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      Emily Billingham tried to scream through the hand that covered her mouth.

      The fingers were thin but strong against her lower jaw. She forced out a sound that bounced back off his flesh and threw back her head to try to prise herself free. The back of her skull met with something hard, a rib.

      ‘Knock it off, you stupid little bitch,’ he said, dragging her backwards.

      The pounding in her ears almost drowned out his words. She could feel her own heart beating hard against her chest.

      The fabric across her eyes blocked out her surroundings but she felt the gravel underfoot.

      Every step took her further from Suzie.

      Emily bucked again. She tried to force herself away from his body using her upper arms but he just pulled her closer. She tried to squirm away from his grip but his arms tightened. She didn't want to go with him. She had to get free. She had to get help. Daddy would know what to do. Daddy would save them both.

      She heard the creak of a door. Oh no, it was the van.

      She summoned the strength to scream. She didn't want to go in the van again.

      ‘No … please …’ she cried, trying to squirm out of his grip.

      He kicked her hard in the back of the knee.

      Her leg buckled and she stumbled forward, but he stopped her falling to the ground by grabbing a handful of hair.

      Her scalp stung as the tears broke free from her eyes.

      In one movement he launched her into the rear of the vehicle and slammed the door shut. It made the same tinny noise it had days ago when she'd been walking to school.

      Her classroom seemed so far away now and she wondered if she would ever see her friends again.

      The van reversed quickly, launching her against the doors. The pain shot from the back of her skull like a firework.

      She squirmed to right herself but the van was moving fast, throwing her onto her side.

      Her cheek crashed against the wooden floor of the vehicle as it bounced along at speed. She winced as the skin on her bare calf snagged on a nail. A trail of warm blood trickled down to her ankle.

      Suzie would tell her to be strong. Like when she'd sprained her wrist in gymnastics. Suzie had held her other hand and squeezed strength into her heart, telling her it would all be okay. And she'd been right.

      But she hadn't been right this time.

      ‘I can't do it, Suzie, I'm sorry,’ Emily whispered as the tears turned to sobs. She wanted to be brave for her friend but the trembling that had started in her legs was now travelling the length of her body.

      She pulled up her knees to her chin, tried to scrunch herself tighter, into the smallest of balls, but the shaking wouldn't subside.

      She felt a drop of urine slip from between her thighs. The trickle turned to a stream that her body was powerless to stop.

      A terrified sob was torn from her body as Emily prayed for the ordeal to end.

      And then, suddenly, the van came to a stop.

      ‘Please M-Mummy, come and get me,’ she whispered as the sudden ominous silence settled around her.

      She lay against the door, unmoving. The trembling had paralysed her limbs. She had no more strength to fight him and awaited whatever came next.

      The fear formed a lump in her throat as her captor opened the door.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            One

          

        

      

    

    
      Black Country – March 2015

      Kim Stone felt the rage burning within her. From the ignition point in her brain it travelled like electricity to the soles of her feet, then surged around again.

      If her colleague, Bryant, was beside her now he would be urging her to calm down. To think before she acted. To consider her career, her livelihood.

      So it was a good job she was on her own.

      Pure Gym was situated on Level Street in Brierley Hill and ran between the Merry Hill shopping centre and the Waterfront office and bar complex.

      It was Sunday lunchtime and the car park was full. She drove around once, spotting the car she sought before parking the Ninja right outside the front door. She didn’t plan on being there long.

      She stepped into the foyer and approached the front desk. A pretty, toned woman smiled brightly and held out her hand. Kim guessed she was looking for some kind of membership card. Kim had a card of her own to show. Her warrant card.

      ‘I’m not a member but I do need a quick word with one of your patrons.’

      The woman looked around as though needing to seek advice.

      ‘Police business,’ Kim stated. Kind of, she added to herself.

      The woman nodded.

      Kim looked at the directions board and knew exactly where she was heading. She took a left and found herself behind three rows of machines on which people were stepping, walking and jogging.

      She looked along the rear views of people expending energy on going nowhere.

      The one she was looking for was stepping up and down in the far corner. The long blonde hair tied back in a ponytail was the clue. The fact that her phone was in front of her on the display screen was the clincher.

      Having found her target, Kim became oblivious to the sounds of people’s limbs lifting and striding or the curious glances she received as the only fully dressed person in the room.

      All she cared about was one woman’s involvement in the death of a nineteen-year-old boy called Dewain.

      Kim straddled the front of the machine. The shock on the face of Tracy Frost almost pierced her rage. But not quite.

      ‘A word?’ she asked, although it wasn’t really a question.

      For a second the woman almost lost her footing and that would have been just too bad.

      ‘How the hell did you …?’ Tracy looked around. ‘Don’t tell me you used your badge to get in?’

      ‘A word, in private,’ Kim repeated.

