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Chapter 1


I closed my eyes and wished myself away and it worked cos they didn’t choose me. Not this time.


But whether I’m on my bunk or there with them I’m still the hero. Sometimes bad things happen to heroes like they go to a nasty school or they get bullied or they have to fight monsters or their mummy and daddy die. Sometimes much worse than that. But whatever He says, I know my mummy and daddy aren’t dead. They’re trying to rescue me and it’s up to me to help them. To be super-smart, like Daddy always says. Be like Harriet the Spy. Like the little princess who has to sleep in the attic. Heroes always escape the bad stuff in the end. That’s the rule.


They think I’m stupid because I clamp my teeth down and refuse to say The Things but I’m not stupid and I’m not dirty and I will escape. They’re hurting one of the others, but they can’t make me see and they can’t make me hear if I don’t wanna. At the dentist’s, Mummy told me stories so I didn’t think about the dentist sounds, and now I tell the stories. Except bad things happen all the time now so it’s safer not to stop the stories, let them go like cartoons one after the other, with no bits in between. But with me, it’s not really a story cos it’s real. I’m going to escape, and my mummy and daddy are going to help me.


Down here there are no storybooks. Down here there is TV, but we have to behave for them to get them to turn it on. It’s too high for us to reach, and it’s hard to behave. So I do my messages.


I write my messages. I write them so they’re not in my head. In the dust on the floor I write ‘Save Me’ and ‘Save Me’ and ‘Save Me’ so my mummy will see it. And she’ll find me and take me away.


But now He’s looking at me. The Old One. I stop my messages. I know That Look. That Look means I have to pretend. That Look means it’s going to hurt. That Look means he’s not going to stop when I cry.


Savemesavemesaveme.


It’s happening now.










Chapter 2


This third kick in the sequence was hardest of all, hitting home dead centre with a seriously satisfying smack.


‘Now that’s more like it.’


A swig of water and Cordelia Hunter was back in fighting stance, T-shirt wet against her back, core muscles engaged. Her eyes locked back onto the leather punch bag. In her mind, there was only ever one opponent, and he never left the fight in one piece.


Across the room the phone was ringing, but as usual she let it go to answer machine. The only people she picked up for were her sister Jess or her boss Allyson, and they knew to call her mobile. Same rules for the loft apartment’s video intercom. Unless she’d ordered a delivery there was no way she was opening the door to a stranger. Not even a crack. She remembered reading about how vampires couldn’t cross your threshold without a specific invitation, and she figured the same should hold true for double-glazing salesmen, tabloid journalists and old flames. Even for their voices.


But this wasn’t one of those calls.


Cordy broke off from a series of roundhouse kicks so that she could listen better, letting the punch bag sway in front of her.


The voice was briskly feminine, clear and to the point.


‘Dr Hunter. My name is Detective Chief Superintendent Fiona Andrews. I’m calling from the Elite Child Protection Unit. Obviously I can’t go into details over the phone, but Head Office read your article for the National Psychiatric Journal – the one about the police’s handling of the recent case of the prostituted children – and we would like you to come in and consult on a current case. If your schedule permits you to come in for an appointment early next week, I can lay it out for you . . .’


Cordy waited to hear the contact details and then unleashed a powerful sequence of jabs and upper-cuts to the bag, bringing her hands back to shield her face after every punch. Soon her breathing was ragged and her fringe was stuck to her scalp. Keeping light on her feet, as her trainer had taught her, she danced round the bag, letting loose a vicious volley of kicks and punches while her mind analysed the call from every possible angle.


It had been a couple of weeks since the article had come out, and since then she’d been ducking calls from news programmes and daytime TV asking her to appear on their shows. She always emailed back press releases, giving Justice4Children’s official response to current news stories, but she got the distinct impression that the programmes were less interested in her victim advocacy work and more interested in speculations about her personal history. Which she never discussed.


Usually no one would take much interest in a small article in a specialist medical journal, but a reporter from the Daily Mail, keen for a new angle on a controversial topic, had spotted it, and reprinted it alongside a blown-up version of the tiny headshot that had accompanied it. Now everyone seemed to want a piece from her. And this, she admitted to herself, was not just thanks to her qualifications, her work as a child protector or even rumours of her troubled past – a past that was easy enough for a researcher to uncover, if they bothered to look through the newspaper archives and court records. No. Journalists were mostly interested in her because of the way she looked.


‘I mean, all that lovely hair. And those legs. You could be a newsreader or something,’ one freelancer had gushed, thinking it would persuade Cordy to do a Q&A for a weekly women’s magazine. ‘Our readers will definitely be able to identify with you. You certainly don’t look like any sort of victim. Not at all.’


‘Well, appearances can be deceptive,’ she had shot back. ‘You, for example, sound like an idiot. But I’m sure you’re just trying to do your job.’


Cordy found herself smiling at the memory. The journalist had barely been able to mumble out an apology before she hung up.


Guess she won’t be saying that to anyone else anytime soon. But, she thought ruefully, in the end it’s really my own fault.


She knew she should never have agreed to being photographed, but the section editor had explained that they wouldn’t be able to run the piece without the headshot, and Cordy hadn’t wanted to let her colleagues down. Her boss, Allyson, had helped coax her into it.


‘I know you hate flash photography, love, but remember, it’s not a tabloid. It’s not like they’re going to dress you up or anything. And I’ll be right there with you. No one will touch you. Bet you can even do your own hair and make-up, if that’s what’s bothering you. Though, to be honest, I’d love someone to do all that for me. Give me a bit of a makeover.’


‘I know that it’s good publicity for the foundation. And it’s an important piece. It’s just that . . .’ Cordy had trailed off, embarrassed.


‘It’s not just the camera, is it?’ her boss had asked. ‘Bet I know what’s got you all twitchy. You don’t want the world to discover how – what do they call it? – media-friendly you are?’ Allyson had laughed at the expression on her face. ‘Jesus Christ, woman. I should fire you. Then I’d get to be the glamorous face of J4C. If that’s not a contradiction in terms.’


