you’d gone back out there, I thought I might need to help you, so . . .”

She reached over to her suitcase. Unzipping it, she reached inside a small compartment at the rear. She took out some black trousers. She already wore black boots, and then I saw the leather jacket. I was half expecting a fedora, but a dark red scarf came out and she tied her hair up in it, looking more like a pirate. A second scarf appeared and went over her nose and mouth.

“Does that cover enough?”

I was in a mix of unholy terror and pride. I saw Kelly becoming like me, but I knew she hadn’t done the things I’d done. Jac wasn’t just some stylistic character; Jac was a cold-blooded murderer. If Jac wanted to dispatch, Jac did it and there was no fair trial, no warning.

“I can do this, Mom. I can.”

“Jac,” I said. “It’s always Jac when you dress like that. What do I call you?”

“Call me Red,” said Kelly.

“Okay, Red, we need to finish you off, though.” I reached for my Jac Moonshine outfit and I found an extra red belt and tied it around her waist. “Look, I don’t have any bottles with me,” I said, “so we can’t leave anything behind.”

“I thought you wouldn’t have any; that’s why I picked some up from the safe-house.”

I heard a slight clink as Kelly brought out several bottles. “If you’re going to do this, Mom,” she said, “I want to do it with you. I want to be there for you. Last time, we didn’t operate together. I tried to do it on my own, you did it on your own, and it didn’t work. We need to be together on this. I can get Eamon to come over too. We can set up a safe house, we can . . .”

“No,” I said. “No, too many people know Eamon. Don’t get me wrong, Kelly, but he’s a crook. People know crooks’ faces. Eamon’s where he should be. If he’s over here, things lead back to you. You’re here visiting me in a hotel. Everyone will see that and think nothing of it. Eamon comes over, and somebody new is on the scene. He’s attached to you, you’re attached to me, and suddenly people will put you in the spotlight of Jac, and then me.”

She nodded and gave a sigh. “He’ll not be happy about that. I’ll let him know.”

I said. “But the other thing to note is I don’t have any weapons.”

“Eamon could get some. He could send someone in the quiet.”

“Only if we need to. Right now, we’re just observing. But we need to get ourselves some transport.”

I walked with Kelly out to the fire exit. It was past midnight now; the world was dark and in the part of the city we were in, things had gone quiet. It wasn’t difficult to find a bike to steal. It wasn’t difficult to take it and drive it around Blackendland, Kelly hanging onto me on the back of the bike.

I didn’t rev the engine or make it roar. I kept the bike on the speed limit, and if I saw police up ahead, I made sure I stayed out of their way. We were able to park the bike, carefully hidden amongst some trees at the side of a house. We toured the streets to find a vantage point to look down at the sports hall. There was a shop approximately two hundred yards away, and we climbed up onto its roof, lying down on our bellies, looking below. I scanned around with a small set of binoculars.

“It’s silent,” said Kelly. “I can’t believe you were in a riot here.”

“I got lucky, Red. I got really lucky.”

“What happened to you?” she said. “I mean details, not your ‘I got into trouble speech.’ Did somebody jump you?”

“I had the mob chase me after I’d rescued someone from them. They hunted me down and cornered me in a dead-end street. I climbed up onto the roof of a building. As I went to the edge of that building, I saw one of Aldridge’s men get out of a car and fire a rocket up at me. I jumped off the building barely in time.

“However, I struggled to land, grabbing onto everything on the way down. Eventually, I hit my head on the ground. I blacked out, but fortunately, a woman I’d seen earlier—Florence, as she’s calling herself—squirreled me away. Otherwise, I’d probably be dead. That’s why I don’t want you out here. Can you understand that? I don’t think you can’t become capable, Red, but at the moment, I just don’t like that risk.”

She said little, but took the binoculars off me and started looking down at the sports hall.

“Look,” she said, “There’s a guy over by the far corner. I think he’s got a weapon.” I took the binoculars off her and looked. She was right.

“Watch him for a while,” I said to her. “You need to look for a pattern.”

It went quiet for a bit, and then Kelly whispered to me, “How long did you know what Da was involved in?”

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“I never understood who Da was working for, and I didn’t know who Randazzo was. He used to take me to weddings and other celebrations of people that worked there. I didn’t understand, but Eamon said that Da would’ve been forced to go to those things.”

“Force is the wrong word, expected, but when I say expected, if he didn’t, you wouldn’t be working for them. And if he slighted them by it, well, you know what they did to him when he apparently looked at someone the wrong way.”

“So why did he do it? Why did either of you do it?”

“It was his choice,” I said. “His choice and I backed him. Your Da just wanted the money for us; he wanted a good life, and we had a good life. I never saw much of Randazzo and his people. Your father worked on their business daily, but even he didn’t see them that often.”

“But the way Randazzo treated me, he wanted me in my place. He wanted you in your place. How did you take that?”

“Your father was the one I was doing it for, and you have to understand me. I have no problem with having that look, Red. I have no problem with acting in a highly sexualized manner, but I liked to do it with your father, but I was doing it for him in this case, so he’d have his business. He started off with not a lot, ended up with a lot of things.”

“He ended up with bullets in his head,” said Kelly. “I don’t see how that’s worth it. It’s ended up with you turning into this killer. Now I support you and I’m here,” she said, “but you’re not the mom I grew up with.”

“I’m still the mom you grew up with; it’s just that the other side’s coming more to the fore.”

I heard Kelly sniff, and she looked down again with the binoculars. “There’s another one,” she says. “Another one down there—he’s definitely got a weapon as well.”

I took the binoculars off Kelly again. “There’s nothing coming in or out, though,” I said. “The residents said things that came in and out, but at the moment, I can’t see anything.”

“But you wouldn’t guard something with guns if there was nothing in it. Do you think this is some sort of storehouse, a warehouse, or something?”

“I don’t know, Red, but we’ll stay here until just before dawn. It’s too risky to watch it in the daylight.”

I watched Kelly as she rolled over to one side and then rolled back. “How do you not get cramps doing this? How do you keep yourself going?”

“It’s the desire; it’s the hunger,” I said. “Jac wants these people. At the moment, Debbie’s keeping Jac in check. That’s why we’re searching.”

“You realize that you’re talking in the third person. You’re like looking from the outside at these two people. You’re scaring me with that,” she said. “But you’ve also said your real name.”

I didn’t jump in and tell her that both names were as appropriate to me as the other, but she was correct. I was talking, albeit quietly, and using both names. And in public!

“Look, Red,” I said, “you may not get this, but because of the way I lived, I had to put one side of me away. After what happened to your Da, it came out, and it’s still there. I’m not someone who just does amateur dramatics, not someone who sits and goes along to her classes and then makes dinner for her husband anymore. I’m not just someone to raise the kids.”

“I didn’t think you were that.”

“Yes, you did,” I said to her. “You once told me you wished I was more like Moonshine; you see the two of them as a dichotomy, separate, never meeting. You talk as if I’ve just simply switched into being something else. This is me, Red, this is me as much as that person back at the hotel.”

Kelly went quiet for a moment before changing the subject. “This is dull,” said Kelly. “All they’re doing is walking around that stupid hall, patrolling, patrolling, patrolling. There will not be much more night left. Should we go and try to find this Gordon character?”

“Where? We don’t know where he’s been taken. This is the only lead. In all of Blackendland, this building is the only thing that we’ve got. I can run around and I can shoot this, that, or whoever. I can grab hold of people who are mugging others. I can try to protect people in an instant, but the only way we solve this, the only way in which I protect the entire district, is by discovering what’s going on. But I need to find out what Aldridge wants for this place, and why. For now, we keep eyes on, understood?”

She nodded, and we spent the next two hours in silence except for the odd comment about what the guards were doing. I reckoned dawn was probably about thirty minutes away when I told Kelly we needed to come down off the roof. Nothing had happened. No one in, no one out. As we quickly made our way back to the bike, Kelly told me she’d expected to have a little more action.

We dropped the bike back where we found it, came into the hotel via the fire exit, and got changed in the room. It was around eight o’clock, and I told Kelly to go down for breakfast with me just to keep the pretense up that we’d had a good night’s sleep. After that, we’d come up to the room and get a shower.

It was as we were sitting over our breakfast that I found myself watching my daughter. There was a horror that she would want to join me the previous night. There was a horror in me she wanted to get involved in this, but there was pride, too. She wanted to make a difference, although she seemed to act from a more generous point of view than I. She also listened. She obviously had respect for what Jac was, what Jac had done.

As we finished our breakfast and made our way back up to the hotel room, I told her she had done well. Once back in the room, I lay down on my bed, waiting for my eyes to drift off. I would take at least four hours’ sleep. Suddenly, Kelly lay herself in front of me, took my arm, and wrapped it around her. It reminded me of her as a little girl, wanting her mom’s protection, wanting her mom to be her watcher. It was as good as I’d felt since coming to June.








  
  
  Chapter 18

  
  







We slept through the morning, and in the afternoon, I contacted the precinct for more information about Gordon. No one had seen him. The duty sergeant was worried; I could hear it in his voice. Kelly suggested we talk to Steven again, but I wanted to leave the man alone. He needed to get away. I had resigned myself to the fact that the truth, in terms of what had gone on with contracts and legal proceedings, would never come out.

The news streams had quietened as well now that Blackendland was being brought under control. Whatever mixture of Aldridge’s men and the local precinct had been involved, clearly the neighborhood had been brought back under their heel. I wasn’t sure what to do. Kelly and I waited, entertaining ourselves with some light shopping and dinner before having a rest. Once it was dark, we suited ourselves up and made for Blackendland.

This time, we approached in a stolen car and parked it in the middle of the district. With the daylight gone, we walked on foot, spotting different houses that seemed to be unoccupied. From rooftops and from alleyways, we watched as the precinct cops patrolled. Everywhere was quiet; only a few nefarious people were about.

Previously, when I’d been here, there had been muggers, dealers, and junkies, and other people of the night. Now, almost no one was on the streets. It was like the word had gone down. What I noticed, though, through those first few hours, was that the cops, while they patrolled, didn’t go near the sports hall or a few buildings. I watched the sports hall for a while, but no one came in or out. I must have been missing it.

Maybe it was towards the end of the day that they came in. I saw no deliveries, none of these movements that Dan had spoken about. Rather than take on a heavily armed set of guards outside the sports hall, I suggested to Kelly that we should look at one of the other houses the cops were avoiding. I picked one at random and saw that there was a light inside it.

“Stay close to me. Follow me. Do what I do, and if I say run, you get the hell out of here,” I said to Kelly. “If we get split up, get back to the hotel, but be watching for anyone there in case I’m compromised and I’ve compromised you in the process.”

I felt Kelly touch my back with her hand. “You’ll never compromise me,” she said.

Kelly was naïve in that she didn’t know what these people could do. I remember what Randazzo did to me. I remember being left bare inside of a cage, being dragged out and hung upside down and beaten and hit and . . . well, I don’t like to talk about a lot of the other stuff. It made seeing him die very easy to take.

The house was at the end of an alleyway, which had a small parking area before it, as well as other houses. The other houses were occupied, and glancing through the windows, we could see different families. However, no one was coming out, and no one was going down to the house at the far end. By this time, it’d got to one in the morning, and when I saw the lights in the other houses go out, we crept down the alleyway.

The house in question had a boarded-up front door, boarded-up windows, but there was a crack around a board where the light escaped from within. I carefully traced my way around the house, and there seemed to be no way in. Together we climbed up the outside of the house, finding ourselves on the roof and listening to the inside.

I could hear a television from the roof. This was worth investigating further. Then, hanging down off a drainpipe, I got to one of the boarded windows. Carefully, I pulled it back. The fixture, not having been put on well and having rusted further apart, it allowed me to pry it back and have a look inside. This room was unlit, and I pulled the fixture open far enough that I could clamber inside. Kelly soon followed. The fixture closed behind as we stood in a dark bedroom.