      Tracy continued to step.

      ‘Look, I’m happy to do it here,’ Kim said, raising her voice. ‘I’ll never see these people again.’

      Kim could feel at least half the eyes in the room upon them already.

      Tracy stepped backwards in a dismount, then reached for her phone.

      Kim was surprised at the height of the woman and guessed her to be five two at best. Kim had never seen her without six-inch heels, whatever the weather.

      Kim barged through the door to the ladies’ toilets and pushed Tracy against the wall. Her head missed the hand dryer by an inch.

      ‘What the fuck did you think you were doing?’ Kim screamed.

      A cubicle door opened and a teenager scarpered out of the room. They were now alone.

      ‘You can’t touch me like—’

      Kim stepped back so that only a sliver of space existed between them. ‘How the hell could you break that story, you stupid bitch? He’s dead, now. Dewain Wright is dead because of you.’

      Tracy Frost, local reporter and all-round pond scum, blinked twice as Kim’s words found her brain. ‘But … my … story …’

      ‘Your story got him killed, you stupid cow.’

      Tracy began to shake her head. Kim nodded. ‘Oh yes.’

      Dewain Wright had been a teenager from the Hollytree estate. He’d been in a gang called the Hollytree Hoods for about three years and wanted to get out. The gang had got wind of it and stabbed him, leaving him for dead. They thought they’d killed him but a passer-by had performed CPR. That was when Kim had been called in to investigate attempted murder.

      Her first instruction had been to conceal the fact that he was still alive from everyone except his family. She had known that if word got back to Hollytree the gang would find a way to finish him off.

      She had spent that night in the chair beside his bed, praying he would defy the prognosis and breathe on his own. She had held his hand, offering him her own energy to find the strength to come back. The courage he’d shown in trying to change his life and battle the fates had touched her. She had wanted an opportunity to know the brave young man who had decided that gang life was not for him.

      Kim leaned in close and speared Tracy with her eyes. There was no escape. ‘I begged you not to break the story but you just couldn’t help yourself, could you? It was all about being first, wasn’t it? Are you so bloody desperate to get noticed by the nationals you’d throw away a kid’s life?’ Kim screamed in her face. ‘Well, for your sake I hope they do notice you – because there’s no place for you here any more. I intend to make sure of it.’

      ‘It wasn’t because of—’

      ‘Of course it was because of you,’ Kim raged. ‘I don’t know how you found out he was still alive but he’s dead now. And this time it’s real.’

      Confusion contorted her features. The stupid woman wanted to speak but couldn’t find any words. Kim wouldn’t have listened anyway.

      ‘You know he was trying to get out, don’t you? Dewain was a decent kid just trying not to die.’

      ‘It couldn’t have been because of me,’ Tracy said, as the colour began to return to her face.

      ‘Yes, Tracy, it was,’ Kim said emphatically. ‘The blood of Dewain Wright is on your grubby little hooves.’

      ‘I was only doing my job. The world had a right to know.’

      Kim stepped in closer.

      ‘I swear to God, Tracy, I will not rest until the closest you come to a newspaper is driving the delivery—’

      Her words were cut off by the ringing of her mobile phone.

      Tracy took the opportunity to step out of Kim’s reach.

      ‘Stone,’ she answered.

      ‘I need you at the station. Now.’

      Detective Chief Inspector Woodward wasn’t the warmest of bosses but he normally took the time to offer some kind of curt greeting.

      Kim’s mind worked quickly. He was calling her on Sunday lunchtime after insisting that she take the day off. And he was already pissed off at something.

      ‘I’m on my way, Stacey. Get me a dry white wine,’ she said, hanging up the phone. If her boss was confused because she’d just called him Stacey, she’d explain it to him later.

      No way was she going to reveal an urgent call from her boss while standing within spitting distance of the most despicable reporter she’d ever met.

      It could be one of two things. Either she was in a shitload of trouble or there was something big kicking off. Neither scenario would benefit from this lowlife hearing the conversation.

      She turned back to Tracy Frost. ‘Just don’t think this is over. I will find a way to make you pay for what you did. I promise,’ Kim said, opening the bathroom door.

      ‘I’ll have your job for this,’ Tracy shouted after her.

      ‘Crack on,’ Kim tossed over her shoulder. A nineteen-year-old had died last night, for nothing. These weren’t the best days she’d ever had.

      And she had a feeling that this one was about to get worse.
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      Kim parked the Ninja at the rear of Halesowen Police Station.

      West Midlands Police served almost 2.9 million occupants, covering the cities of Birmingham, Coventry, Wolverhampton and the area of the Black Country.

      The force was divided into ten Local Policing Units, including her own area of Dudley.

      Kim reached the office on the third floor. She knocked, entered and froze.