They had both looked round the dingy office, which they shared with a couple of bright-eyed interns and a broken photocopier, and laughed.


‘Yeah,’ Cordy had quipped. ‘It’s right up there with X Factor for pure glitz and glamour.’


‘Whatever. It’s your turn to put the kettle on, twinkle-toes. The photo’ll be fine.’


But as it turned out, Allyson had hit the nail on the head with the ‘media-friendly’ thing. In fact, Cordy had vowed last night (after yet another call from a sparky young researcher from Daybreak) that the next person to tell her she ‘would look lovely on the sofa’ would get an earful about the demeaning portrayal of women in popular culture. As much as Cordy loved working in the victim support and children’s advocacy field, there were limits and, for someone who guarded their privacy as fiercely as she did, having a video camera shoved in her face was deeply unpleasant. Some of her most terrible memories had been played out in front of a camera flash. She’d had enough of that sort of attention to last her several lifetimes.


But this call was about something completely different. This wasn’t about providing a smile and a two-minute soundbite (sandwiched in between celeb gossip and the footy results) but about actually being part of a case. But working with the police . . . with a load of strangers . . .


At this point in her workout, Cordy usually hit the mat for her daily series of stomach crunches, but instead she walked over to the answer machine and pressed replay. Swigging down a glass of iced water, she gazed out of the window at the heath as the message played out again. The woman didn’t give her very much to go on. Like everyone in her field, Cordy knew about the history of the Elite Child Protection Unit – the ECPU. In fact, as part of her Child Psychology studies she had taken a module on the history of the Unit, and its pioneering work in combating Internet paedophilia. However, after a year at J4C, the Unit had grown larger than life in her mind, a strange realm of amazing technology and crushing bureaucracy, which held itself aloof from charities and foundations like hers.


Outside a young couple were lounging on a tartan picnic mat while their dog licked their plates clean. A little blonde girl fell over mid-cartwheel, but her father ran over and brushed off her knees before she’d even had a chance to start crying properly.


Cordy turned away from the window and back to the phone. What were they doing calling her all of a sudden? Surely they must have their own experts on the payroll. What were they trying to prove by bringing her in?


After scribbling down the contact number on the pristine white notepad she kept by the phone, Cordy went into the kitchen to fix herself a snack. As usual her flat was spotless. Women’s magazines might be full of Cath Kidston cushions and vintage chic, but for Cordy clean minimalism trumped chintzy clutter any day. Admittedly, it wasn’t simply an aesthetic choice. Looking around, Cordy once again admired the soothing white of the sofa, the shining hardwood floors, the square footstool that rested firmly on the floor, with no sinister black shadows underneath it. That was another of her rules. She’d even had a raised platform purpose-built for her bed to rest on, so she would never have to check underneath it.


In the kitchen she opened her fridge and took out a Tupperware box of blueberries and a fresh tub of Greek yoghurt. This was her regular post-workout snack, and the routine of spooning the fruit into the yoghurt pot soothed her. She always got a kick out of the way the colour leached off the berries, dyeing the creamy yoghurt blue. Smiling, she remembered the way her father would shake his head and say, ‘Simple things please simple minds’, when he caught her and Jess swirling their ice cream and chocolate sauce into a delicious brown slush.


Of course, since the accident, even the thought of ice cream made her feel nauseous. It had joined the long list of things that belonged to a former life, one that she knew she’d never get back.


But she worked around it, like she did everything else. Hence the yoghurt.


Cordy forced her mind back to the present. She’d call the Unit back in the morning. At the very least she should go to the meeting and find out what it was all about. Maybe they were right. Maybe she could help. Maybe this was just the chance she’d been waiting for: to effect a real change from the inside, rather than making noise from the margins.


Or maybe it was just a PR stunt.


She meticulously washed out the pot and put it in her colour-coded recycling bin and then checked her watch. Four thirty. Time for half an hour on the treadmill before she went to visit her sister Jess. Smiling to herself, she pumped up the volume on her stereo and let herself get lost in the pounding bass and the smooth rhythm of her stride.










Chapter 3


The rain-slicked streets of South London were flashing by her, but for Cordelia the only real thing was the voice in her head muttering that this was a bad idea. That she should stick to working with the people she knew. That she should turn right around and go back. What the hell did she think she was doing anyway? The police worked by completely different rules. She’d publicly criticised them in the past. Hell, they’d probably only brought her in to shut her up, to stop her saying negative things about their operations again. They’d just be waiting for her to slip up. And meanwhile there’d be . . .


‘Shit!’


The bike juddered under Cordy’s body as she braked to avoid a cyclist who’d cut in front of her.


‘Watch it!’ she yelled, but already the courier had his head down, and was sprinting over the crossing ahead. ‘Bloody idiot.’


By the time she pulled up in front of police headquarters her heartbeat was back to normal – in fact she felt calmer than she’d done all day. Unlike her boss Allyson, she wasn’t into stuff like yoga or meditation. Cordy found that no amount of New Age chanting could clear her head like a good old-fashioned surge of adrenaline – hence the bike, the kickboxing tournaments and the handsome, aloof men that she’d sometimes sleep with but never let sleep over.


Cordelia Hunter, she reminded herself firmly, you set your own agenda, and if the police want to work with you they’d better remember that.


Her confidence started to sag as she locked up her Suzuki Hayabusa and took a closer look at the building. All the ground-floor windows were blocked off by grey concrete barriers, giving the place a tough, unwelcoming look, like a bunker. Or a prison, Cordy thought grimly. The only way in was through a covered walkway, manned by armed guards. The nearest one (a gangly young blond man) gave her a quick once-over, but went back to staring into the middle distance when she shot him a scornful look.


Taking a deep breath and slinging her helmet under her arm, Cordy marched up to the front door. To her relief she saw that once inside it looked just like an ordinary waiting area, complete with bored-looking receptionist and scuffed leather chairs.


After looking around in vain for a bathroom, she approached the desk. ‘Sorry, I’m heading for the ECPU. I have a meeting with Fiona Andrews. But I really need to get changed out of these leathers first.’