There was a floral pattern on the bedclothes, but no pictures anywhere. Carefully, I walked across a bare wooden floor. I listened into the hallway beyond, but heard nothing other than the television, and I waved Kelly to come close to me. Slowly I opened the door, dim light emanating from the outside. But that light wasn’t coming from a hall landing—it was coming from down below in a hallway.

I motioned for Kelly to wait where she was and then crept along the landing, listening into other rooms. Slowly, I opened each door. Inside one, I found a stack of diapers and some powdered baby milk. There were also several pacifiers and bottles, along with some bottled water. I checked the other bedrooms too, finding a double bed with covers that were distressed, and a bathroom. It looked like it hadn’t been cleaned in a long time.

I allowed Kelly to come out and walk around the rooms as well, but then brought her close as I went to descend the stairs.

“Stay here, Red,” I whispered. “If you hear me yelling, we get out quick. I want you through that window and ready to pull me up onto the roof as well.”

Kelly nodded solemnly, and I realized she understood our situation. We wouldn’t be doing anything that might alert anyone inside the house. We were unarmed and could be easily trapped and shot. Clearly, somebody was here, but why were there baby diapers? Who would bring a baby here?

I edged down the stairs one at a time on wooden floorboards. I walked on the edge, hoping not to make a creak, and had to balance carefully as I descended. The hallway had several boxes lying open in it, and I saw what I thought were food packets lying in a black bin bag wrapped up tight.

I froze on the stairs as one door that I couldn’t see opened. Footsteps came towards me at first and then turned away. I had decided that I wouldn’t run. If anyone came through and saw me on the stairs, I’d have to take the person down straight away and then I’d get out quick.

When the person had returned to the room, indicated by their steps retreating and the door shutting, I got down into the hallway. I waved Kelly to come down the stairs. She did it deftly, in fairness, if a little more noisily than I did, but there was no movement from any of the rooms downstairs.

I told her to stay in the hall. Gliding along, I opened one of the ground floor doors to find a kitchen. There was plenty of food, alcohol, and other bits and pieces. Some empty pizza boxes said they’d had pizza in them recently. I wondered how you got a delivery here.

Leaving the kitchen behind me, I snuck quietly round to a small lounge area that simply had clothes and suitcases packed up in it. I found another downstairs toilet. I was left with one room, the one I had heard someone come from already. Carefully, I approached the door and listened in.

I could hear a TV, a sitcom being watched, I surmised, canned laughter from the speakers. Then there was the cry of a baby. Someone told someone else to shut that thing up. For a moment, I stepped away from the door, worried that someone might come out to take the baby away. After a few minutes, when everything had settled down again, I approached the door.

Carefully, I turned the handle without a sound, letting the door ease open ever so slightly. I looked in between the gap of the hinges and the door frame. I saw one man sitting in a seat looking away from me, a woman on a sofa beside him. There was no one else. I pushed the door slightly further open.

I looked around the edge of the door. The sofa I had seen with the woman was extended and another man was sitting there. I saw him drinking his beer. At one point, he threw a can at the TV, complaining about the complete shit that was on it. The woman stood up, rocking the baby this way and that, and I closed the door behind me. Now inside the room, I made for one seat that was unoccupied and hid behind it.

What was going on? Why would you be living in this squalor? Who was this woman? Who was the baby?

She stood up at one point and walked across the room, opened the door, and moved out into the hallway. I was half expecting her to shout at Kelly, but the woman didn’t return.

“She never shuts that damn thing up, does she? I don’t see why we have to look after her, anyway,” said the second man.

“Beats me, but if he wants it . . . Anyway, it’s an easy gig. I wasn’t stuck out in that riot the other night. Mental, that was just mental. Some boys were pissed about that.”

“At least the place has calmed down again. Are you on at the sports hall soon?”

“No. He seems to like me here. She seems to like me.”

“When’s the entertainment coming?”

“He said another two days.”

“Who came last time?” asked the man who had thrown the beer can.

“Emma.”

“Oh, blimey. She was rough around the edges, but you know what? Gave you plenty of fun.”

“Well, three days stuck in here with that brat. I reckon anyone could give you fun in fairness.”

I saw him switch the channel, watching some baseball repeat, and I thought, What should I do? There was a woman being kept here, kept with a child, possibly against her will. So much so that she’d had two guards looking after her, women coming to entertain them occasionally. Clearly, they weren’t getting out much. Did that mean that there was a different way into here? I didn’t know. I also was worried with the two of them still awake, about when they would check the house. They seemed to be guards, after all. Then, as if on cue . . .

“I’m going to do the sweeps soon,” said one to the other. “We’ll just get to the end of this inning.”

My ears pricked up. If they started looking properly, it’d be far harder for us to keep ourselves out of the way. Watching them closely, I glided over to the door, opening it without a sound and closing it again. I looked along the hallway and saw Kelly waving at me. I didn’t speak, but when I got to her, I motioned her back up the stairs again, with no sound. We entered the room that we first came into, getting ourselves out through the fixture that had rusted apart and back up onto the roof. We did our best to close that fixture, and I thought it looked comparable to how we found it.

Kelly went to ask me a question, but I shook my head until we’d gotten down the drainpipes and made our way all the way back to our car. Once there, I drove and waited until we got outside Blackendland.

“What did you see?” asked Kelly.

“I saw a woman with a baby. And there were those diapers, and all that foodstuff. There’re kitchens, toilets, but there’s no way out. Strange.”

“She came past me. I hid away, but she went upstairs to bed with the kid.”

“I was going to stay longer,” I said, “but they were going to go on patrol. Clearly, there’s something afoot, though I don’t know what, and that woman’s being kept there, either for her protection or against her will. I don’t know which, and I don’t know why.”

“But the cops must know about it,” said Kelly. “They don’t go near those places.”

“They know not to go near those places; it doesn’t mean they know what’s happening,” I said. “We’ve got a lot more work to do.”

“I got this, though,” said Kelly, producing her phone. She showed me a picture of a sleeping woman with a child.

I wanted to rebuke her at first, annoyed because she could have blown my cover downstairs by waking the woman. She’d come away with the one thing I hadn’t, evidence. A face, a lead, somewhere to go.

“Do you know her?” asked Kelly.

“No idea. I wish Gordon was around because he might.”

“What’s our plan?”

“I don’t know, Red, but for tonight, we’re getting home, back to the hotel. We’re going to rest up. Everything’s quiet now. There’s no need to push. We take our time on this now.”

“What about Gordon?”

“I have no way to find Gordon. I’d rather find out what’s happening. If he’s still around, then I’ll get him.”

“That’s pretty cold,” said Kelly.

“He’s got his precinct running after him. If they can’t find him, I’m going to struggle. I can’t just walk into that place and rip everywhere up. Mannersberg was different,” I said to her. “I understood what I was doing; knew where to go. I had all the context, all the details about Randazzo’s organization. It was easy. I’m out of my territory here. I don’t know what’s what, and that makes this dangerous.”

Kelly nodded. “We back out tomorrow night?”

“Tomorrow night, we’re going to look at some more of these buildings, and try to work out how you get into them without breaking the fixtures.”
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Thanks to Kelly, we’d come away with a photograph. We didn’t know of who but of a woman who was either being held captive or being kept secret, inside one house that nobody ever went near. Although it was derelict, someone was living in there, protected or guarded by two men who, I guess, were probably Aldridge’s. It certainly didn’t look like they would be afraid to use a weapon on us.

They were also there for quite a time because they were getting visits from call girls. I know that something like this sometimes jars the morals of people, but I don’t judge. My target wasn’t the call girls. My target was Aldridge, and so the one thing I knew was that if nothing else, the men were there for a reasonable period, days at least, if not longer. I sat in the hotel room staring at the picture, running through my mind; was there anyone here in Dawn I knew that looked like that? I put the photo into the internet search engines and came up with no one. That wasn’t unusual, but I needed to know who it was.

Kelly would be as useless at trying to find out who this was as I was. She had no other sources. It clearly wasn’t any use asking her friends because they lived in Mannersberg. I could try to go to Florence with it, but I thought rather than that, if it’s someone connected to the gangs and the underworld, my best bet would be to ask Eamon. I called him that afternoon.

“Eamon, I need some help from you.”

“I want to know how Kelly’s doing. She just upped and left. Debbie, she just went. I told her not to go. Said you would be better at looking after yourself. I don’t want her involved in this. These people don’t mess around. If you want to get involved again, that’s up to you; you can handle yourself, but from here, I can’t even protect her. You’ve not even got a safe house to run to.”

That wasn’t strictly correct, as I was taking Florence as an ally and someone with whom I could leave Kelly if I needed to. Of course, that was just speculation, but as a mother, I would always be on the lookout for my daughter. However, I think Eamon had a different idea than Kelly of the help my girl could give me.

“I’ve got a photograph of someone I need you to identify. It may have something to do with Aldridge.”

“Okay, send it through. Where’d you get a picture of him?”

“Not of him, of her, and a recent mother as well.”

“What’s the connection to Aldridge, then?” asked Eamon.

“Aldridge has got certain houses set up to look like they’re derelict but they’re not. I’m trying to work out why he has them. I’m trying to understand why this subdivision that he helped to build up isn’t working and what he’s doing with it. He clearly isn’t bothered by the fact the houses are declining, and he’s in cahoots with some of the local police as well.”

“And this woman was what?”

“I don’t know if she is held captive or if she’s hiding out. It was kind of hard to tell.”

“So, this photograph, you took it secretly?” asked Eamon.

“Absolutely. Kelly took it.”

That was a mistake. I really shouldn’t have mentioned Kelly at that point.

“What do you mean, Kelly took it?”

“Kelly took it.”

“She was out with you? I told her if she goes, she’s there to support you; she’s not there . . .”

“I think she took the word support differently to you.”

“Put her on the phone.”

“No way, Eamon. Look, I need you to check this photograph. Kelly is going to send it to you.”

“I take it you didn’t snap this photograph on the hoof. I take it you were actually breaking into one of these houses?”

“Of course, we were breaking into one of these houses. I told you they’re meant to be derelict.”

“Well, why was Kelly with you?” raged Eamon.

“Kelly chose to come with me.”

“If you need backup, I’ll come,” said Eamon. “I know how to operate. You may not think I’m as good as you, but here you are questioning me already. I can do lots of things Kelly can’t do and it’s safer. I understand these people and know the terrain. I under . . .”

“No,” I said. “No, Eamon, and stop pushing it. If you and Kelly have got a problem with what Kelly is doing, you and Kelly can work it out. I never asked for Kelly to come here. Kelly is doing everything of her own volition. You think I want her here with me? You think I need her with me?

“Well, maybe you can talk some sense into her.”

“Sense!”

Part of me was happy that Kelly was with me. There was a pride in my daughter. Pride that she was taking a stand. That she wouldn’t let these people just run amok, like me, who for all those years sat back and let things happen. Kelly was out there from the get-go. She was still a teen, after all. Not far off her twenties but still a teen, and here she was with me.

“Let me come out.”

“No, Eamon,” I said. “My cover is I’m out here simply investigating, simply looking. I’m a woman whose husband died. The police here think I’m looking into things as Debbie. They don’t know who I am. You come out here as well, and suddenly, well, there’s someone who was attached to Jac Moonshine. The same thing doesn’t apply to Kelly. Kelly is my daughter; it’s perfectly natural she would come out with me. Perfectly natural to be worried about her mother.”

“You both worry me,” said Eamon. “I’ll check your photograph for you, but this isn’t good. You keep her safe.”

“Eamon, I’ll keep her safer than you ever could; she’s mine, understand that. The two of us may reel at each other; we may have a go but she’s mine, and if I can give you a little tip, don’t get between a mother and her daughter. Neither of us will thank you for it.”