      Her surprise was not because Woody was seated beside the imposing figure of his boss, Superintendent Baldwin.

      It wasn’t even because Woody was dressed in a polo shirt instead of his normal white shirt complete with epaulettes bearing force insignia.

      It was because even from the doorway Kim could see beads of sweat on the caramel skin covering his head. His anxiety had nowhere to hide.

      Now she was worried. She had never seen Woody sweat.

      Four eyes rested upon her as she closed the door.

      She was unaware of anything she'd done to piss off both of them. Superintendent Baldwin hailed from Lloyd House in Birmingham and she'd seen him often. On the television.

      ‘Sir?’ she said, looking at the only man in the room who meant anything to her. It was impossible to view her boss without also seeing the framed photo of his twenty-two-year-old son wearing full Navy uniform. Woody had received his dead body back from the Navy two years after the photo had been taken.

      ‘Sit down, Stone.’

      She moved forward and sat on the single chair, abandoned in the middle of the room. Now she looked from one to the other, eager for a clue. Most conversations that took place between herself and Woody were preceded by his need to strangle the stress ball that rested at the front of his desk. Normally, it was a reassuring sign to her that all was well between them.

      It remained on the desk.

      ‘Stone, an incident occurred this morning: an abduction.’

      ‘Confirmed?’ she asked, immediately. Often people went missing and were found within a couple of hours.

      ‘Yes, confirmed.’

      She waited patiently. Even with a confirmed kidnapping Kim was unsure why she was sitting before the DCI and his boss.

      Luckily Woody was not a man given to unnecessary intrigue or suspense, so he got straight to the point.

      ‘It's two young girls.’

      Kim closed her eyes and took a breath. Ah, now she understood the escalation along the food chain.

      ‘Like the last time, Sir?’

      Although she hadn’t been part of the investigation thirteen months ago, every member of the West Midlands force had been interested in the case. Many had helped in the subsequent search.

      Kim knew many things about the old case but the most resounding fact came straight into her mind.

      One of the girls hadn’t come back.

      Woody brought her attention back to the present. ‘At this point we're not sure. Initially it appears so. The two girls are best friends and were last seen at Old Hill Leisure Centre. One of the mothers was due to collect them at twelve thirty but her car had been immobilised.

      ‘Both mothers received a text message at twelve twenty confirming that kidnappers have both girls.’

      It was now only fifteen minutes past one. The girls had been taken less than an hour ago but the arrival of the text message meant there would be no enquiries to friends and neighbours, no hope that the girls had simply wandered off. The girls were not missing, they'd been kidnapped and the case was already live.

      Kim turned her gaze to the superintendent.

      ‘So, what went wrong last time?’

      ‘Excuse me?’ he asked, surprised. Clearly, he didn't expect to be addressed directly.

      Kim studied his face as his brain formulated a response. Police media training at its best. There were no furrowed lines or beads of sweat at the hairline. Hardly surprising. There were many levels of culpability beneath him.

      Baldwin offered her a dead stare in response to her question. A warning to keep her mouth closed.

      She stared back. ‘Well, only one child came back, so what went wrong?’

      ‘I don't think the details—’

      ‘Sir, why am I here?’ she asked, turning back to Woody. This was a double abduction. This was a matter for force CID, not local. The management of a case like this would be divided into many different sections. There would be the search for clues, background, door to door, CCTV and press. Woody would never put her in charge of press.

      Woody and Baldwin exchanged a look.

      She sensed that she was not going to like the answer. Her first guess was that her team was being seconded to assist. Forget the current workload of sexual assaults, domestic violence, fraud and attempted murder cases they were working as well as the finalising of statements for Dewain Wright.

      ‘You want my team on the search—’

      ‘There is no search, Stone,’ Woody said. ‘We're issuing a media blackout.’

      ‘Sir?’

      This was virtually unheard of in an abduction case. The press normally got hold of it in minutes.

      ‘Nothing has been transmitted via the radio frequency and at the moment the parents are not saying a word.’

      Kim nodded her understanding. If she recalled correctly the same had been attempted the last time but the news had broken by day three. Later that day the surviving child had been found wandering along the roadside and the other had not been found at all.

      ‘I'm still a little confused as to what …’

      ‘You've been requested to head this case, Stone.’

      Ten seconds passed, during which she waited for the punchline. None came.

      ‘Sir?’

      ‘Of course, that's impossible,’ Baldwin said. ‘You are certainly not qualified to head an investigation of this magnitude.’

      Although Kim didn't disagree she was tempted to mention the Crestwood case where she and her team had captured the killer of four teenage girls.

      She turned in her seat so she faced only Woody.

      ‘Requested by?’

      ‘One of the parents. She's asked for you specifically and won't even speak to anyone else. We need you to take the initial details whilst we assemble a team. You'll report back here immediately and hand over to the Officer in Charge.’