The girl hurriedly stowed her copy of Heat magazine under some files and gave Cordy a curious look. ‘I can see that. The Ladies loos are round to the left. I’ll give Detective Chief Superintendent Andrews a call to let her know you’re here.’


‘Fine,’ Cordy said, ignoring the dig. ‘I’ll be right back.’


A couple of minutes later she emerged wearing a sharply tailored trouser suit and black court shoes, her long brown hair pulled up into a severe ponytail. The only signs of individuality were the bulging bag of bike gear she carried over one shoulder and the half-heart gold locket she never took off.


This time the receptionist managed a vague smile. ‘Right. Here’s your security pass. They said to go straight up. Fifth floor.’


She had turned back to the horoscopes before Cordelia had a chance to thank her.


In the lift Cordy fiddled with a rebellious stray hair, trying to tuck it neatly back in the elastic. She’d only just given up on it when the doors opened onto the fifth floor and a handsome man in his early forties stepped forward to greet her. He was tall – six three at least, Cordy figured, factoring in the extra inches her court shoes gave her – with dark hair trimmed short at the back and sides and an expensive-looking suit, cut to make the most of his athletic build. The man exuded confidence. University education, Cordelia guessed. Travelled quickly up through the ranks. Type A, but highly developed people-management skills . . .


‘You must be Dr Hunter,’ he said, cutting short her impromptu assessment. ‘Welcome to the Unit.’


‘Thank you, umm . . . ?’


He gave her a warm smile. ‘Anthony. Anthony DeLuca. It was me that emailed over the directions last week.’


‘Oh, of course.’


‘So you found your way here OK, then?’ he asked, guiding her along the corridor with a hand in the small of her back.


‘Mmm,’ she replied, moving discreetly away. Thanks to her history, she wasn’t mad keen on physical contact with strangers – even very handsome ones.


Luckily Anthony didn’t seem to notice anything odd, and Cordy was able to take a good look round while he pointed out the various departments.


She’d never been a fan of cop dramas, but Cordy had still expected the ECPU headquarters to be more . . . dramatic. There were no cells, no uniformed officers, no perps sitting around in handcuffs. Instead it was like walking through a technology showroom. Everywhere she looked there were semicircular banks of computers, with screens piled up to the ceilings. Interactive whiteboards turned the walls into yet more screens, making it hard to see where one office ended and another began. Amongst all this hi-tech gear, the staff looked a little out of place, hunched over their computer screens or standing around in corridors shooting the shit. It was almost a relief to spot a break area, its cheap plastic tables littered with dirty coffee cups, its low-tech noticeboard dominated by a flyer about an inter-departmental football league.


‘The chief is just in here.’


Anthony held the door open for her. Inside the bare, functional room was a short black woman with a distinctive streak of white in her bobbed hair. She offered Cordy a firm handshake.


‘Dr Hunter. Thanks so much for coming in today.’


‘Well, I only hope I can be of help,’ she replied. ‘So far no one’s really told me very much . . .’


‘Oh, it’s a sensitive case, as I’m sure you can imagine,’ Detective Chief Superintendent Fiona Andrews said briskly. ‘But, before we get into all that, I thought I’d tell you a bit about the work we do here. If you’d like to take a seat. Tea, coffee?’


‘Water is fine,’ Cordy said, sitting down.


The handsome male detective – Anthony DeLuca, Cordy reminded herself – nodded and left the room. Fiona shut the door firmly behind him and took up position in a big leather chair on the other side of the desk.


‘So.’ She glanced down at a sheet of paper, as if reminding herself of the pertinent facts. ‘Although there’s been an increase in dedicated funding for child protection in recent years, there has long been concern in the service that not enough was being done to protect the more vulnerable members of our society – specifically the under-eighteens. In this country we’ve had special procedures for dealing with young offenders for over a hundred and fifty years – since the Juvenile Offenders Act of 1847, but it’s only much more recently that we’ve been able to focus on what we can do to help child victims. Which is where the ECPU comes in. Since the legislation change of—’


Cordy, who’d been nodding and smiling politely up until this point, cut her off. ‘It’s OK. You don’t really need to do the whole spiel. I know about the ECPU’s background. I’m really more interested in why you want to talk to me.’


‘Well, I’ll get to that, of course.’


‘Why not get to it right now?’


The chief superintendent looked at her hard for a beat and then nodded. ‘Fine. If that’s what you prefer, we can jump straight in. Save us both some time. Well, firstly, you’re here because of your specific area of expertise. After someone sent me the article, I took a look at your research work into victim speak. Impressive. As is, of course, your work at—’


There was a knock, and the door opened again. Anthony appeared with a tray of glasses and a large bottle of mineral water.


‘Tap would have been fine,’ Cordy protested.


‘I’ll remember for next time,’ he said, smiling and setting the tray down carefully on the desk.


The chief leaned across and with a sharp snap of the wrist opened the bottle and started to pour herself a glass. ‘Thanks, DeLuca. Now look, can you get the team together? I want to show her the clip while she’s here.’


‘You’re going straight into that?’ he asked, raising his eyebrows. ‘I thought you wanted to fill her in on the background first?’


‘Seems like Dr Hunter doesn’t want to beat around the bush.’


He reached over, filled a glass and passed it to Cordy. ‘Whatever you think best, Chief. I’ll call down to the Ops Room now. The others should be ready to go in ten. Are you sure she’s ready to see it?’


‘See what?’ Cordy asked, looking back and forth between them.


Fiona gave her an appraising look. ‘I take it you’re used to hearing about these video nasties in your line of work. Well, we’re not allowed to show you the whole clip, but there’s something I think you should see. It’s from an Internet site we’ve just found that offers a—’ She glanced up as the door opened, and a big, grey-haired man walked in. ‘What did you call it, Bob?’


‘Pay-as-you-go kiddie porn.’ The man put the laptop down on the desk and grinned at Cordy, who recoiled slightly.


‘Although obviously that’s not the term we use in official reports, DCI Sampson,’ Fiona said primly to the grey-haired man.