I was a bit on the rough side with him, but I felt with Eamon, sometimes, I needed to lay down the law. Jac oversaw this, not Eamon, and as I previously said, the last thing I needed was Eamon to be attached to me, and for Jac Moonshine to be tagged to me in any sort of way. My cover kept me going during the day and it was what would keep Kelly safe.

“Speak to him,” I said to Kelly. “Tell him why you’re working with me. Make him understand. He’s busting to come over here and help.”

“Why don’t you let him?”

“You know why; if he comes, Jac Moonshine gets tagged to you and me. One day, Jac will get tagged to me. I don’t want Jac tagged to you.”

“That’s rich, considering I’ve just become Red.”

She stood smiling at me and I had a very proud mother moment. I could still see her as a wee four-year-old running around with a smile. The little girl desperate to do whatever I was doing, desperate to make a difference in the world.

She stood up one day pretending to be her dad. “I can do accounts,” said Kelly, and she started writing numbers at random on a chalkboard. I looked at her now and I hoped she wasn’t doing this for me, that this wasn’t her attempt to be like me. In some ways, I was bitter, twisted, desperate for revenge.

I was probably justified in it. If you went back to the Old Testament, it was an eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth. These people had killed my husband. I felt I had the right to go after them, even remove them with as much pain as they had delivered to me.

The rest of the evening, we took it easy and had something to eat. I had a shower, which I seem to do endlessly. It’s almost that Lady Macbeth habit, like I have to clean off whatever Jac has done before I put her back on again.

That evening, however, I didn’t have to say to Kelly we’d go out. We went. We went to check the next house. Finding a car, we made our way round Blackendland and spotted, again, those other houses.

I was struggling to find any with lights on, except for the one we’d been to before. I didn’t want to go back, not until I knew who that woman was. Did she need rescued, or was she part of what was going on? That was the thing about being a vigilante. You had the costume, and you had the mask, but you still didn’t know what was happening. I could march in, beat people up, but this seemed different. Things would be closed down quickly, and the last time they’d organized a riot, I’d nearly died.

Smarts were required. I didn’t know this place like Mannersberg. I didn’t have the friends; there was little support. The first building we came upon that night in the early morning was out on one of the main roads. By all purposes, it looked abandoned, with boards hammered over every entrance. We snuck by and walked around it in the dark, but there was no way in, not without removing one board.

Back at the car, we found the crowbar in the trunk, took it, and pried the wooden covers off the window at the rear of the house. Taking a torch into the darkness, I took my time, telling Kelly to watch outside.

The flooring had collapsed completely. Everything looked as if . . . well, as if a digger had come through smashing the floor. But as much as I could see, there were no secret passages down below. No other way out of the house except through the boarded-up windows and doors. No one was living here. It was a genuinely derelict house. Had Aldridge just appropriated certain ones? Was there a scheme behind it? I didn’t know. When I climbed out, Kelly was eagerly awaiting me, asking me what was going on. I briefed her quickly.

It was two-thirty when we got to the second house. This one was detached, a fence around it with some trees. Again, there were no lights. Crowbar in hand, we hopped over the fence, raced to the rear door of the property, and hinged off the wooden boards that protected it. Kelly stood outside again, and I entered slowly, creeping inside.

There was next to little light, so having my pen torch along with me was a great help. I scanned every corner of a room, found a settee left behind, as well as an old television. Plugging the TV in, I found there was still power coming into the house. In the kitchen, the fridge was still working and hadn’t been switched off. Maybe this was somewhere they used.

The floor in several of the rooms had been broken again, like some sort of digger had smashed through it. I dug down in amongst the ruins and it was then I found a metal door. I’d brushed enough soil out of the way to unearth a piece of metal just bigger than my hand. Carefully, I tried to reach through the rest of the soil.

Although I could identify there was some sort of door down there, I couldn’t lift it because there was too much rubble over it. Is this what was going on? Was there a secret stash underneath? But for what?

I stepped outside once I’d finished where Kelly advised me that someone was coming round the other side of the house. A patrol of some sort. I went to step forward to take care of them for the next time they would turn the corner, but Kelly held up her hand. I watched her walk forward, back up against the wall, until a man came round the corner. He never saw her hit him and she hit him well. The first one was into the throat, causing him to double over and choke, at which point she grabbed his head and drove a knee into his face. He fell to the ground and then I saw her reach for the gun. I raced over quickly.

“No,” I said, and instead stamped hard on the man’s face, making sure he was out cold. “Don’t fire a gun. Don’t take him out,” I said. “You take him out, they’ll think who it was. They’ll think it was Jac. Don’t take him out and they’ll think it’s someone else. I don’t want them to know we’re on to these places.”

“But we’re not,” said Kelly. “We don’t know what they do. Why don’t we take this guy with us? Maybe we can beat him up a bit, get some information.”

“No,” I said, “because then they’ll think we’ve been inside. They’ll think we know more about the place. Now, he’s just been hit by some random mugger. We leave him, we get onto the next house.”

Kelly didn’t agree with me, but frankly, I didn’t care. She needed to learn a bit and realize that running around like some sort of vigilante would get us killed. We had to be smarter than that, for we had to know what was going on.

We came to the third house. It was a row of houses together, four, all derelicts. As we approached from the alleyway behind them, I could see lights in the first two, but none in the ones beyond.

“We’ll go in at the far end,” I said to Kelly. “Keep patrol outside. Remember, don’t kill anyone unless you have to.”

I couldn’t see Kelly’s mouth or nose because of her mask, but her eyes said it all. The incredulous look of a teenager, saying “I know that”. Never had I imagined that she would give me this look while operating out here.

It was easy enough to break in at the far end, but once I’d stepped inside, I realized that this place was different. I shined my torch around the first room and saw it stacked with supplies. I walked through and saw that a corridor had been built through all four houses. The corridor was wide as well. There were no doors.

I quickly snuck along towards where the lighted rooms had been in the far houses. I could hear a TV inside and men talking. Then a door was opening. It sounded metallic, especially when it closed with an unlikely thump. It sounded like something heavy falling down, like a tombstone.

I thought about looking for what made the sound, but decided instead to route back and check out the unlit rooms. Maybe they would give more information. I didn’t want to break into the room with the men and find myself in a situation of having to fight. I was still gathering information, still trying to understand what was going on. Delay was not an option.

Quickly, I paced back down the hall, entered through a door off to the side, and checked the room. There was ammunition and guns in this room, some of it serious weaponry. I ducked back out, went over to a door on the other side, and here, found lots of food stacked up. There was enough to keep a few people going for weeks, if not months.

I then took the stairs that led up to the two smallest bedrooms. These houses weren’t big, but together as a foursome, they made an adequate space. I opened one door and saw a man slumped to one side. He was breathing, but he wasn’t awake.

Delicately, I closed the door before turning to the next one. When I opened it and shone the flashlight in, a man there tried to wiggle his head. He couldn’t see who I was because of my flashlight in his face, shining out of the dark. But I recognized him straight away, a large stocky figure, and hands tied behind his back, and legs tied together. His face looked bruised and battered, but there was no mistaking, despite the tape across his mouth, that this was Gordon. My heart jumped. At least he was alive. Now I had to get him out.
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I wasn’t sure how to take Gordon’s look. He was obviously scared. Trapped in the dark, he was struggling to see beyond the light as my torch shined on him. I don’t know how much of my face he could see. Maybe more when I turned the torch on its end as I tried to untie him.

I whispered in his ear, “I’m here to help you. Clearly, they’ve trapped you for some reason. I’m going to get you out. Do you know who I am?”

“You’re Jac, aren’t you?”

“Yes, I am, and I’ll get you out, but you need to stay quiet.”

Having removed the gag from his mouth previously, I worked on his bonds, taking out a small knife and cutting them. Having done so, I helped him to his feet, because he clearly hadn’t been on them in quite a while. It took him a moment to steady himself.

“I’ve got someone outside who can help,” I whispered. “We have to get down the stairs and out through a side entrance. From there, I’ll take you to the car.”

Then what? I thought. What do I do with him? Just pop him out to the street? Drop him at his station. He was clearly in danger. They’d already spooked his friend. If I put him back in the spotlight, would they just get rid of him? Possibly. Who could tell? Also, how would Kelly react? Hopefully, she wouldn’t say anything because she hadn’t seen him yet.

I stole back outside of the room and realized that there was somebody else across the landing who I wasn’t bringing with me. This may seem harsh, but I wasn’t taking two of them at once. Gordon was a prize to get out, and not just from my point of view. Yes, I had feelings for him, and I wanted to save him, but he was also important to the cause. With Steven now gone, Gordon may be the only one who could run the legal campaign against Aldridge and the mayor. From that point of view, he was valuable—valuable to Jac, not just Debbie.

Because he’d been off his feet for so long, I had to help him down the stairs. As I reached the bottom, I peered round to see one door at the far end opening. I leaned back in, put my hand over Gordon’s mouth, and switched off my torch.

Lights suddenly came on the entire way down the hall and up the stairs. I pointed upstairs to Gordon, and we retreated to the top where I listened to hear where the occupier of the house would go. He seemed to disappear into one storeroom on the lower floor before making his way back along the large hallway and killing all the lights.

I bumbled down with Gordon again, praying that we wouldn’t be disturbed. I stole him across the corridor to the door that had the wood blocking it and pushed aside the timber I’d already disturbed to get in. As I came out, Kelly ran over to talk to me, and I held up a finger, showing she should stay quiet. Her eyes widened as she saw Gordon stepping out through the hole.

Delicately, I pushed the wood across and forced back in the nails as best as I could. Maybe they’d know someone had gone in, but that wouldn’t be so bad, or maybe they might think that Gordon had broken out on his own. That would be even better, but we snuck out and back to the car where I told Gordon to lie down. As we drove off, I made sure that Kelly kept her mask on like me.

“Where are we going?” Kelly whispered in my ear. “Do we just dump him somewhere?”

“Can’t dump him. If it gets out that he’s been found, Aldridge and the mayor will go for him. They’ll find him. It might be better for him if he could orchestrate something from a place of safety.”

“Where’s that?”

“I need to talk to someone,” I said.

I drove the car around the estate until I found Florence’s house. Creeping up to the door, I knocked on it, and found it swinging open to allow me inside.

“Jac, I saw you coming. Who’s outside with you?”

“Red’s with me. She’s my partner, but I’ve also got Gordon Smith, a police officer from the northern district. He was taken by Aldridge. They don’t know he’s escaped yet, and hopefully they don’t know I’m involved. I want you to hide him and let him operate from here.”

“That’s a pretty big ask,” said Florence.

“Yes? Well, you hid me successfully, and I guess I’d be the prime target for Aldridge.”

“So is this guy. Isn’t there anywhere you can hold him?” asked Florence.

The woman seemed nervous, and I didn’t blame her. I was there for a start. If I was her, I’d be wondering, had anybody been followed? She was at the core of keeping people safe. Her safe house was hidden. To bring such a prominent figure to it might put a lot more heat on it. Also, if anyone she had saved here was thinking of jumping sides, they could go with plenty of juicy information.

“I’ll take him. I’ll take him, but he needs to go by my rules. If he wants to go back out, we’ll get him back out, but he needs to go by my rules.”

“I’ll explain that to him.”

Ten minutes later, I was sitting with Kelly beside me, watching Florence talk to Gordon. He was clearly shaken by his ordeal, but she was bringing him up to speed about what was going on.

She had looked after a lot of the people who were displaced, all from the various buildings that were derelict. Clearly some were being used for something. I added in bits and pieces and updated Florence on our recent trips. I held the photograph up of the woman with the baby.

“I don’t know who that is,” said Gordon, “but I’ll try to find out. I still have friends.”

“You don’t tell them where we are,” said Florence. “You want to contact them? Fine, but we do it over a different phone. You can’t have your signal being traced to here, being traced anywhere you are.”