      Kim nodded her understanding of the process, but he still hadn't fully answered her question.

      ‘Sir, can I have the names of the girls and the name of the parent?’

      ‘Charlie Timmins and Amy Hanson are the girls. It’s the mother of Charlie that has requested your involvement. Her name is Karen, says she’s a friend of yours?’

      Kim shook her head blankly. That was impossible. She knew no Karen Timmins and she definitely had no friends.

      Woody consulted a sheet of paper on his desk.

      ‘Apologies, Stone. You might know this woman better under her maiden name. Her name was Karen Holt.’

      Kim felt her back stiffen. The name lived safely in her past; a place she rarely visited.

      ‘Stone, your expression says you do indeed know this woman.’

      Kim stood and aimed her gaze only at Woody.

      ‘Sir, I will go and carry out the initial questioning to hand over to the appropriate Officer in Charge, but I assure you this woman is no friend of mine.’
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      Kim steered the Ninja through a line of traffic to the front of the queue. As the amber light promised to illuminate she spurred the machine into life and roared across the intersection.

      At the next island her knee air-kissed the tarmac at forty miles an hour.

      As she travelled south she left the heart of the Black Country, named due to the thirty feet of thick iron ore and coal seam outcrops in various places.

      Historically, many people in the area had held an agricultural smallholding but supplemented their income by working as nailers or smiths. By the 1620s there were twenty thousand smiths within ten miles of Dudley Castle.

      The address she'd been given was a surprise to Kim. She hadn't envisioned Karen Holt living in one of the finer parts of the Black Country. In fact, she was marginally surprised the woman was still alive at all.

      As she headed through Pedmore, the properties began to recede from the road. The plots grew longer, the trees higher and the houses further apart.

      The area had originally been a village in the Worcestershire countryside but had merged into Stourbridge following extensive house building during the interwar years.

      She pulled off Redlake Road into a driveway that crunched beneath the tyres of the bike. She rolled up to the property and whistled in her head.

      The detached house was double-fronted and Victorian, perfect in its symmetry. The white brick looked recently painted.

      Kim stopped the bike at an ornate portico entrance supporting a balustraded balcony above. Bay windows protruded on both sides.

      It was the kind of house that said you'd made it. And Kim had to wonder what the hell Karen Holt had done to get here. If Bryant had been with her they’d have played their usual game of ‘guess the house value’ and her opening bid would have been no less than one and a half million.

      Parked beside a silver Range Rover was an unmarked Vauxhall Cavalier. A brief assessment confirmed the house was not overlooked from any direction. As she went, she made mental notes to pass on to whomever Woody nominated as Officer in Charge.

      The front door was opened by a constable Kim recognised from a previous case. She stepped into a reception hall boasting a Minton tiled floor. The centre of the space was dominated by a round oak table supporting the tallest vase of flowers she had ever seen. A reception room lay on either side of the hallway.

      ‘Where is she?’ Kim asked the officer.

      ‘Kitchen, Marm. The mother of the other child is here as well.’

      Kim nodded and headed past the sweeping staircase. A woman met her halfway. The recognition took some time to register on Kim's behalf but was instantaneous on the face of the woman before her.

      Karen Timmins bore little resemblance to Karen Holt.

      The slashed jeans that had once melded to every available curve had been replaced by a stylish pair of slim-leg trousers. The low, tight tops that had barely contained her breasts had been replaced with a V-neck jumper that whispered at the body beneath instead of screaming it out loud.

      The dyed blonde hair had been allowed to return to its natural chestnut and was cut stylishly around a face that was attractive but not striking.

      There had been surgery. Not a lot but enough to significantly change her face. Kim guessed at a nose job. Karen had always hated her nose and there'd been a lot there to hate.

      ‘Kim, thank God. Thank you for coming. Thank you.’

      Kim allowed her hand to be clutched for a whole three seconds before she took it back.

      A second woman appeared beside Karen. The terror in her eyes gave way to hope.

      Karen stepped aside. ‘Kim, this is Elizabeth, Amy's mum.’

      Kim nodded to the woman whose eyes were blackened with smudged mascara. Her hair was a sleek bobbed helmet of auburn. She carried a few more pounds than Karen and was dressed in cream chinos and a cerise jumper.

      ‘And you are Charlie’s mum?’ Kim asked.

      Karen nodded eagerly.

      ‘Have you found them?’ Elizabeth asked, breathlessly.

      Kim shook her head as she ushered them back into the kitchen.

      ‘I'm here to collect the initial details for the …’

      ‘You're not going to help us find …’

      ‘No, Karen, a team is currently being assembled. I'm only here to take the initial details.’

      Karen opened her mouth to argue but Kim held up her hand and offered a reassuring smile.