‘Let me get this right, the victims are abused . . . to order?’ Cordy stammered.


‘Yes, horrific, isn’t it?’ Anthony said, coming in with a slim blonde girl in a short denim skirt. ‘This is Detective Constable Tammy Reynolds, also on our team. She helps us a lot with our undercover work.’


‘Yup, I’m the resident jail-bait,’ Tammy said wearily. ‘Not exactly what my parents had in mind when they paid for all those acting lessons, I bet, but there you go. All in a good cause. And who knows – maybe they’ll have me on The Bill one day. Or Law and Order SVU.’


Cordy didn’t crack a smile. She must be in her early twenties, she thought, sizing Tammy up, but she could definitely pass for someone much younger. Especially with that lilting, little-girl voice. Catnip to a sexual predator.


As if she could read her mind, Tammy retreated to the corner with a muttered, ‘Nice to meet you.’


‘Wait – so you’ve found this site,’ Cordy backtracked, ‘and it’s live? I mean, it’s still operating? You haven’t shut it down yet?’


‘Well, of course we could make the web host remove it. That’s what we do with sites that distribute images and videos from outside sources. We aim to break the link in the supply chain. But this is something very different,’ Fiona said. ‘Maybe I wasn’t clear. They’re making these clips themselves.’


‘It’s like the difference between a supermarket and a farm – if you’re a pervert, that is,’ the grey-haired man – Bob Sampson, was it? – explained.


Cordy couldn’t help but wince at his analogy.


‘In this instance, our major objectives are to get the children into a secure environment and press criminal charges against the offenders,’ Fiona explained. ‘In that order. And those objectives will be easier to achieve if we don’t force the perps to go to ground.’


‘That makes sense.’


‘Unfortunately we don’t have a lot to go on so far,’ the chief continued. ‘The men’s features are hidden, and even their voices are digitally distorted. The children don’t seem to match any of the missing children reports we’ve dug out so far . . .’


‘But you must have the basics, right?’ Cordy insisted. ‘You must have an idea of what country they’re operating out of. Who registered the site name? What ages, races and genders are we talking about here?’


‘Perps are adult white males. We’re interested in the three regulars in particular: a tall dark-haired twenty-something, a sandy-haired guy who seems to be in charge, and an older male who looks to be the most violent of the three. And in terms of the victims there’s quite a diversity in age and gender,’ Fiona replied.


‘Sort of a pick’n’mix,’ Sampson added. ‘You’ve got yer regulars, you’ve got yer one-offs; you’ve got yer boys, you’ve got yer girls; you’ve got yer older kids, you’ve got yer—’


‘All right!’ Cordy interrupted. ‘Jesus . . .’


‘Rein it in, Sampson,’ Fiona ordered testily. ‘She’s only been here five minutes.’


‘The indications are that it’s hosted in Britain, which is why it’s us and not the Feds who are dealing with it,’ Anthony said, his calm voice soothing Cordy’s rising nausea. ‘We do have one lead. This clip. Which is where you come in.’


‘Thanks, DeLuca. I think I can take it from here, guys,’ the chief said smoothly. The other officers nodded and stood up to go. Bob winked at Cordy, but headed out through the door before he could see her answering look of disgust. ‘Now, Dr Hunter, like I said, your qualifications are impressive and the department has heard great things about your activism work.’


‘Well, thank you . . .’ Cordy stammered.


‘And I note that the organisation you work for, Justice4Children, had quite a few criticisms of the way the police handled the recent Norwich Children’s Homes case.’


Although her cheeks were flaming, Cordy stood her ground. ‘We weren’t the only ones to suggest that more could have been done to protect those children.’


Fiona sighed. ‘You can say that again. Seems like everybody thinks they’re an expert on paedophiles these days, thanks to our friends in the press.’


Cordy raised her eyebrows, but the chief had already moved on.


‘Now look, let me be frank. We could really do with your help on the case. But that’s not the only reason you’ve been called in. Basically, we can’t afford another PR disaster with this one. When this breaks to the press, the police need to be seen to be doing everything in their power to smash this paedophile ring. And I mean everything.’


‘I think we’re wasting time here,’ Cordy said bluntly. ‘I thought you were going to show me the clip?’


‘Right. The idea the powers that be have had is that, with your experience in this field . . .’ Fiona paused. ‘Anyway, here it is. It’s only a few minutes long but, well, you’ll see . . .’


When she clicked ‘Play’ the screen filled with the image of a pale-skinned girl, probably about seven or eight years old, Cordy guessed, but so skinny that her dark eyes seemed too big for her delicate face. The girl was staring intently at the camera, her lips moving softly.


‘Can you turn up the sound any higher?’


‘The sound’s not good,’ Fiona admitted, ‘and anyway, it seems like she’s speaking under her breath. But we’ve got an expert who lip-reads, and she says it’s just a nursery rhyme.’


‘Nursery rhyme?’ Cordy’s voice came out telltale husky. It was heartbreaking to think of the girl clinging on desperately to a scrap of her childhood . . .


‘You’re watching, right?’ Fiona asked, a hint of scorn in her voice.


On screen the girl’s lips were still moving, but something was different.


‘Wait, can you rewind the clip?’ Cordy asked. ‘Just those last few seconds.’


Detective Chief Superintendent Andrews glanced at her watch, but did as she was asked.


This time Cordy was ready. Ignoring the painful lump in her throat, she stared at the screen.


And that’s when she saw it – something unmistakeable and painfully familiar. Something that catapulted her back fifteen years to a time that she couldn’t bear to remember, but could never afford to forget.


She had to force herself to slow her breathing, to take it all in. To check that she wasn’t seeing something that wasn’t there.


But no. There it was. Like a ghost captured on screen.


After glancing around warily, the girl looked straight into the camera and blinked three times in rapid succession.


‘She’s . . .’ Cordy swallowed. When she tried again her voice was firmer, more professional. ‘She’s signalling, isn’t she?’


Fiona crossed her arms in front of her ample chest. ‘Just wait.’