“I don’t even have my phone. I think I can remember some numbers, though.”

Florence seemed pleased with this, but I had to be excused when a phone call came in. I looked down and it said Eamon, but the time was four in the morning. What was he doing up?

“It’s not a really great time to talk.”

“Are you both okay?”

“We are both okay,” I said, “but that’s all I’m saying. Can’t tell you where we are. Can’t tell you who we’re with.”

“Did you get anywhere with that photograph?”

“Nothing so far, but I’m still working on it. I’ve been out tonight to some places around Mannersberg that I haven’t been in a while, but no one seems to recognize your woman with the baby. Maybe she’s something on the side of the mayor, or possibly even Aldridge. Who knows? If she’s being protected, I wonder why? My bet is she’s being held, held as a threat for somebody to complete their side of the bargain. The way things have gone, I could see the mayor jumping overboard if he’s involved.”

“My thoughts exactly,” I told him. “Eamon was a clever soul, and certainly understood the world he worked in, but he wasn’t getting anywhere either.

“Can I talk to Kelly?”

“No,” I said. “She’s not available at the moment. She’ll call you in the morning.”

I could hear the disappointment in his voice, but it was true; there’s no way I could have her being overheard now. This phone call needed to end, and soon, so I said goodbye for her and closed the call.

Meanwhile, Gordon was sitting down and having various people brought to him. We sat as stories of eviction and of coercion flowed freely. At one point, Gordon asked for a pen and paper and he wrote down the stories, but Florence stopped him from putting names to them.

“They’ll be dead if you put their names to them. They won’t be able to go outside of this building. Most are coming here because they’ve been threatened. During the day, in numbers, they move about. They’re able to get to places, keep food supplies going, but at night they come here rather than stay in their own houses. It’s safer. I can protect them to a point. I do that because no one knows about me. No one knows what I’m doing for them, but that will change soon enough. You can’t keep everybody quiet forever,” said Florence. “And when it breaks, they’ll come here and they’ll come for me, so we need this resolved long before that.”

It was getting close to morning, and we would have to depart soon, so I took Florence to one side. I was also aware that Gordon may try to contact me, and being there, I couldn’t pick up the phone until seven or eight in the morning. I could always say I was asleep, earplugs in, or something like that. Tell him I had struggled previously to get to sleep because of his kidnapping. That might work, but if I stayed around, he might worry about what had happened to Debbie.

We took our leave, and just before we went, Gordon called over to me.

“Jac,” he said, “Look, I need to say thank you.”

“It’s not a problem,” I said. “You’re not the only one I’ve saved so far.”

“I don’t agree with you,” he said. “I can’t lie to you. Your methods are brutal. They’ll end up causing more harm than good, but thank you for saving me.”

“Somebody needs to make a stand,” I said. “Somebody,” and then over my shoulder came a voice.

“That’s right.”

It was Kelly. Kelly was defending me before him.

“The trouble with these people is they act outside of the law. Somebody has to rein them in; somebody has to control them until you can put them away legally.”

“But that muddies the waters. People look at you and think you’re the enemy, too. They don’t see you as a hero,” said Gordon.

“We’re not heroes,” I said. “We’re doing what must be done.”

“You realize the vigilante is one who ends up being hated. You realize while people may cheer you at first, ultimately they’ll fear you because of what you can do, because of who you are.”

“I don’t fear that,” I said.

“They should love us though,” said Kelly. “They should thank us.”

I put my hand up. “No, they shouldn’t; we just do what we do.”

“When did it become ‘we’?” asked Gordon.

Kelly went to speak, but again, I put my hand up.

“Enough. You don’t get to know about us. You don’t get to know what we do, and when we do it. They’ll read about it in the papers. Best of luck with the way you fight. We’ll keep fighting our own way.”

I turned and walked away from him, aware that he held such contempt for the woman that saved him. Where had he got to with all his legal challenges and court appearances he’d done? Nowhere. In fact, he was lucky he wasn’t dead. Maybe they had been keeping him alive for some reason, or maybe they hadn’t got him to Aldridge yet. That was one thing I’d found with Randazzo; he liked people to be dealt with by him. Alan, my husband, was different. They had to do that outside. They couldn’t bring him in. It had to be a very public show because of his alleged slight to Kozlov.

But when Randazzo had caught me, I was going to be killed in private. Maybe Aldridge would’ve killed Gordon in private, too. It would’ve suited Aldridge that the man who had disappeared was not to be found.

We got back to the hotel, changed, and went to sleep, but my phone vibrated almost five minutes after I put my head down. I pressed the button, seeing it was a number I didn’t know, and then found Gordon on the other end.

“You all right? Where are you?”

“Jac Moonshine helped me escape,” said Gordon. “They caught me and took me away. I’m now somewhere I can’t tell you. I can’t compromise everybody, but I wanted to tell you I’m safe, Debbie. You need to get out,” he said. “You need to get away. I wouldn’t be basing myself in that hotel. They came for me. They’ll work out eventually that you were with me when I saw the people of Blackendland. It’s not safe, Debbie. For your own sake, please go. Tell me when you’re away.”

“Are you going to be all right?” I asked. “Can I get any of your friends to contact you, the station up north?”

“I’ll be in contact with those I need to be. Leave that to me, but for you, please go home. I can’t rely on Jac Moonshine saving you.”

I almost burst out laughing. It didn’t help that Kelly had woken up in the twin bed beside me and was mouthing, “who is it?” When I said it was Gordon, she then started asking what he was saying. There’s nothing like privacy when a teenager’s around.

I told her in whispers while Gordon was still talking, that he was worried and said that Jac Moonshine wouldn’t save me. The next minute, Kelly’s out of bed and cutting poses because Red Moonshine would take over. There was a bittersweet voice on the other end of the phone, though. Gordon was protecting me, but he was also quite sorrowful that I was going.

“There’s something wrong with the precinct down in Blackendland that needs sorted, too. I can’t ignore that. Like I say, I’m a police officer.

“I went to see Steven,” I said. “They’ve pushed him away.”

“I know. I rang him. He’s out. He will not support anymore. I don’t blame him, but I have to see it through. I’m a law enforcement officer. Damn it, Debbie, I wish we’d met at a different time.”

I told him to take care and closed down the call before I got emotional. Every part of me wanted to tell him I’d stand by his side. I was the one who had got him out of that building. It was me who was ready to fight, but I knew also that despite what Jac had done for him, he was still complaining about her. He was still saying that she was wrong in the way she conducted herself.

Part of me felt angry; part of me felt scared for him. Truly, I didn’t know what to feel. A large part of me was just too darn tired from having been up through the night. I put my head back on the pillow and dreamt of a better place. A sandy beach and deck chair, sitting beside a man called Gordon. Somewhere where things weren’t complicated.
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Gordon rang me back later that day. I nearly missed it because I had tried to sleep. Kelly and I had been out most of the night, but I couldn’t very well say that to Gordon.

“Debbie, it’s Gordon.”

“Oh, hi.”

“Have you given any thought to what I said?”

“I have,” I told him. “I’m still not sure what to do.”

I was trying to drag this out. As much as it made sense for Debbie to do what Gordon said, I needed to still be in Dawn and that would be difficult with no base. The hotel had sufficed so far.

“Well, I think you should, just to be safe.”

“What about you?” I asked. “You won’t be safe.”

“I have to get this done. I have to go through with this. And to be honest, I’d feel a lot better if you weren’t about. I’m still scared of them linking me to you.”

“I understand that, Gordon, but sometimes we all need to stand up.”

“No, you don’t,” he blurted. “No, you don’t. You’ve had enough. Look, just go, go home. It’s not worth it and take Kelly with you. There’s the two of you to think of. What would you do if they grabbed her?”

I knew what I would do. I would do what Kelly had done for me; get her. I’d bring Eamon, and I’d bring everything I could with me. But I couldn’t very well tell Gordon that.

“I’ll think it over,” I said. “Yes, I’ll think it over.”

“I may have some movement, anyway,” he told me, “but I’ll call you once I’m sure of it. Don’t want to say something when I don’t know yet.”

I closed the call, stood up, and went for a shower. By the time I got back out and dressed, my phone had gone again.

“That was quick,” I said to Gordon.

“I’ve talked to a friend in the press. They said they’re going to run a story; they’ll get it into tonight’s paper. We’re going to be writing it up throughout the rest of the day.”

“Have you told anyone about this?”

“Just the editor and a friend. All those stories that were told, they’ll be out there. They’ll be out there, but they’ll be under a cloak of secrecy. I’ll tell what happened to me. I’ll be telling how they took me after I was exposing them. Put it all out there. I don’t care anymore, Debbie. It needs to be done. It’ll be my shot. I have little of a legal challenge now, with Steven not helping me. He understood that legal world better. I understand him being frightened off, but he really picked a time. I thought he’d be in this to the end.”

“He’s got others to think of, Gordon.”

“Like I have—you.”

“I know that,” I said. “I know what you’re saying. Okay, I’ll go. If it makes you happy, I’ll go.”

I wasn’t going, of course, I was just going to move where Debbie was. Besides, the hotel was getting more and more awkward. We didn’t rise. We were locked away in our room, so it looked unnatural. It would be easier if we holed up somewhere away from everyone.

“The other thing is, and this would be the big story, the girl in the house, the mom with the kid; I think the kid is the mayor’s illegitimate daughter.”

“His what?” I blurted.

“His illegitimate daughter. It’s been known about . . . well, believed for quite a while. The woman is Lucy Barnes, and I would think that she’s being hidden away.”

“By him? You think he’s what? Controlling her and keeping her in there?”

“That’s one possibility. The other one is that if all connections with Aldridge are correct, maybe Aldridge is holding her to ransom. He’s keeping her in there as insurance, so that his nerve doesn’t crack. It’s been a rough time for the mayor. It’s about to get a lot rougher tonight. When those morning editions come in, they won’t be happy.”

“Well, I hope it’s successful. But you need to get out after that, Gordon. Is there any point sticking around? Is there anything else you can do?”

“I don’t know. I’ll see in the morning. We need to know how this story lands. See if I can add more to it.”

“If it explodes, if things get really rough, Aldridge may come after you again; he’s already done that.”

“I do remember,” said Gordon. “Look, I know this probably isn’t the best time, but we got little chance. I felt that we may have had something if we hadn’t been in the mix here. I was thinking maybe we could go somewhere else. When I know I’m done here, I could join you somewhere else, just the two of us. Maybe a holiday to Africa, maybe to Europe, somewhere far away from the Aldridges and mayors and run-down estates.”

It caught me unawares if I’m truthful. He caught me off guard with the request. I was more concerned about his health and safety. I was more worried about what he was trying to do and getting him out, but something in me responded. Maybe he could see Debbie outside of Jac. If this was all done, would there be any more need for Jac? Jac could retire. Jac could lie down because the fight was over and maybe with no Jac there, Gordon and I could . . . well, we might hit it off even better.

“Yes,” I said, “let’s do it. Let’s do it.”

I could almost hear him smile down the phone. At least that’s what I told myself. He was suddenly short of breath, excited, but then he cut off rather abruptly. “Brilliant,” he said, “but I need to go. We need to get this done. I’ll see you on the flip side. I’ve got your mobile, so I’ll call you.”

“Okay,” I said, “I look forward to our holiday.” I came off the phone smiling, and Kelly eyed me with suspicion.

“What’s up?” she said.

“Well, Gordon’s got a contact in the press. They’re running a major story tonight with all the tales from the people from the safe house.”

“And?” she said.

“Well, there’s also the fact that the woman in the house with the baby, she might be the mayor’s illegitimate daughter. Gordon thinks she might either be being held or being protected—we’re not sure.”

“None of which would make you smile like you smiled. There’s something lifted in you. What else did he say?”

“It’s none of your business.”