      ‘I can promise you that the very best officers will be assigned to work with you with far more experience in this kind of case. The sooner you give me some details, the quicker I can pass them along and get your children back home safely.’

      Elizabeth nodded her understanding but Karen narrowed her eyes. Oh yes, that was a look she recognised.

      And just as she had when they were teenagers, Kim ignored it.

      ‘You were sent messages?’ she asked.

      They both thrust their phones towards her. She took Karen's first and read the cold, black words.

      There is no need to rush. Charlotte will not be home today. This is not a hoax. I have your daughter.

      Kim handed the phone back to Karen and took Elizabeth's.

      Amy will not be home today. This is not a hoax. I have your daughter.

      ‘Okay, tell me exactly what happened,’ she said, handing it back.

      The two women sat at the breakfast bar. Karen took a sip of coffee then spoke. ‘I dropped them off at the leisure centre this morning—’

      ‘What time?’

      ‘Ten fifteen. The class starts at ten thirty and ends at twelve fifteen. I'm always there to collect them at half past.’

      Kim could hear the emotion in her voice as she fought back the tears. Elizabeth covered Karen's free hand and urged her to continue.

      Karen swallowed. ‘Right on time, I left the house to pick them up. They always wait in the reception area until I get there. My car wouldn't start – and then I got the message.’

      ‘Do you have any CCTV on your house?’ Kim asked. She had to assume that the car trouble was deliberate and had been achieved by access to the property.

      Karen shook her head. ‘Why would we?’

      ‘Don't touch the car again,’ Kim ordered. ‘Forensics might be able to lift something.’ It was possible but not probable. ‘The kidnappers knew your routine well.’

      Elizabeth lifted her head. ‘More than one?’

      Kim nodded. ‘I would think so. Your girls are nine years old. Not easy to handle together. A struggle would have been difficult to contain with one adult and two children. There would have been noise.’

      Elizabeth made a small sound but Kim couldn't help that. Crying would not get their children back. If it would, she'd summon a few tears herself.

      ‘Have either of you noticed anything strange recently? Familiar faces or cars turning up; perhaps the feeling of being watched?’

      Both women shook their heads.

      ‘Have your girls mentioned anything different, perhaps being approached by a stranger?’

      ‘No,’ they said together.

      ‘The girls' fathers?’

      ‘On their way back from golf. We managed to contact them just before you arrived.’

      That answered all her questions. Clearly both fathers were in the picture so any kind of custody battle was unlikely. It also told her that the two families were very close.

      ‘Please be honest with me. Have you contacted anyone else, friends, relatives?’

      They both shook their heads but Karen spoke. ‘The officer we spoke to told us not to until someone had been in touch.’

      It had been good advice, and given because the snatch was confirmed. They were not missing. They’d been taken.

      ‘What should we do, Inspector?’ Elizabeth asked.

      Kim knew that their natural instincts would prompt them to be searching, moving, walking, acting, doing. The girls had been gone for around an hour and a half. And it was going to get a whole lot worse than this.

      She shook her head. ‘Nothing. We can now assume this is a planned kidnap by people who know what they're doing. They know your routines and have watched you closely. The girls will most likely have been lured away from the entrance of the leisure centre in one of three ways. The first is by a person they know. The second is by a person they perceive to be trustworthy and the third is with a promise.’

      ‘A promise?’ Karen asked.

      Kim nodded. ‘Your girls are too old to be persuaded by sweets, so more likely a puppy or a kitten.’

      ‘Oh, Lord,’ Elizabeth breathed. ‘Amy has been begging me for a kitten for months.’

      ‘There are few kids that can resist the temptation,’ Kim offered. ‘That's why it works.’ She took a deep breath. ‘Listen, there's going to be a media blackout on this.’

      At this point they didn't need to know why. The less they knew about the previous case the better.

      Kim continued. ‘So, there'll be no search. There's no point. We're not going to find them in a manhunt. The crime has been planned and they've already made contact. Your girls are not in a field somewhere waiting to be found.’

      ‘But what do they want?’ Karen asked.

      ‘I'm sure they'll let you know but until they do you have to keep quiet. Not even family members are to be told. There are no exceptions. If the press get hold of this it will make a difference to the investigation. Hundreds of people scouring the area is not going to get your girls back.’

      Kim could see the indecision on their faces and that would be someone else's fight soon but for now she had to urge them to remain silent. At least until she got back to the station and it became someone else’s problem.

      ‘It may be your natural reaction to want everyone you know on the lookout, just as you'd like to be out there searching yourselves, but it won't do any good.’ Kim stood. ‘The Officer in Charge will be here soon. You should take that time to make lists of people you might need to contact over the next few days to explain the absence of your children or yourselves.’

      Karen looked stunned. ‘But I want … can't you—?’

      Kim shook her head. ‘You need someone with more experience in abduction cases.’