The girl blinked three more times slowly, then three times more quickly again. Abruptly the screen went blank.


‘You don’t even want to hear what happened next,’ the chief said firmly, but Cordy was barely listening.


‘S-O-S,’ she murmured. ‘The girl’s a messenger.’


‘Right. She’s using Morse code.’ From the look on Fiona’s face she was surprised that Cordy had even got that far.


‘And has she signalled again?’


‘Poor Bob – Detective Chief Inspector Sampson, I mean – has been tracking the site, but so far no more blinking. Looks like that might be the only bit of code she knows. Makes sense I guess. They teach it in primary schools, Brownies, Girl Scouts, that sort of thing.’


Cordy looked down and noticed that while they’d been talking she’d twisted long strands of her ponytail round her fingers. Releasing the hair, she locked eyes with the detective. ‘Well, if she’s trying to get a message out that won’t be her only attempt. I’ve . . . seen this before. Can someone pull out footage of her and look for words, hand gestures, scars?’


‘Scars?’


‘When you’re in a desperate situation, you work with what you’ve got.’


‘Tell me about it,’ the older woman quipped.


Cordelia didn’t smile.


‘So you’ll work with us then?’ Fiona asked.


Cordy nodded slowly. She knew she’d have to think over the practicalities at some point, but as soon as she saw that hunted look in the girl’s eyes she knew she couldn’t just walk away. ‘And Detective Chief Superintendent, I’d be grateful if you’d set me up with a computer. Sounds like this is on a mainstream, surface-web server, but we should be trawling the deep web too, in case they’re marketing the site in unpa­trolled domains or using the darknet to distribute old clips.’


‘Wow. I didn’t know you were a techie. You’ll fit in well here.’ Fiona smiled. ‘Sometimes I walk into the Ops Room and feel like I’m working on the set of Star Trek.’


‘I’m not a techie. It’s just that you can’t work in the child protection field these days and be a complete Neanderthal.’ As soon as she’d said the words she saw the chief’s face harden.


Great job, Cordelia. She thinks you’re making a dig at her. Way to lose friends and alienate people.


But when Fiona responded her voice was level. ‘Well, in any case, we have a dedicated department for that sort of thing. We’re not recruiting you for your computer skills. What we need is someone who can give us a psychological insight into the situation – particularly from the victims’ point of view. As you can see for yourself, we have a child who seems to be attempting to communicate with the outside world. We need to know how best to make use of this opportunity.


‘You would, of course, help the team to profile and identify the suspects, but what we most need is to get inside that girl’s head. Which means that we need someone with specialist knowledge of the effects of this kind of sustained, systematic abuse. Someone who can read the situation from the inside out. Who can put themselves in this girl’s place.’ Here the chief tried to catch Cordy’s eyes. The younger woman felt her cheeks flame, but willed herself to return the policewoman’s gaze without flinching. In the end it was Fiona who looked away first. ‘I don’t mind telling you that this comes straight from HQ – part of a skill-sharing initiative with the not-for-profit sector. Your brief is to be a consultant psychologist, profiling the victims and suspects and helping the team formulate the tactical aspects of the investigation. You’d report to DI DeLuca, who reports to me, as does DCI Sampson separately. Detective Constable Reynolds would occasionally be available as a resource for you, but generally you’d be expected to operate as an independent team member. Does that make sense?’


‘It does.’ Cordy pushed back her chair. ‘If it’s all right with you, I’ll get started right away.’


‘Hold your horses,’ the chief said. ‘It’ll take me a few days to get the paperwork in order. After that, I’ll call you in and have DeLuca give you an orientation.’ Fiona stood up to walk her guest out. ‘He’ll explain to you more about the way we work here, and get you set up with payroll. But make sure you give yourself some time to get settled in.’


Cordy shrugged. ‘I’m sure I’ll be OK.’


‘It’s not a suggestion,’ Fiona said firmly. ‘I’m sure you’re very capable, but you’re new to our systems here. All the evidence suggests we’re up against organised criminals and we can’t afford to make any mistakes. Plan on spending a week shadowing DeLuca before you get your hands dirty.’


‘Fine,’ said Cordy. ‘Just one more thing.’


‘Hmm?’


‘What’s the girl’s name?’


The detective chief superintendent had already started picking up files from her bulging in-tray. ‘They call her Alice on the site. You know, like Alice in Wonderland? Very unlikely to be her real name, but better than calling her Girl 1, or whatever, like she’s just some anonymous corpse.’


Cordy bit her lip. ‘Right.’ She was about to leave the chief to her paperwork, when she realised that there was something she’d forgotten to ask. ‘So how long should I plan on being here for?’


‘You’ll be on a short-term contract – initially for a month, but probably for however long it takes us to wrap up the case. I hope that it’ll be no more than two – three tops.’


‘Three months?’


‘At the absolute limit,’ Fiona assured her.


Cordy swallowed. ‘Oh . . . My understanding was that this was only a temporary assignment. I’m not sure I can take a sabbatical from my job at Justice4Children for that long. We’re quite a small operation . . .’


‘We’ve actually already cleared it with your boss. So, if it’s OK with you, then we’d like you to join us. If you can’t do it, we’ll find someone else.’ The chief didn’t look too upset at the prospect. ‘Like I said, this directive comes from Head Office, but I doubt they’ll worry themselves about the details.’


This was Cordy’s chance to walk away without losing face. To go back to her exhausting, rewarding job at the foundation, where she knew the rules of the game. Where she wouldn’t have to stare into those blank, dark eyes and be reminded of exactly what was going on behind them.


But, then again, she wasn’t a quitter and she certainly wouldn’t have made it this far without a hell of a stubborn streak.


‘I’ll make it work,’ she said, trying to convince herself as much as Fiona. ‘Sign me up.’