“Of course, it’s my business. I’m your daughter. I’m looking after your welfare. What did he say?”

“He offered to take me on holiday after this is all over.” I grinned at her.

“Well, you just should,” she said. “He doesn’t seem like an idiot.” But there was a touch of sadness in her eyes.

“Am I being too quick?”

Kelly shook her head. “You’re not too quick; maybe I’m too slow. It’s just that it’s always been you and Da. It’ll just take me a wee while to get used to it, but I’m happy for you.”

She gave a smile that said she was, or at least she was forcing herself to, and I understood. I got it. She didn’t have to move on from her father. Her father was always her father. He was my partner, but he wasn’t there, so I must move on. At least I felt like I did, especially now somebody had grabbed me. Gordon had made me want him without even really trying. That boded well.

We sat and talked about what to do that night. Because the newspaper article was coming out, and I feared there’d be a tighter lockdown, I felt we should look at the sports hall. After all, they may get more guarded about it if the word is spread.

“Do you think they’ll talk about Red?” asked Kelly.

“What do you mean?”

“Red, me? Do you think they’ll notice there’s two of us now?”

“Your name’s not on the bottle,” I said, half joking, and she looked up and grinned. “Should it be Jac and Red Moonshine? Maybe you could make a fresh bottle, a different edition. Red Moonshine.”

“Just focus in,” I said. “Focus on what we have to do. There’s no point in having alternative names, bottles, or anything unless we get this done.”

Her watch showed the hour had got late, and we changed. Kelly stood in front of the mirror, her outfit on, and she looked good.

“When we get done with this, though, I’m going to teach you how to shoot. I’m going to teach you how to use those fists properly. If you want to be involved in something like this, you need to learn how to use more than just your head.”

“Beyond this? Why are Jac and Red going to be around beyond this?” she asked.

“They’re not,” I said, but inside, I wasn’t sure. Could you keep Jac down? Now that she’d been out, she’d been let loose. She could see the wrongs in the world and wanted to right them her way, the only way she knew. Could I keep Debbie and Jac blended to give this avenging woman a better chance? Together they were brutal, together they were clever, together they could get things done. I’d seen Gordon go through all this trying to make the world a better place, and I thought I should do it.

Part of me felt for those people. It was becoming less and less about Aldridge and more and more about cleaning up a city I didn’t even know. Doing good has that effect on you. Doing good makes you want to do more. It’s just that my doing good involves a lot of death.

As I watched Kelly, I wondered, Was I doing good, really? Could I do this? Could I actually go around and kill people to change things for the better? Jac didn’t care, but Debbie did, at least in some small way.

We disappeared through our usual exit into the night. Although the hour was only eleven, we stole a car and drove over to Blackendland. The sports hall was tonight’s target, and we drove around it several times before parking a distance away. We stole up onto the roof of a house, the one we’d been on before when we watched the sports hall, and carefully looked down. Kelly counted the number of people around it; same as previously. There were no extra precautions we could see.

I looked this way and that, wondering if someone else was out there watching and waiting to act whenever they saw us move. Then we saw the delivery.

A van pulled up outside the gates of the sports hall. One guard that patrolled opened it and the van drove in quickly, depositing a few crates. Several people came out and took them inside, but none seemed to be armed. Were they workers of some sort? And then the van drove off, and they locked the gate. Everything went back to being as it was. I was working through my head how to get in, what I would do, which person to go to first, who to take out, when Kelly tapped me on the shoulder.

“Somebody’s at our car,” she said.

“What do you mean, somebody’s at our car?”

“Somebody’s at our car. They’re just standing there, right beside it, leaning on it at times.”

I looked down off the roof at our car and saw the figure, a short man, and I tried to go through in my head if I’d seen his face before. Yes, I had. He was one of the group that Florence had rescued. What was he doing down there? Could it be a coincidence that he’s beside our car?

“Hang on,” I said. “I’m going to go down and see what’s going on. You stay here.”

“Why?” asked Kelly.

“Because if I get into trouble, I need somebody to come rescue me. You’re up with height here. You can see if I get taken away anywhere; it’ll be easier for you.”

It would also be safer than being the person down on the street, but I didn’t let Kelly know that. I dropped into an alleyway behind the building we were on, stepped through a couple of other alleys, and then rounded a house close to where the car was parked. I crept up on the man from behind, and he didn’t see me until I put an arm on his shoulder, grabbed his wrist, and drove it up behind his back, pushing him up against the car.

“Why are you here?” I said quickly.

“Florence wants you. There’s been trouble. There’s a few people been hanged.”

“People been hanged?”

“Yes, people have been hanged. Florence said you need to come.”

I looked up and down the street, but there was no one else there. I opened the car door.

“Get in,” I said, and I signaled for Kelly to come down and join me. She was quick, and I got her to sit in the car’s rear along with our impromptu passenger while I drove, under his direction, along several streets. I could see a small crowd gathered at the square in the center of the neighborhood. It was open and had one of those art structures people put up somewhere new, the ones that don’t really mean anything. They have triangles and lines that go across here, there and wherever. But when you look at them, you have no idea what they’re about. Blackendland had one of those. I parked the car and the people before me parted. They were ordinary people, all from the houses and streets around, coming to look. Their faces looked dejected, some were in tears, and I wondered what it was they were looking at.

At first, I saw the rope hanging from the structure. There were two. Both ropes gently swinging. I followed one down and saw the face of a relatively young man. He was bloody, with shut eyes and a silent mouth. His neck was hanging at an awkward angle, but it was clear that he had been severely beaten before that. I glanced to the left to see the other figure and my heart sunk.

The eyes of the man were open but staring straight ahead, a look of horror on his face. By comparison, his neck was not broken, but there were several stab wounds across the body, and I could see where the blood had come out onto his clothing. His feet were missing, and I noticed his hands were too. I dropped to one knee, but I couldn’t take my eyes off the tableau in front of me. Gordon and his contact in the press apparently had gone too far. Both swung gently on a light breeze, their troubles in this world now long gone.
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I was cold, absolutely numb, staring up at Gordon. They had beaten him to a pulp. They had clearly tortured him before they brought him here, to string him up like some piece of meat. There was an eerie silence within the crowd, for these weren’t rioters brought in to manage the district. No, these were the people who had come here with hopes and dreams, the people whose lives had been changed, the people who had put hope into what Gordon was doing.

They parted in a small semi-circle as I stepped forward. As I stood watching Gordon swing gently backwards and forwards, Kelly went to put her hand on my shoulder, but I told her no, in a forced whisper. People couldn’t see that. They couldn’t see the attachment I had to Gordon. They couldn’t see the anger that was boiling up inside.

I was Jac Moonshine. Dispassionate, an arbiter of justice. I was someone who they knew would exact revenge, but not a hateful lover. We didn’t even get that far. We barely got started. I saw all the potential of a life reborn, gone again. When Randazzo killed Alan, my first husband, my world fell apart. Yet this time was almost worse because I had just got back the hope that I could rebuild. That I could have something again like I had with Alan.

I fought back tears, fought to stand there like the cold and passionate figure I portrayed. I looked around me. There were scared faces, and then I looked at Kelly. I could see in her eyes she was hurting for me, but there was grim determination within them.

“Take him down,” I said to the crowd in general. “Take him down and place him somewhere respectful. I have work to do.”

I turned on my heel after taking my last look at Gordon. We walked clear of the group, and I darted back into the alleyways, keeping off the streets. There was one place I was heading: the sports hall. After this, everything would change. After this there would be such a focus on Blackendland, we may not get near it. They would have every excuse to put a police crackdown in place, block off all access, and if this police district was in Aldridge’s pocket, we would struggle.

That’s what I told myself; it was a time issue. That was all. I was just making sure I could still gain access to the right places to highlight the issues with the city. As I climbed up a drainpipe, I got myself up onto the roof to look down at that sports hall. I could feel the rage flowing inside, but it wasn’t coming from Jac, it was coming from Debbie. There would be no holding back when I found them.

“We need to get in there, Red,” I said to Kelly, and she nodded. We scanned the facility and saw that some guards had moved on. Maybe they were expecting trouble. Down towards the square where they had hung Gordon up, police units were arriving.

“Keep it cool,” Kelly said to me. “Keep it together. We need to get in and find out who’s who. We don’t want to go shooting people who are innocent.”

“Define innocent,” I said. Anybody involved in this enterprise was tainted to me.

“Some we find may have been forced to do things,” said Kelly. “Don’t take it out on them.”

I didn’t look back, but motioned for Kelly to join me as I slid back down the drainpipe and into the alley. Taking a wide route round several streets to come in behind the sports hall, I approached it from the rear. I watched as a guard came past. Together, we ran up to the fence just after he’d passed. Kelly turned and put her palms out for me, allowing me to place a foot on them before she threw me upward.

The top of the fence was pointed, but I didn’t care. I managed not to snag myself on it, although I cut my hand at one point. I dropped on the other side, finishing in a roll to take away the impact from the ground. As I stood up, I thought I heard the guard, who had passed by, turn. I raced to the shadows, and he came back round, looking towards the fence.

Slowly, I crept up. This was no innocent. I snapped his neck without even thinking. After taking his weapon, a small handgun, I raced along the fence to a small gate. I could unlock it from inside and allow Kelly in, and then the two of us made for the shadows of the sports hall.

We climbed up onto its roof, shimmying up a drainpipe again. From there, lying flat, we looked through three large VELUX windows. Inside was the sports hall, totally empty. Kelly took out a crowbar she had with her, and we jimmied open the window slightly. I could hang down inside, and then crawl along a beam, and down some climbing apparatus, eventually reaching the floor, Kelly right behind me.

The lights were on, though no one was here. We looked in the corridor inside the building, but that’s all it was, a corridor. It led off to toilets. It led off to a storage unit. We came back into the hall, and there was nowhere else to go, except for the large storage at the far end of the sports hall, but that was maybe only eight to ten feet deep. We opened the door, but inside was darkness. The door hadn’t been locked, although it had the facility to do that. As I stepped inside, I could hear a faint noise. I took out my pocket torch and shone it around. Kelly stayed close by me.

“Can you see anything?” she whispered.

“There are steps on the far side. Look.” I shone the torch. “There, a spiral staircase descending. Need to be careful!”

We walked down it slowly, peering through the grilling to see if anyone was below. When it descended through the floor, I checked first, down on my knees, crouched as low as I could. There was a corridor, and a guard stood in it. He had a cigarette in his mouth and was looking the other way.

Beyond him were doors to another room. I swear I could see a woman through the glass in the doors. He may have been watching her. At least, that’s what I reckoned. Guard duty in here with nothing else to do; maybe that was his entertainment, watching her.

I crept slowly up behind him. His breathing was a little heavy, as if he was enjoying the view. I snapped his neck and laid him down gently. Kelly walked past me, carefully staring through the windows while I took his weapon.

“It’s bloody huge in there,” she whispered. “Huge!”

I came up beside her and peered in quickly. She was right, it was huge. There were tables upon tables of people packing what looked like powder. Most of them didn’t look like White Americans. Most of them are what we would have called immigrants. Maybe they were born here, I don’t know, but their origin certainly wasn’t from here. I gave a laugh at that thought. My origins weren’t from here either, but these people weren’t white.

A lot of them looked Asian. Possibly Mexicans as well. It struck me what Kelly had said. “There may be people here who are not to blame, innocent.” I counted them. There must have been at least fifty, and there were guards, but only two or three. The guards, however, held submachine guns, and certainly didn’t seem to treat these people well.

We looked in the window as packages were made up and then put onto trolleys that were pushed to the far side of the room. I wondered, was there any other way around? Any other point of access other than where we were? I could hear a throbbing, like an engine. Glancing at Kelly, she pointed to the floor because there was something there.