      ‘But I want—’

      Right on cue a child started crying from the next room. Elizabeth pushed her chair back. Kim followed, heading for the front door.

      Karen grabbed at her forearm. ‘Please, Kim–’

      ‘Karen, I can't take the case. I don't have the experience. I'm sorry but I promise you that the assigned officer will do everything possible—’

      ‘Is this because you hated me back then?’

      Kim was stunned. The words were not untrue but Kim would not let that influence her when the lives of two girls were at risk.

      Kim felt the frustration grow at her inability to help the desperate woman but her superiors had made her position perfectly clear.

      ‘Why, Karen, why me?’

      Karen offered a half-smile. ‘Do you remember when we were placed with the Price family and Mandy's trainers wore into holes? You asked Diane for a new pair and she said no.’

      Mandy had been a shy, quiet child who rarely spoke. The soles of her feet had been grazed and sore with a hint of gravel rash.

      ‘Of course I remember,’ Kim said. For her it had been foster family number seven. Her last.

      ‘I remember what you did. You found out how much they were paid each month to take care of us. You then wrote down what they spent on grocery, bills and rent.’

      Yes, Kim had watched what they unloaded each Saturday morning and then walked around the supermarket totting it all up. She'd stayed up late one night and gone through the household bills.

      ‘And after a month you presented them with a sheet of paper you were going to post to social services.’

      The family had been career carers and had always taken the older kids for the highest pay rate.

      ‘I still remember what happened after you confronted them,’ Karen said, with a smile that didn't even come close to her eyes. ‘It was new trainers all around.’ She shook her head. ‘We knew nothing about you, back then, Kim. You wouldn’t speak to a soul about your past – in fact you rarely spoke at all – but there was a determination in you.’

      Kim offered her a brief smile. ‘So you want me to head this case because I got you a new pair of trainers?’

      ‘No, Kim. I want you to head this case because I know that if you decide to help us, I will see my daughter again.’
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      Woody was alone when Kim knocked and entered twenty minutes later.

      ‘Sir, I want it,’ she said.

      ‘Want what, Stone?’ he asked, sitting back in his chair.

      ‘The case. I want to be the OIC.’

      He rubbed his chin. ‘Did you not hear the superintendent when he said—’

      ‘Yes, I heard loud and clear but he's wrong. I will bring those children home, so if you just tell me whose arse I need to kiss to—’

      ‘That won't be necessary,’ he said, reaching for the stress ball.

      Damn it, she'd already lost and she hadn't even started her sales pitch. But she had clutched victory from the jaws of defeat in the past.

      ‘Sir, I am tenacious, determined, driven …’

      He sat back and tilted his head.

      ‘I am persistent, stubborn …’

      ‘Oh yes, you're that, Stone,’ he offered.

      ‘I will not eat, sleep or drink until …’

      ‘Okay, Stone. It's yours.’

      ‘No one will work harder than … umm, what?’

      He sat forward and let go of the stress ball. ‘The superintendent and I had quite a conversation after you left. I used many of those words. Amongst others. I assured him that if anyone can bring these girls home, you can.’

      ‘Sir, I …’

      ‘But both of our necks are on the line for this one, Stone. The superintendent will not be held accountable for any failure. Especially after the last time. There is no leeway on this case. One wrong step and we are both out. Do you understand me?’

      Kim appreciated the level of faith that Woody had placed in her ability and she would not let him down. She tried to picture the conversation that had taken place between her boss and the superintendent. The man before her must have presented passionately to win over Baldwin.

      ‘What do you need?’ he asked, reaching for his pen.

      She took a deep breath. ‘The complete files from the last case. That'll tell me everything I need to know about how the investigation was conducted.’

      ‘Already in progress. Next?’

      ‘I want the FLO assigned last time.’

      This request he wrote down, and would be tricky but to her it was imperative. The family liaison officer would have been with the families the whole time and would be able to offer an insight into events and advise her on any similarities.

      ‘I'll get on it. Next.’

      ‘I intend to set up base at the Timmins' house. I'll run the investigation from there.’

      ‘Stone, that’s not really—’

      ‘I have to, Sir. I need to be available. The first message came by text. We don’t know if that’s how they will continue to communicate and I need to be there at all times, ready to action any developments.’

      He thought for a moment. ‘I’ll need to get that cleared by Superintendent Baldwin but that’s my concern, not yours. I expect to be kept properly informed and that’s my level of appropriate communication, not yours.’

      ‘Of course,’ she agreed and stood, looking towards the door. ‘I need to call my team.’

      ‘They're upstairs, waiting for you.’

      Kim frowned. ‘Sir, I only just asked for this case?’

      ‘I called them in as soon as you left. They don't have any idea why so I'll leave it to you to fill them in.’

      She tipped her head. ‘How could you have been so sure?’