Chapter 4


Two days later, Cordy was called back to the ECPU. After being issued with a pass, she took the lift up to the fifth floor and got her first good look at the Ops Room. Fiona’s Star Trek comparison wasn’t so far off. As soon as she walked in through the door she felt the thrum of high-speed processors, like something alive. Inside, she saw that the desks were arranged in a semicircle, each with multiple screens showing digital map images, old newspaper articles, the results of online database searches and criminal mug shots. For someone like Cordy, who prided herself on always knowing her immediate environment inside out, the effect was disorientating. There was too much to process all at once, and it took her a few beats to notice that a couple of the desks were unoccupied, and that these seemed to function as dumping grounds for broken computer components, perilously stacked reports and what looked and smelled like a pile of unwashed jockstraps. Against the flickering, hi-tech backdrop, this human detritus looked even more shabby and out of place.


Anthony was leaning against a filing cabinet, chatting to Tammy, the ‘jail-bait’ detective, who was perched on the table in the centre, slim legs crossed coquettishly at the ankle.


They stopped laughing when they heard her come in. Cordelia tried not to feel like the new kid in school – the one no one wants to play with.


‘So,’ Cordy said, wracking her brains for something funny to say. Something that’d make her look less like an interloper, ‘apparently I’m supposed to sit on my arse for a week so I can see how the experts do things around here.’


‘Well that makes sense,’ Tammy said brightly. ‘You wouldn’t want to go messing the investigation up, would you?’


‘Well no, I didn’t mean . . .’ She petered off lamely.


There was an awkward silence.


Anthony took pity on her and waved her over towards the least cluttered of the spare desks. Cordy calculated that the hardware half hidden beneath the mess was worth more than Justice4Children’s annual turnover. She told herself firmly not to feel intimidated.


‘Here, this used to be Saunders’s. Officially he’s still on sick leave, but I can’t see him coming back any time soon, to be honest. Or if he does he’ll get a transfer.’


‘Who’s Saunders?’ Cordy asked, gingerly gathering the dirty coffee cups that had accumulated around the computer. ‘And no offence, but don’t you guys have a cleaner?’


Anthony shrugged. ‘We can’t really expect them to tackle that mess on their wages. Think it’s a couple of poor sods who do the whole building at some ungodly hour of the morning. Usually the admin staff help clear up a bit, but they’re a little overstretched at the moment.’


‘Yeah, don’t get the chief started on budget cuts or you’ll never get round to doing any police work,’ Tammy put in. ‘Or, erm, consultant work. Is that your title, by the way?’


‘Apparently.’


‘Reporting to?’


‘Me,’ Anthony supplied. ‘Which I hope you’re OK with.’


‘Mind you don’t let DeLuca run you ragged,’ Tammy said, with a mischievous smile. ‘He can get like that.’


Cordy changed the subject. ‘You were saying about Saunders . . .’


‘Nothing to tell, really,’ Anthony said. ‘Nice bloke. Really good child protector. But the cases started getting to him, especially after his youngest was born.’


From across the room Bob, who’d been hunched over his computer, let out a derisory snort. ‘Bri Saunders was all right. But he lost it, basically. He won’t be back.’


‘This afternoon I can show you where the cleaning closet is, if you like,’ Anthony offered. ‘I don’t blame you if you don’t want to sit amidst all that crap. Some of it’s left over from when we used to have a Unit rugby team. Before some of us got all fat and lazy.’


‘What was that, pretty boy?’ Bob called. ‘You’re saying I’m fat? Well, I reckon any man that spends as long in the gym as you do must be compensating for some serious inadequacies.’


‘If you say so, Sampson,’ Anthony said lightly.


‘And by that I mean a small penis.’


Tammy groaned theatrically. ‘You know, Sampson, you seem to spend an awful lot of time thinking about DeLuca’s package.’


‘Look who’s talking!’ he retorted. ‘I don’t flatter myself that you’re wearing that belt of a skirt for my benefit, missy.’


Cordy accidentally caught Anthony’s eye. He gave her a wry grin. Flustered, she glanced back down at the pile of dirty sports kit. ‘So go on then: where are you hiding the rest of the squad?’


‘Oh, it’s not just us,’ Tammy assured her.


‘Though it feels like that sometimes,’ Bob muttered.


‘There’re teams on the other floors. And then there’re the tech guys, the trauma therapists, the foster parents from the safe houses . . .’ Tammy ticked them off on her fingers. ‘And that’s not even counting the resources we share with other departments.’


‘Sounds like a big operation,’ Cordy said quietly. She wondered how Allyson was getting on without her back at J4C. The thought of all the strangers she’d be working with made her head spin.


As if he’d read her mind, Anthony shooed the others away – ‘Don’t you lot have work to do?’ – switched on her computer and showed her how to set up a password to access the shared files.


‘And if you have any questions, you’re usually better off asking Bob Sampson to take a look. The tech boys tend to take a while to get back to you. Either they’re really busy or just really disorganised.’


‘Sampson?’


‘Yeah.’ Anthony lowered his voice. ‘I know he seems like a bit of a dinosaur – been in the force longer than anyone cares to remember – but he’s actually surprisingly computer-savvy. Think one of his grandkids got him interested in it, or something like that. Anyway, it’s good to have him around, because these babies can be a little temperamental.’ He patted the nearest monitor affectionately. ‘Not that I’m complaining. You should talk to Sampson about what they had to work with when he first started at the Unit. Mental really. It’s hard enough with all this.’


Cordy smiled. ‘You should see what we’ve got at our office. My PC broke and now, unless I lug my laptop in, I’m on something that’s pretty much one step up from an abacus.’


‘Well, I’m sure you’ll get the hang of it.’ He gave her an appraising look. ‘Fancy a cup of tea or anything before we get cracking?’


‘I think I’m all right,’ Cory said briskly. ‘Let’s just get started.’


‘Right.’ He waited for her to stand up and then pushed her chair over to his desk. Cordy couldn’t help noticing the framed picture – of him and a pretty redhead posing on a beach – that sat on the shelf beside them. ‘We’ll get you a proper briefing with Mick in the tech department if you want, but I can give you the basics. I’m sure you know all about the OSC, or Online Sex Offenders’ Community?’


‘You could say that.’


‘Well, then, you know the sort of message boards where they congregate. Ones like BoiLovers, Wondaland . . .’