I went down on my knees while she kept watch, checking the flooring before I found a gap. It was thin, but when I took the crowbar, part of the floor could be raised up. Beneath was dark, lit only by the occasional orange light. I lowered myself inside before telling Kelly to follow me. We could replace the floor above us, and then look around.

Lots of pipes ran here and there. There was the beat of machinery in the distance. I couldn’t tell what any of this was for, but what I knew was it had been built for it, not smuggled in. The neatly lined electrics told me that these weren’t extra cables thrown in afterwards, desperately run to do some sort of ad hoc operation. This had been planned.

We crawled along cable racks, standing on the supports, and we could travel some distance. No one would want to come down here, except for an engineer or an electrician, but at the far end of our crawl, we found machinery at work. I didn’t know if it was a boiler or something else because I’m not that way inclined. Kelly reckoned it was some type of heating.

What I found was another loose piece of flooring above us, the access hatch to another corridor. I told Kelly to lift the floor while I held the gun. She threw the floor up quickly. I popped up, ready to kill whoever was there, but there was no one. Quickly, I leaped out. Kelly followed, and we replaced the floor.

We were standing in a tunnel, and walked back in the direction we had come. We rounded a corner, and two large doors confronted us. The doors had glass in them. Looking through it, I could see that was the other end of the large room we had previously seen the immigrants in. Packing was continuing apace.

“What do we do?” asked Kelly. “Burst in and take this down now? Get photographs? Put it out to the public.”

Debbie thought, Yes. Debbie thought, Let’s go in, kill those who are holding these people and drive the workers up top out into the daylight.

Jac said, No! Jac said, We need more than this. This was not petty revenge. We needed to show them a lot more. The world needed to see what Gordon hadn’t been able to show it.

We saw someone move towards the large doors, pushing a trolley in front of them, so Kelly and I turned and ran down the corridor. We could hear them come through the doors, could then hear the wheels trundling along as we kept pace in front. Suddenly, there was a tunnel joining us from my left-hand side. The one we were on seemed to continue forward, but we turned the corner into the new one, for it seemed to flow into our tunnel like a connecting tributary. Hiding up this corridor, we watched as a worker pushed the trolley onward, loaded packages on top. We kept our distance, following them.

They must have walked the best part of a mile and a half. Where did this adjoining tunnel come from? Where does it lead to?

As we walked along, I smelled a new air. It wasn’t stale and damp like the corridor; instead, there was a freshness to it. Possibly some sort of greenery ahead. I could smell flowers, but I could smell diesel smoke too. As we walked along behind the trolley pusher, we eventually held ourselves up short because the tunnel had opened.

It had fanned out into what looked like a wooden jetty. It was quite elaborate, in fairness, and other tunnels had joined us well before this point, but it came out into a wooden structure set on a river. At the jetty was a boat, and I recognized it as one which worked in the major river of the city. Packages were taken on board as we watched, and then another riverboat came in.

We got to the end of the tunnel, and tore away from the jetty to hide on the riverbank, sitting in the darkness. I could do this, I thought. I could just jump aboard these boats, take people out, but then I thought, No, that wasn’t what to do. In Jac’s mind grew a grand scheme.

They had silenced Ann Lee. Brutally, they had strung Gordon up. They had said they would win, for whoever stood in their way, they would cut down. If anyone went after them legally, they’d show them what would happen to them. They were so big, so many people, could they truly be brought down by one alone?

“What do we do?” asked Kelly. “What do you want to do?”

Inside, I knew we needed to embarrass them. More than that, we needed to show them for what they were. We needed to put the evidence out there that Gordon couldn’t. I needed the immigrants running out of here. I needed this place because it wasn’t theirs. It wasn’t within their district.

The river was looked after by a different precinct, different cops. I needed the cops here with the immigrants running out in panic. Somehow, these tunnels had to be investigated and flushed out. I also needed the mayor held to account.

The mayor’s daughter, that would be the ticket. His illegitimate daughter was what Gordon had said. Well, that was a job for Jac, bringing the confession, but the rest of this, it needed more. It needed footage to go on TV. It needed a massive signal that you challenged people like this. You wouldn’t be controlled by them. That harm would be avenged. The downtrodden and poor would have someone who would fight back for them. Not just killing the odd person, whittling down Aldridge’s people one by one. No, Jac would destroy the whole thing in one fell swoop.

“Red,” I said, “I think we need to contact Eamon. We need people with cameras, we need a ton of explosives, and I also need for you and me to go kidnap a woman.” Kelly’s eyes looked at me as if I’d lost my head. Underneath my scarf, I smiled back at her. “I’m Jac Moonshine,” I said to her. “You’re Red Moonshine. You’ve got to learn to dream big.”

She turned, sneaking away along the riverbank. I went to follow her, but I stopped for a moment and looked back, watching a shipment of supposed drugs being taken on board one vessel.

“This one will be for you, Gordon,” I said under my breath, and for the first time since I’d seen him strung up, I shed a tear. It wouldn’t bring him back, but at least it might achieve the result he had sought from his work.
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Praise God for the glories of the internet. Who would’ve thought you could organize something the scale of what we were about to do on a phone? I mean, seriously. Take a moment and step back and think about this. Thirty years previously, it would’ve taken several days to even get this operation going. Now all it took was returning to our car, driving off to a park on the far side of the city, and hiding out. From there, we contacted Eamon.

I needed lots of devices that could film. I needed to get as much footage as possible and put it in the hands of a TV station. But I also needed lots of people to do the filming. Eamon picked up on that straight away. He said he only had two hands. I told him not to worry, just to pick up the equipment and bring it over. Then I told him he would also need to pick up some explosives on the way. Timers too. Something I could set a countdown on and then get everybody out.

You see, that was my idea. Break in, chase everybody out, plant lots of bombs while Kelly filmed it all. Then get out to the riverside where all the immigrants would pour from the tunnels onto police or rescue boats. Harder for them to disappear into the night if the authorities were there to pick them up. Not so they could arrest them, but so they could question them. The police and the city would have no option but to look after them. And then everything would come back to Aldridge and the mayor.

I also told Eamon not just explosives, but that he needed to pick up some weapons. I needed guns I could use, not those from the hoods I had already dispatched. Silenced ones were best. He gave me a lot of backchat about what did I expect him to do; how did I expect him to race around the town and be that quick? But in truth, he was just complaining that he hadn’t been involved before.

He asked how Kelly was, and I told him she was safe, which was true. I didn’t tell him what she was doing with me. I didn’t tell him about Red. The other amazing thing about the phone is that we could watch the local news on it. It told us the story of the previous night. There’d been some minor rioting, but this time from the people who lived there, the people who were oppressed.

They were put down rather harshly by the local police until those from other precincts arrived. I needed to get hold of Florence. I needed people who could use a camera, be that a phone camera or whatever Eamon was going to bring me. And Florence had people!

But first, I was going to get me an illegitimate daughter. I suspected that the mother was being held against her will. What mom of a child wants to live inside a box, not enjoying the daylight, and with two men constantly walking around her? Especially if those men were having liaisons with the occasional brought-in women next door. That’s not a place you bring up your kid, whoever you are.

It meant she would have a story to tell, and Jac would let her tell it. How had the mayor picked her up? What had he done when he discovered she was pregnant? Maybe he had been indiscreet. He wouldn’t be the first politician to have played away, but maybe Aldridge was holding it over him. The holding of a mother and child—that would sting in the papers.

It is funny how we accept certain things from our politicians and yet not others. They can screw over a country with finances. Not a problem. But they get caught with their pants down, and well, that’s it. Goodbye. Of course, we don’t all think like that. As long as you’re doing a good job suits most people. Personally, Jac just gets rid of them. Start with somebody new. Much better idea.

Moving around in daylight wasn’t easy, but we got to Florence’s house. She was distressed and when she took us into her other room, I saw a lot of mournful faces, defeat in the air.

“It’s time to strike back,” I said. “It’s time to bring this to an end.” Florence looked up at me. “You know they’re shipping drugs out of there. You know they’ve got disadvantaged people being forced to work to make the drugs. They’re taking the drugs out and onto the riverboats. Tonight, I bring that down. Tonight, that stops.”

“They’ll just move it elsewhere. It won’t change anything, and you won’t be able to just run in and shoot everyone,” said Florence.

“Who said anything about shooting anyone? I’m going to mark where everyone was. I’m going to blow his operation to kingdom come.”

Florence stared in disbelief. She couldn’t see the smile underneath the scarf that covered my face, but my eyes must have gleamed. Inside of me was a war going on. There was Debbie, who wanted partly to fall down and cry. Gordon was gone, and he wasn’t coming back, but there was an anger inside her that Jac took hold of. This was going to be a crowning moment for Jac.

The first thing I asked Florence to do was to get someone with a car to drive Kelly and me. We sat in the back seat down low so no one could see us. The car stopped beside the building we’d entered before, the one where we’d found the woman with the child. We didn’t hang about this time, but ran straight round to the back and used the crowbar to break in. Nothing subtle about it.

Kelly brought a nightstick with her, something that Florence kept in the house, but I refused the weapons she offered. I fought best with my fists because that’s what I’d been trained to do. Unless I could carry a gun; I wasn’t up for using anything else I didn’t know how to use properly. I didn’t want a gun this time, as I didn’t want the woman’s disappearance to be a noisy affair.

I entered the house, waving Kelly through quickly behind me, when I realized no one was in the room we broke into. That was our experience last time, and I stole along the hallway and stairs, listening to see if I could find out where the guards were. The TV was on in the front room, and I heard a cough from in there. It was a deep male cough.

I thought I heard snoring from another room and told Kelly to cover the door where the snoring was coming from. Gently, I opened the door beyond which came the male voice.

As soon as the door opened, somebody said, “What the . . .” and I realized they must have the door in sight. I shoved the door open fully and dived behind a sofa as something was thrown. It sounded like a knife hitting the wall behind me, but I shoved the sofa forward, driving it into the legs of the man standing there. He fell forward, and I stood and dove onto his head. My arm went around his neck as he struggled to break free, but I was too close. It was only a matter of seconds before he breathed his last.

“Something up, John?” said a voice down the corridor. “Who the hell are you?”

I heard Kelly charging forward, taking the man on. My heart jumped a beat. He was probably armed. I stepped out into the corridor to see his gun being raised, but Kelly was striking the arm with her nightstick. The weapon fell from his hand, but he grabbed her by the neck with his free hand, pushing her against the wall, slamming her head off it.

I tore down the corridor. That was my kid. Because he’d taken Kelly to the wall on his right-hand side with his left hand, he’d effectively stopped himself from using his right hand. When I reached him, I went straight to his face, an open palm driving his nose bone up inside him. It’s a brutal strike and you have to time it, but the force behind this came from a mother. His hand let go of Kelly, and I threw him from one side to the other.

Kelly hit him with the nightstick across the legs. It was rather ineffective, but something about me felt pride in the way she was going about this, how she was fighting back. I kneeled and broke the man’s neck. Kelly was still hitting his legs.

“Stop,” I said. “Red, stop. Let’s move. Get the woman!”

We opened the door beyond which came the snoring and found her lying on the bed with her baby beside her. I woke her gently, and she looked shocked. Her hands went up, and then she grabbed her kid, wrapping him tight, begging me not to hurt him.

“I’m not here to hurt you. I’m here to free you. You’re coming with us.”

The last words I gave were an instruction. She was no doubt confused, no doubt wondering what was going on, so this had to be done gently. I let her hold the baby as we took her out of the house. The car was still waiting and the three of us tore into the rear. I held her head down and she wrapped the baby up in her arms as our car sped away. The man who drove the car did a fine job that day. I never asked his name. Soon, we were back in Florence’s.

I left soon to organize interviewing the woman. We were going to give her a little time to adjust to her new situation, and I had to meet Eamon and pick up the gear he was bringing us. He had hurried, but it was still dark by the time we rendezvoused.