      ‘Because you were told you couldn't have it – and you don’t like that one little bit.’

      Kim opened her mouth and closed it again. For once she could not disagree.
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      Kim entered the squad room and closed the door behind her. Immediately she had the full attention of her team. The door very rarely met the frame.

      ‘Afternoon, Guv,’ they all said together.

      She briefly appraised her team. Yep, Woody was right when he said he'd called them all in.

      DS Bryant still wore the rugby shirt from afternoon practice together with a dirt smudge beneath his left eye. Although his natural build suited the game of rugby he was on now the wrong side of forty-five to walk away from the pitch uninjured. As both Kim and his wife had pointed out numerous times.

      DS Dawson looked as perfect as ever. Of the opinion that one was judged by one’s attire, Dawson ensured his five-eleven height was suitably clothed at all times. Even on a day off, his impeccable clothing showed off the results of gym membership. If Kim had to guess, she'd say he'd played squash earlier, showered and then changed before preparing to take a liquid lunch with his mates. Never mind.

      Unlike the others, DC Stacey Wood was dressed for work in navy blue trousers and a simple white shirt, signalling she'd probably been at home engrossed in her computer, fighting warlocks and goblins on the game World of Warcraft.

      Kim perched on the edge of the spare desk that butted up to Bryant's.

      Dawson glanced at the closed door. ‘Shit, Guv, what did we do?’

      ‘In your case I'm sure I can come up with something but on this rare occasion it's not us.’

      ‘Hallelujah,’ Bryant said.

      ‘Bostin,’ Stacey added.

      ‘Okay, firstly, what's the alcohol situation?’

      Yes, it was Sunday. But now they were at work.

      ‘Dry as a bone,’ Stacey offered.

      ‘None,’ Bryant said.

      ‘Almost,’ Dawson groaned.

      And Kim herself hadn't touched a drop since she was sixteen, so they were good to go.

      ‘Right, I know Woody kept you all in the dark but there's a reason.’ She took a deep breath. ‘A couple of hours ago two nine-year-old girls were snatched from Old Hill Leisure Centre. Confirmed. The girls are best friends, as are the parents.’

      She paused to give everyone a chance to digest the information.

      Bryant glanced at the closed door. ‘Press blackout and force blackout, Guv?’

      Kim nodded her head. ‘Only four people on site know and they've been sworn to secrecy. Nothing is to be transmitted over the radio. We can't risk this getting out.’

      ‘Confirmed how?’ Dawson asked.

      ‘Both mothers have received text messages.’

      ‘Bloody Nora,’ Stacey whispered.

      ‘No search, then?’ Bryant asked.

      As a father to a teenage girl his natural instinct was to get out there and look.

      ‘No. We're dealing with professionals. So far we know that the girls were due for collection at 12.30. The text messages were received at 12.16 and the car of the collecting parent had been tampered with.’

      ‘Guv, this is sounding awfully familiar.’

      ‘I agree. We all know that whoever was behind the abduction last year was never caught. It could be the same people or a copycat crime.’

      ‘What do we hope?’ Stacey asked.

      Kim wasn't sure. If it was the same people they would have learned from the last time. Their skills would be refined. They would have back-up plans, exit strategies. But on the plus side Kim would be able to see how they had performed; study their methodology from the case notes of the previous kidnapping.

      ‘Guv, what went wrong the last time?’ Bryant asked.

      ‘I don't know but I'm sure we're gonna find out.’ Kim took a deep breath. ‘Listen guys, this is going to get heavy. We'll be working out of the Timmins' house amongst distraught parents for as long as it takes to get these girls home.’

      ‘Isn't that “if” we get the girls back, Guv?’ Dawson asked.

      Kim turned her gaze on him. ‘No, Kev, I mean when.’

      He nodded and looked away.

      She would not contemplate defeat before they'd even started. The last team had achieved fifty per cent success – and even that had been by default. The kidnappers had let the girl go. Kim would not have any member of her team entering that household feeling they had already lost.

      ‘All the family members will want something from you. They’ll think you know something they don't. They'll want to know everything.

      ‘We have to keep our distance. It's not our job to be their friends or extended family. We’re not counsellors or priests. We are there to find their daughters.’ She looked directly at Dawson. ‘Both of them.’

      Dawson nodded his understanding.

      ‘Okay, Stace, I want you to make a list of remote and mobile equipment. Include everything you think we might need and get the list to Woody. He'll make sure we get it.’

      Stacey nodded and started tapping on her keyboard.

      ‘Kev, I want you over at Lloyd House making a nuisance of yourself until we get those case files. Woody has requested them but we need them as soon as possible.’

      ‘Got it, boss.’

      ‘Bryant, for God's sake go home, shower and change. Pick up a lock and a drill, then come here to help Stacey with the equipment.’