‘Littlefriends?’ Cordy offered.


‘Yeah, those type of sites. Ones that are not explicit enough to be shut down immediately. Or ones run by scum who’ll just start a new site as soon as you take the old one down. And usually you need to be in deep with the codes or it all seems like nonsense. Anyway, links get posted to these sites directing users to live clips of child abuse. As far as we can work out, a lot of these clips are coming out of the same place. Same kids too, far as we can tell. Soon as we worked that out, we knew we were in for the long haul – no point just targeting the webcast and leaving the kids there. Especially since all the signs point to it being a cellar kids situation.’ He sighed. ‘We’re seeing more of these – in this country as well as overseas. Fritzl wasn’t a one-off, you know. And of course, there’s the copycat effect to factor in. That’s why we’re always careful about what info we release to the press.’


‘An actual cellar, you think?’ She tried to keep her tone as matter-of-fact as Anthony’s, but it was difficult with the image of the girl – of Alice – still burning behind her eyes.


‘Cellar. Attic. Garage. Somewhere with little natural light, as far as we can see,’ he said. ‘Anyway, it’s not a bedroom or a living room, which is what you’d expect if it were a family set-up.’


Cordy didn’t answer. She just nodded and turned back towards the computer.


Anthony gestured to the screen, where he’d brought up some text which he’d copied and pasted from the Wondaland website. ‘As you can see, basically they post a variant on “get a load of this” and then a link. But the links are never up for very long, so even being optimistic we’re probably missing seventy per cent of the output. We’ve got an online software bloodhound trying to track down other activity from that ISP address, but so far not a lot of joy. That’s one of the problems – the guys we’re dealing with aren’t stupid. Not by a long shot. They mostly keep their faces out of the frame, or else wear masks. Apart from the obvious areas . . . we only get the odd ear, or glimpse of hair colour, but not a lot to go on. And so we’re left sifting through profiles of known offenders and missing children to see if there are any likely matches. Which is what you’ll be helping with, for starters.’


She looked up. ‘The chief was saying that there’s an . . . an interactive element.’


‘Yeah. Viewers can pay to request certain things being done to or by the children,’ Anthony said. ‘I know, it’s really sick—’


She cut him off. ‘So if they’re using PayPal or something, surely you can find out where the money’s going to? Find the people, do a raid, close it down. Isn’t that what the Unit’s for? Surely there’s no time to waste . . .’


Anthony swivelled to face her. ‘Look, I told you these guys were clever bastards. Or at least one of them is. Not only do we have the problem of half the banks refusing to give up the “customer details”, but even with what we can find out, these guys are using an online checkout, and when you trace it back the money is going through a whole series of foreign bank accounts, all in different names.’


‘So where does that leave us?’


‘Well, the fraud squad are supposedly helping us with the money trail but, like Fiona says, unless one of these guys is implicated in terrorism or drug smuggling, we’re just not going to be top priority. Besides, the money trail is the most complicated way of getting to them. Believe me.’


As this point Bob butted in. ‘Yeah, but say they were using the kids as drugs mules.’ He’d drifted over from the corner and was now leaning over their shoulders. Cordy instinctively put her hand on her throat to check her shirt buttons were safely done up. ‘Or some terrorist shit. Whatever. You can bet your arse we’d have that money trail tied up like that.’ He clicked his fingers, and carried on strolling towards the door. ‘Cos that’s a priority. But sadly it seems like the perps haven’t got round to that bollocks yet.’


‘Yes, that is a shame,’ Cordy said, before she could stop herself. ‘Because, you’re right: it is pretty amusing to think of ways those kids’ lives could get worse.’


‘Looks like you’ll have to watch yourself around her, Sampson,’ Tammy called, but the older officer just shrugged.


‘I’m sure she can take a joke.’


‘Yeah, but I’m just not sure how much of you I can take,’ Cordy shot back. She tried to match his light tone, but knew her blazing eyes gave her away.


‘Keep your hair on, love,’ he said mildly. ‘No point starting off on the wrong foot. We’ve all got to work together here. Lighten up a bit or you’ll go mad, dealing with this shit day in, day out.’


‘I can deal with this shit,’ she assured him. ‘Don’t you worry about that. What worries me is the way you’re talking . . .’


He turned and stared at her, stopping her midstream.


‘The way I’m talking? You’ve got to be kidding me. Sweetheart, it might all be political correctness and hearts and flowers where you come from, but over here we actually do something to stop these perverts, rather than whining to the press about them.’


‘I don’t know what—’


‘Save your breath, love, we all saw the article in the Mail. Chief emailed it round, in fact. Particularly liked the parts where you bitched about the way the police handled the follow-up. Shame you’ve got no clue what you’re talking about.’


Cordy leapt to her feet. ‘You know nothing about the work I do. You know nothing about me. But if we’re going to work together you’re going to have to stop talking about the victims like they’re lumps of meat. Because that’s exactly how their abusers treat them.’


He laughed dismissively. ‘Now, no need to get your knickers in a twist. If you’re going to survive here for two minutes you’re going to have to grow a sense of humour. And some balls. Because I’ll tell you something for nothing: a lot tougher folks than you have had problems hacking it. If that’s what you decide, fair dues. Go back to reading books and writing press releases or whatever it is you do. But, in the meantime, it wouldn’t kill you to have a bit of respect. We’re on the bloody front line here.’ Without waiting for an answer he walked out. Cordy stared at the back of his head, eyes burning.


‘Ouch,’ Tammy said, wincing dramatically. ‘Sampson One, Hunter Nil.’


‘Ignore her,’ said Anthony. ‘In fact, ignore them both. Sampson’s bark is much worse than his bite. He’s actually a pretty solid copper. He was a good mate of Brian Saunders . . .’


Just then Bob Sampson poked his head back round the door.


‘Sorry, love, just yanking your chain. No hard feelings, eh? Can I get you a cuppa?’


Cordelia shrugged.


He seemed to take that as a yes and came back a few minutes later with his peace offering.


‘Thought you probably didn’t take sugar . . .’