When I returned to the house, Kelly showed me the film of the interview with the woman. She was indeed the mayor’s lover, with his illegitimate daughter. She told how she’d been kidnapped, how she’d been held in that house for several months. Truth be told, it was quite heartbreaking. She was just someone who got caught up with the mayor.

She’d been an intern, and he’d liked her. When you saw her, you could understand why. But she’d been seduced by his charms. One night in a hotel somewhere, and then she’d been given a packet of money when she told him she was pregnant. She was daft, I’ll say that about her, but she was an innocent. He shouldn’t have used her like that.

Florence picked around twenty people to operate cameras. I sat and thought about the best place for them to be. We stationed some of them near the school and stationed some others down by the riverbank. I was sure that those tunnels led to other places, but I would blow the tunnel to the riverbank. I would use the sports hall and some filming of other buildings to show where we thought the drugs were being produced. Eamon would send it all in to the television stations just after it happened.

He’d also anonymously tell the police what was going on, but not the police down in Blackendland. Oh, no. He’d tell the river police. He’d tell the police up on the north side. He’d drop the fact that this is what Gordon was killed for, to bring his colleagues running.

I stepped into a small bedroom in Florence’s and Kelly followed me. I closed the door over and dropped my mask. It seemed like I’d not removed it in the last twenty-four hours, and Kelly dropped hers, too.

She stared at me with the eyes of a daughter. Everyone else had seen Jac out there. Everyone else had seen a woman on a mission, a woman there for vengeance, a woman who was going to break down what was happening. Kelly saw Debbie, angry Debbie, emotionally falling-apart Debbie.

I just cried on her shoulder. How long do you cry when something like that happens? How long before you can get all the emotion out? Jac wondered at all this, but we realized it was good Debbie was suffering this now. It would take away the emotional side. Jac could take over then and be almost professional about it.

I struggled to see myself as a professional killer, but I guess in some ways I was turning into one. I eventually lifted my head off Kelly’s shoulder. It was damp with tears. She reached up to my head, kissed my forehead, and just said, “I’m so sorry, Mom.” Then she put the mask back on. Kelly was gone.

Red was back. Red, who was such an amateur compared to Jac. Red, who was learning the ropes. I didn’t know if she had a Jac in her, but Red was there. Now, looking at what she was prepared to do, part of me felt so proud.

When Kelly left, I picked up my mask, wrapped it around the back of my head, adjusted my hat. It was Jac’s time now.




Scene break, scene break, scene break




I was equipped with weapons now, as I would not be subtle. They weren’t semi-automatics; they were handguns, and they had silencers. Kelly would come with me. It was her job to clear the immigrants out, chase them, and for that, she had a gun as well. It was there for show, not to use.

We wouldn’t send the immigrants out to the top of the sports hall building. Instead, we’d drive them down the corridors, have them running out almost like rats to the riverside. From there, we’d let the police pick them up, rescue them. But it meant that we would have to follow them to clear the tunnels and make sure no one was there when the bombs went off.

The bombs weighed down the rucksack I carried; the straps biting into my shoulders. I shook Florence’s hand before I left, telling her it was the last time she’d seen me. Jac didn’t make contact in the aftermath. Jac was here to help and tonight would end it. Then Debbie and Jac would go back to Mannersberg and anonymity. Tonight, she would make the mayor and Aldridge suffer, and they’d be hauled into a legal battle for weeks, months, maybe even years to come.

We were dropped off by car. I raced up to the front gate of the sports hall and blew the lock on it, kicking the gate open. I stepped inside to see someone round the corner of the building. He raised a gun towards me, but I shot him first. Striding past him, I put another shot in, making sure that double tap to the head had worked before I went round the building, taking each guard out, one at a time. There were four of them. I felt no remorse. Maybe a touch of exhilaration.

Then Kelly opened the doors to the sports hall. The thing was, I was quiet. Nobody down below had heard the dispatch of the four guards, but security had been increased. I’d been in the previous night, taken somebody out, but they did not know where I had got to. They certainly hadn’t stopped operations, but they had beefed up their security.

When we got inside the sports hall, there were two of them, but they didn’t see me coming because I entered from the roof. Both were dead before I even got to the floor. They had raced to the opening of the doors, not looking elsewhere for an intruder.

Next, we took the metal staircase to the lower levels, peering just underneath where the floor changed to ceiling. Two guards. I leaned down on the steps, watched as they both looked in towards the room where the work was being carried out. I mean, it was natural. They had guys up above in the sports hall and they had heard nothing untoward there.

That was two more people I took out before I even got to the bottom of the stairs. I think they were lucky; they didn’t suffer. Gordon did. I went back up top, placed a couple of bombs on timers, twenty minutes. I would set them sequentially for twenty minutes.

Next, I went underneath, following the passage round as I’d done the previous night. Along the electrical cables, and then up onto the far side where the tunnel was. I came up to the door, but this time, instead of just looking in, I waited. I told Kelly it would take me about five minutes to get down and round. On the sixth minute, she was to march into the room, firing her gun. Standing at the door, looking in through the glass, I counted the guards, watched where everyone was.

Then I saw the shipment coming towards me. I glanced at my watch, twenty seconds until go-time for Kelly. Bollocks!

I ran down the corridor around the corner as the shipment came out. I had to get back. Kelly would go in and start shooting, but she could not handle their reaction. Whoever came round the corner was getting a gun in their face. I didn’t even wait to see who they were, but drove the butt of my weapon into their face, knocking them off their feet. I tore back up to the doors of the room Kelly had probably entered by now.

I heard a gunshot, but I wasn’t there. Stepping inside a room that was going crazy, I saw people running here and there. I jumped up onto a table, desperately trying to identify those with weapons. One had a machine gun raised, pointing it over towards Kelly, and I saw her dive to the floor as bullets ripped across the room.

Someone fell before I hit him. My left hand turned and fired at someone beside me. He had been clever. He hadn’t gone to Kelly. Instead, he’d waited. I was lucky enough to catch him from the corner of my eye. He fell.

I glanced over. There was another one, and I shot him, but the fourth one was heading towards Kelly. He rounded the table, able to get a clear shot at her. I was too late.

Then he lifted off the floor with a single shot. I sprinted towards him, put another bullet in him, and then rounded the corner of a table to see Kelly lying there. There was chaos going on around us, people screaming, but she was alive. She had shot him, and I could see the tremble in her hand.

“Get them on the move!” I shouted. “On the move,” and dove into my rucksack again, placing bombs. Kelly screamed at people, waving a gun about. They all tore off in a mad panic down the corridor.

The room was cleared before we left it. Twenty minutes set on the timers, and a desperate workforce on the run. Racing down the corridor, we found a few that had fallen. We picked them up and told them to get a move on. I also had to pick up the man I’d smashed in the face with the butt of my gun, handing him to someone else, shouting at them to run; otherwise, I’d end him right there and then.

In every intersection of corridors, I placed a bomb. As we reached the end, I could hear the bombs exploding further up. They would keep going at intervals.

The immigrants raced out onto the jetty, throwing themselves either into the water or onto the riverbank. It was being filmed. I grabbed one of them before they could run off and handed them a small bottle.

“Go over there,” I said, where I could see one of Florence’s people hiding in the grass, pointing a camera. “Run over there and put this in the camera’s face.” I raised my gun at him for encouragement. He panicked and ran over. The man was holding the bottle up, shouting “Jac Moonshine, Jac Moonshine.”

Explosions rocketed behind us. The police arrived on riverboats, and I stood in full view on the jetty. They shouted over with a megaphone, but I held a bomb up in my hand, placing it on the jetty and pressing the start button.

While I was doing this, Kelly disappeared to the riverbank. Eamon had earlier taken a motorbike and left it. I like motorbikes for escaping. Cars are more awkward, and this bike could take us not just onto the streets, but up through river areas, park areas, whatever ground we needed to cover.

I held up another bomb in my hand, but this one I hadn’t set. I walked off the jetty as the police kept shouting at me. They were getting swamped, inundated with people who had run out through the corridors; the poor souls who had been forced to work.

Kelly raced by the riverbank, and I jumped on the back of the motorbike. We hurtled off and the police riverboats couldn’t follow. They’d come with their cars soon enough. There’d be helicopters up, but we would be out of there, long gone.

We spent that night back at the hotel. After setting fire to the bike, we picked up a separate car that Eamon had left with new clothes to change into. We woke up in the morning in our hotel room.

The news was full of it. The explosions, the immigrants, the whole riverside area was full of news reporters, as were the remains of the sports hall building. On our screen, Aldridge was seen helping police enquiries, the mayor held in disgrace. An interview with the mother of his illegitimate child kept airing repeatedly. Florence was on the TV, and every now and again they would cut to a bottle of moonshine.

I sat in the hotel restaurant eating scrambled egg with some fish. Kelly sat opposite me, croissants being shoveled down her throat.

“What now?” she asked.

“We check out this morning and we go back to Mannersberg. That’s that.”

“What do you mean, ‘that’s that?’“

“Well, our problem has got its own problems now. Let the city deal with them.”

“You think they will?”

“They can’t help but not. Look at what we did. You saw the television.” I smiled and lifted my glass of juice and drank it.

Kelly smiled back. “We make a good team, don’t we?”

“No,” I said, “but we will do. You’ve got a lot of training because at the moment, you’re a liability.” She looked at me and frowned, and she nodded her head towards a television screen. “I helped you do this.”

“Indeed, you did,” I whispered. “I said you were a liability, but you’re my liability. Don’t worry; you won’t be for long.”
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The day was sunny, as glorious a day as I could remember over the previous six months. It had taken us that long to come back to Dawn. We spent the time in Mannersberg, happily at the house. Kelly visited regularly, telling Eamon that I needed the help, especially after what had happened to Gordon. And it was true. I needed some help from Kelly, that emotional support. My daughter filled a gap I didn’t know I had.

She would stay over on occasions, Eamon not batting an eyelid, but there was an ulterior motive. Kelly had six months of training. I’ve been teaching her all I know. Occasionally, we would tear off into the woods so I could show her how to shoot properly. I was always worried I’d brought Kelly into this, but she’s me. There’s something that lives within her. We call it Red. Red is Jac’s child.

I’m not sure what Alan would’ve thought about what I do, but that’s kind of moot—he isn’t around to argue. I did go to the funeral service for Gordon. It’s the only time I even went near to Dawn, but I went to the service, not the graveyard, and that was it, well, until yesterday.

Yesterday I kneeled at Gordon’s grave. I placed a flower on it, a rose. I’m not that sentimental, but it seemed the right thing to do. They have a lovely headstone for him. The city sees him as a hero. Somebody who decided that even if he died, he brought the mayor down.

That’s the thing about a politician, they usually know when it’s over. They know when they have to fight for their life, not simply for their career. The legal shenanigans were still going on, but the mayor was going to get done for it. He would serve time.

The girl he’d impregnated, hopefully, was receiving better care and attention. She certainly made quite a bit of money, for I noticed a tell-all book was coming out. Oh, well, good luck to her. The guy screwed her over. She got a rough deal because of the mayor’s dealings with Aldridge, and was probably lucky that Aldridge didn’t put a bullet in her at the end. She was very kind when she spoke about Jac Moonshine.

The stories from the immigrants who were forced to work in the drug factory were everywhere. Every network picked something up. Personal stories here, there, their lives within the hell that Jac Moonshine blew apart. That’s the thing. I actually feel proud of what we did. I know we did something for that place. Blackendland is being talked about for a rebuild.

Of course, some people get suspicious. The police had their own problems. The precinct in the district was scrutinized. Several police officers were arrested, and others dismissed from the force, although they couldn’t prove much against some of them.

Hopefully, the good ones would remain, but there was a lot of tension, especially from other precincts. They’re police force and in the police, there’s a lot of decent people trying to do the right thing. When they discover the rotten bits, it’s hard sometimes to make sure they’re all extracted, all removed and chucked in the bin. Still, that was their problem, not mine.

Last night, Kelly and I sat and had a steak. It was at that little steakhouse that Gordon took me to—unassuming, but good food. We had a couple of glasses of wine there too before we went to bed at a sensible hour. We had to be up early. The court case had turned into a bit of a rolling circus, and every day you would see Aldridge arrive, the surrounding press, all covered live as he stepped inside. He was almost turning into a bit of a celebrity, and he liked it. But it was three weeks ago that started our trip back to Dawn.

Three weeks ago, they said that the man might get off. Two weeks ago, it was looking likely, and now today, they expected that the judge would have to throw out evidence against him.

In defense of the judge, he only follows the rules. I don’t think he’s corrupt. Obviously, my evidence was collected in not the normal police fashion. That being said, I thought a lot of it was pretty comprehensive, but it seemed that Aldridge was going to escape when some of his men hadn’t. Certainly, he wasn’t going to jail.

I’d sat with Kelly one afternoon looking out at the back garden, sipping some lemonade I’d made. I remember making it for her when she was five, and she’d loved the taste of it. We sat this time discussing something much more serious.

When I went to Dawn, I went for Aldridge. I went to investigate how he was involved in Alan’s murder. Did he give the order? What could I do about it? I had gone for vengeance. I now was sitting with a lemonade saying to Kelly that vengeance wasn’t complete.

She downed her lemonade, and she said to me, “You’re right, Mom; it’s not complete. It’s time to work.”

I wasn’t near Kelly at the point when our vengeance was complete. I was standing in a crowd. Aldridge had arrived at the court in a media frenzy. It’s baffling. The police hold lines, but the press push on in. I was dressed up and looked smart.

Sometimes, I think I could have been a newspaper reporter. I can flash the eyelids when I want to. Maybe use a bit of a muscle and squeeze into areas I’m not meant to be in. I can distract people. Sometimes, I can ask serious questions if I want to, although, in fairness, maybe that’s not my forte.

I was probably ten feet from Aldridge when he arrived at the courthouse. He moved up the steps, and every other day, I remember watching it on the television—the police would push people back. They’d hold the press, and there was Aldridge, with two people beside him.

One was his lawyer, and another was a bodyguard. That day, people were chanting because Aldridge was going to get off. “Murderer.” “Killer.” The chants had begun. But those people were held back further than the press. The press scrum around him was quite something, and I remember he came up four steps of the way into the courthouse.

One pressman had a microphone, and they said to him, “How do you feel today, Mr. Aldridge? How do you feel that you’re going to be let off?”

He turned and, almost sarcastically, he said, “Untouchable.” Standing on the courthouse steps, he told the city that they couldn’t do anything about it. He was the boss; Aldridge was in charge. That’s when I felt vindicated. That’s when I knew we’d done the right thing.

Three seconds later, a shot rang out. Aldridge’s head half exploded, and he was sent tumbling to the ground. There was a mass panic. People screamed. The press ran this way and that, but there was only one shot.

It had taken time to train Kelly and the best thing about it was Jorge coming over. He’d taken a holiday just north of Mannersberg. In a little shack for the best part of a month, Jorge had taught her not just how to use an ordinary gun, but how to use a sniper rifle. This was her test. This was her final exam, and she passed with flying colors.

People ran this way and that. Kelly was hopefully packing her gun away and getting the hell out of there, but I had one more job to do. I pretended to have stumbled, bumped into a security guard. With a sleight of hand, I reached inside Aldridge’s jacket and dropped something, and then I was away, a frightened newspaper reporter screaming.

Nobody stopped me as I ran for it. After all, the killer was up there. The killer was much higher up and away from all of us, possibly ready to shoot again.

I checked the shot through Aldridge’s head, though; made sure he was dead. A small gun with a silencer to put in a second bullet was available if he wasn’t, but I should have trusted Kelly. She was an excellent shot.

We were back in Mannersberg within five hours, and it was all over the papers. “Crime Boss Aldridge shot dead.” You might have thought we would have made a song and dance about it. After all, we had closed off the loop, hadn’t we? We had finally avenged Alan fully.

But the press didn’t miss a trick, especially when they were filming the police in those initial stages. Somebody lifted a small bottle from inside Aldridge’s jacket. The footage had to be blown up, and yes, it was not as clear as I would’ve liked it, but that bottle had been seen before. Jac Moonshine.

I remember the two of us watching the news feed from Dawn. The local commentator was talking about Jac Moonshine, explaining what had happened in Mannersberg. They signed off with this bottle almost standing the full size of the screen and a catchphrase beside it.

Kelly smiled and looked at me. I smiled back. What had happened over the previous months in Dawn meant Jac had grown. Before, Jac was just this a rage-filled revenge junkie. Jac wasn’t anymore. Debbie and Jac had combined. One had tempered the other, steel on steel. Kelly smiled at me and she pointed at the screen. “Jac Moonshine,” she said, “a vigilante for the little people.”

That’ll do, I thought. Yes, that’ll do.








  
  
  Epilogue

  
  




The bar was almost empty on a rainy Monday night except for the individual in the raincoat. Before him on the wobbly wooden table was a double shot of bourbon. The barman had watched the drink sit there from the moment he had deposited it. There had been no recognition of its arrival from behind the newspaper that obscured the customer’s face.

It had been some twenty minutes, and the barman had wiped down the other tables and flipped the chairs onto them. Only this customer remained. And he was pushing his luck.

“Excuse me, sir, time to drink up.”

“Oh, sorry. Got a little engrossed in this news story. Bit of action in Dawn today. Makes a bit of a change from our own troubles here in Mannersburg. Still, I’m sure there’ll be more here for the precinct to deal with.”

The barman ignored the customer and flipped the chair upside down and onto the table as he left. He took a mop and began to clean the floor starting at the door. Outside the customer was standing, collar turned up in the rain. He was staring at the paper again. The barman could hear the customer mutter. Detective Frogg did a lot of that when he was deep in thought. If only he’d do it before closing.

The words spoken under the detective’s breath passed the barman by but they were not idle words.

“Well done, Debbie. Well done indeed!” 







  Read on to discover the Patrick Smythe series!
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Patrick Smythe is a former Northern Irish policeman who after suffering an amputation after a bomb blast, takes to the sea between the west coast of Scotland and his homeland to ply his trade as a private investigator. Join Paddy as he tries to work to his own ethics while knowing how to bend the rules he once enforced. Working from his beloved motorboat ‘Craigantlet’, Paddy decides to rescue a drug mule in this short story from the pen of G R Jordan.




Join G R Jordan’s monthly newsletter about forthcoming releases and special writings for his tribe of avid readers and then receive your free Patrick Smythe short story.




Go to https://bit.ly/PatrickSmythe for your Patrick Smythe journey to start!
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    About the Author
  


  
    





GR Jordan is a self-published author who finally decided at forty that in order to have an enjoyable lifestyle, his creative beast within would have to be unleashed. His books mirror that conflict in life where acts of decency contend with self-promotion, goodness stares in horror at evil, and kindness blindsides us when we at our worst. Corrupting our world with his parade of wondrous and horrific characters, he highlights everyday tensions with fresh eyes whilst taking his methodical, intelligent mainstays on a roller-coaster ride of dilemmas, all the while suffering the banter of their provocative sidekicks.

A graduate of Loughborough University where he masqueraded as a chemical engineer but ultimately played American football, Gary had worked at changing the shape of cereal flakes and pulled a pallet truck for a living. Watching vegetables freeze at -40’C was another career highlight and he was also one of the Scottish Highlands “blind” air traffic controllers. These days he has graduated to answering a telephone to people in trouble before telephoning other people to sort it out.

Having flirted with most places in the UK, he is now based in the Isle of Lewis in Scotland where his free time is spent between raising a young family with his wife, writing, figuring out how to work a loom and caring for a small flock of chickens. Luckily, his writing is influenced by his varied work and life experience as the chickens have not been the poetical inspiration he had hoped for!
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            https://facebook.com/carpetlessleprechaun
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    Also by G R Jordan
  


  
    G R Jordan writes across multiple genres including crime, dark and action adventure fantasy, feel good fantasy, mystery thriller and horror fantasy. Below is a selection of his work. Whilst all books are available across online stores, signed copies are available at his personal shop.
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          Jac the Pariah
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            Corruption in the city. A realization that the real gangsters don’t carry guns. When Debbie plays politics, can Jac survive when an angry city calls for her head?




After bringing the men who killed her husband to Jac’s own style of justice, Debbie Parlor settles down to living a good life. But when her chosen charity is bumped in favor of a large conglomerate by the city’s mayor, Debbie lets Jac investigate. As corruption is uncovered and Jac fights back in her own inimitable style, she finds herself as the pantomime villain and not the people’s hero. Can Debbie make Jac about substance and not style? Will she highlight the real evil in the city’s ranks? Or will her legacy simply be one of blood and horror?




The third instalment in this tongue-in-cheek series will have you cheering on our hero as she faces the power of the modern media. Will she rise above it, or can she embrace a brave new world?




Vote for Jac or face the twin barrels of justice!
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          Highlands & Islands Detective Thrillers
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            Join stalwart DI Macleod and his burgeoning new DC McGrath as they look into the darker side of the stunningly scenic and wilder parts of the north of Scotland. From the Black Isle to Lewis, from Mull to Harris and across to the small Isles, the Uists and Barra, this mismatched pairing follow murders, thieves and vengeful victims in an effort to restore tranquillity to the remoter parts of the land.




Be part of this tale of a surprise partnership amidst the foulest deeds and darkest souls who stalk this peaceful and most beautiful of lands, and you’ll never see the Highlands the same way again.
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          Kirsten Stewart Thrillers
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            Join Kirsten Stewart on a shadowy ride through the underbelly of the Highlands of Scotland where among the beauty and splendour of the majestic landscape lies corruption and intrigue to match any city. From murders to extortion, missing children to criminals operating above the law, the Highland former detective must learn a tougher edge to her work as she puts her own life on the line to protect those who cannot defend themselves.




Having left her beloved murder investigation team far behind, Kirsten has to battle personal tragedy and loss while adapting to a whole new way of executing her duties where your mistakes are your own. As Kirsten comes to terms with working with the new team, she often operates as the groups solo field agent, placing herself in danger and trouble to rescue those caught on the dark side of life. With action packed scenes and tense scenarios of murder and greed, the Kirsten Stewart thrillers will have you turning page after page to see your favourite Scottish lass home!




There’s life after Macleod, but a whole new world of death!
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          The Disappearance of Russell Hadleigh (Patrick Smythe Book 1)
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            A retired judge fails to meet his golf partner. His wife calls for help while running a fantasy play ring. When Russians start co-opting into a fairly-traded clothing brand, can Paddy untangle the strands before the bodies start littering the golf course?




In his first full novel, Patrick Smythe, the single-armed former policeman, must infiltrate the golfing social scene to discover the fate of his client’s husband. Assisted by a young starlet of the greens, Paddy tries to understand just who bears a grudge and who likes to play in the rough, culminating in a high stakes showdown where lives are hanging by the reaction of a moment. If you love pacey action, suspicious motives and devious characters, then Paddy Smythe operates amongst your kind of people.




Love is a matter of taste but money always demands more of its suitor.
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            A body lies on the Giant’s boot. Discord, as the master of secrets has been found. Can former spy Siobhan Duffy find the killer before they execute her former colleagues?

When retired operative Siobhan Duffy sees the killing of her former master in the paper, her unease sends her down a path of discovery and fear. Aided by her young housekeeper and scruff of a gardener, Siobhan begins a quest to discover the reason for her spy boss’ death and unravels a can of worms today’s masters would rather keep closed. But in a world of secrets, the difference between revenge and simple, if brutal, housekeeping becomes the hardest truth to know.

The past is a child who never leaves home!
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