‘Because I’m sweet enough?’ Cordy finished the sentence icily.


He gave her a wink. ‘Got it in one.’










Chapter 5


clewis:        Did you like the things I sent you?


                   The one with the girl with the red hair?


spurs101:    spot on


clewis:        Told you she was begging for it


                   Watch her


                   She loves it


spurs101:    hey mate


                   thanx 4 all ur help


clewis:        Any time.


                   Sometimes you just need to talk about it.


                   Let it out.


spurs101:    I didn’t really know what I was lookin for


clewis:        Yeah, it’s easy to spot someone new in the chatroom


spurs101:    what cos they dont know their arse from there elbow???


clewis:        Pretty much.


                   Thought you were a copper at first.


                   Getting paranoid in my old age.


                   You still there?


spurs101:    evry time u open a paper seems like the worlds gone crazy


clewis:        True.


spurs101:    why cant people just mind their own business and leave other people alone


                   ????


clewis:        surely they have more important things to worry about?


spurs101:    as long as there not hurting anyone i mean


clewis:        Like global warming.


                   Or their own messed up lives


spurs101:    right


clewis:        Anyway, got something else you might be into.


                   From the states. Nice quality.


spurs101:    sounds good


clewis:        I’ll just send it to your hotmail again?


                   You didn’t give me a work one


spurs101:    no that ones good


clewis:        You know I could probably help you more if I knew a bit about your situation?


                   You know you can ask me anything?


spurs101:    thanx


clewis:        Like I said, it can help to talk.


spurs101:    sorry gotta go










Chapter 6


Cordelia surveyed her desk with a grin of pride. It was only her third day at the Unit and already she had managed to create an oasis of calm and order in the high-tech chaos of the Ops Room. The desk gleamed and she could now work on the fancy computer without her fingers sticking to the keys. She still wasn’t quite used to the banks of screens, and the interactive whiteboards the team used to share data and to chart their progress, but she was a fast learner, and she was already plotting ways that Justice4Children could upgrade their technology and improve their overall functionality. She was currently working her way through a dozen or so interlinked digital files, documenting the team’s work over the last few weeks. She also had open a four-page memo –‘Elite Child Protection Unit: Updated Standards and Procedures’ – which Fiona had suggested she read through twice.


‘You wouldn’t want to miss anything,’ the detective chief superintendent had insisted, when she’d called Cordy into her office for a brief orientation on the Unit’s systems and protocols. ‘These days it’s not good enough just to catch criminals. Unless you’ve got every single piece of official documentation in place, their lawyers will weasel them out of it. Even bring a charge against you for defamation of character.’


Cordy nodded obediently, but Fiona wasn’t finished.


‘It’s easy to bitch about bureaucracy. But when you’ve seen the smug look on a rapist’s face when their case is chucked out of court, then you’ll know what I’m talking about. It’s the paperwork that gets them behind bars. And it’s the stats that keep the funding coming in.’


‘Fair enough.’ Cordy’s eye caught on a picture taped to the wall – a butterfly finger-painted on a grubby white piece of card. She gestured her head towards it. ‘Cute. Our office at J4C is papered over with those.’


‘Oh yeah?’


‘From the kids who come on the family camps we organise,’ Cordy explained. ‘It’s getting to the point where we’re going to have to take some down, or there’ll be no room for the new ones. But I dread to think what the walls look like underneath. We’ve got a bit of a damp problem . . .’ She stopped when she realised she was rambling. She admired the chief superintendent, but something about her reminded her uncomfortably of a headmistress she’d had at primary school – Miss Davis – who had had a thousand-yard stare and a reputation for being tough on troublemakers.


‘My daughter made it. Sophia, my youngest.’


The look on Fiona’s face didn’t invite further inquiries, so Cordy just thanked her and left, memo in hand.


Back in the Ops Room she’d asked Anthony what Fiona was like to work with.


‘The chief’s great. Good at her job.’ He paused, and looked around, as if to check she wasn’t standing in the doorway. ‘If she’s a bit short with you it’s only because she’s under a lot of pressure from the bigwigs. You know her predecessor was sacked, right?’


‘I think I read something about it . . .’ Cordy said vaguely, not wanting to reveal that she’d spent the last couple of evenings staying up late and reading everything she could find on the Unit’s history. She’d always hated feeling unprepared.


‘Well, I arrived from the drugs squad halfway through it, but basically a case we’d been working on for months – hundreds of man-hours – folded because of witness intimidation. The bastards got away scot-free.’ He shrugged. ‘Not exactly the last chief’s fault, but it was obvious that someone’s head was for the chop.’


‘She’s got kids, right? Detective Chief Superintendent Andrews, I mean.’


‘Yep, three,’ he said. ‘And I get the impression their father isn’t really in the picture any more. But she doesn’t really talk about her personal life much. Not like Reynolds here . . .’


‘Oy, I heard that,’ Tammy called, shooting a look at him from beneath her long lashes.


‘Although you’d need a PhD to keep up with her love-life,’ Bob chipped in. ‘Those panties of hers must have hit the floor more times than Paris Hilton’s.’


Cordy bristled and swivelled to face his desk. ‘And why has Detective Constable Reynolds’ private life got anything to do with you?’


‘Oh, he’s just jealous,’ Tammy said. ‘I wouldn’t waste your breath.’


‘Detective Constable Reynolds,’ Bob mimicked in a high, squeaky voice. ‘Should have expected you birds to stick together. There’s so much bloody oestrogen in this room that I’m starting to grow a decent pair of tits myself.’


‘I don’t think man-boobs count,’ Cordy shot back. ‘And since I don’t reckon the rest of us fancy picturing you and your missus in the act of sexual congress, I suggest you lay off Reynolds. Her knickers are really none of your business.’


Tammy laughed at that, and put her hand up for a high-five.


Bob mimed being shot through the heart, but when Cordy didn’t respond he turned grumpily back to his computer.


A few minutes later the regular percussion of keyboards started up again.


Cordy was just getting back into her research when Anthony nudged her.
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