      Bryant stood. Stacey and Dawson burst out laughing. Kim followed their gaze with horror.

      ‘Bryant, you have got to be joking.’

      He stood away from the desk displaying black shorts and legs that belonged in a zoo.

      ‘Woody said to come into the office right away, Guv.’

      Kim hid her smile and looked away. ‘Please, Bryant, go now.’

      He reached the door before she spoke again.

      ‘Oh, and I shouldn't need to remind you that you tell no one about this case. You all know what I mean.’

      They each acknowledged her warning. Sometimes even their own family members had to be kept in the dark about work.

      Kim stepped into The Bowl, a wood and glass structure in the right-hand corner of the room that was supposed to be her private office. It was barely the size of a decent lift and was used only for the occasional bollocking. For the most part Kim spent her time perched at the spare desk, amongst her team.

      She turned and glanced as her colleagues galvanised into action. There was no room for uncertainty in her team members.

      Any doubts would be all hers.
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      Kim arrived back at the Timmins' house as darkness was threatening to fall; a development that would not help the state of mind of the parents. The early March days were struggling to leave the February temperatures behind. Every day was offering a long goodnight from mid-afternoon.

      Kim knocked and entered. The constable was seated behind the door.

      ‘Anything to note?’

      He stood as though addressing a sergeant major. ‘Husbands have come back. There's been shouting and a lot more crying.’

      Kim nodded and headed towards the kitchen.

      Karen appeared before her in the hallway. Her hands were clasped tightly to her breast.

      ‘Kim, you're …’

      ‘The Officer in Charge of this case,’ she finished, with a half-smile.

      Karen nodded gratefully and led her into the kitchen.

      ‘It's about fucking time, Inspector. Have you found my daughter?’

      ‘Stephen,’ Karen protested.

      ‘It's okay,’ Kim said, holding up her hands. There would be many emotions for the families to work through and anger would be high on the list.

      She quickly shook her head.

      Two totally separate time zones were operating within one room. The last few hours had sprinted by for her but had been a lifetime to the parents.

      She expected frustration and rage. There would be accusation and mistrust and Kim was happy to accept it all. To a point.

      She faced the man who had spoken. His hair was as black as her own and showed no signs of grey. He carried around twenty pounds of excess weight and his hands were nicely manicured.

      Karen sent a withering glance as she introduced him. ‘Kim, this is Stephen Hanson, Elizabeth's husband, and this is Robert, my husband.’

      Kim hid her surprise. Robert Timmins was an inch over six foot. She knew Karen to be thirty-four, the same age as herself, but Robert looked considerably older.

      Not an unattractive man, he appeared to take care of himself. The grey at his temples suited his face, which was open and honest. His right hand rested on Karen's shoulder protectively.

      This was not the kind of man Kim had envisioned Karen making a life with. As a teen she had gone after bad boys. Their criteria had included tattoos, piercings and possession of an ASBO.

      There had been one in particular for Karen. Another care kid whose orbit she'd been unable to escape. The two of them had separated and collided numerous times during their teen years. And each time he thumped her she vowed never to go back. After the fourth or fifth time, no one was listening.

      ‘Pleased to meet you both. Now to update you. I've met with my team who will all be arriving over the next few—’

      ‘Where the hell is the search? Where are the teams, the helicopters?’ Stephen Hanson cried, moving towards her.

      Kim didn't move an inch and he stopped on the safe side of her personal space.

      He looked her up and down. ‘For fuck's sake, this is what we get.’

      Although Elizabeth had the grace to lower her eyes, Kim sensed the hope within them all that his shouting would somehow precipitate the return of the girls.

      ‘Mr Hanson, there is a press blackout on this story. Only a few people know that your daughter has been abducted.’

      His eyes blazed in the face of her calm, measured tone.

      ‘So, nothing is being done?’

      ‘Mr Hanson, I urge you to calm down. Having the press all over this is not going to get your child back.’

      The other three watched the exchange between the two of them. Every moment that passed explained the dynamics of this group better.

      Stephen Hanson was casting himself as the hero of the hour. Kim understood that his caveman instinct was to protect and take charge.

      ‘How the hell can a search not be beneficial? If the public know, they'll come forward with information.’

      ‘Such as?’

      ‘A man bundling two young girls into a vehicle,’ he said, as though speaking to a child.

      ‘You don't think that would have been reported anyway?’ Kim replied, raising one eyebrow.

      He hesitated. ‘That's not the point. People don't think about what they might have seen until you make it public.’

      ‘The best we could get from a witness appeal is a sighting of them close to the snatch point. That information is useless to us now because we already know for sure that they've been abducted. Unless they can offer a registration number, offender description and known direction of travel, that information is not worth the consequences.’

      Stephen Hanson shook his head. ‘I'm sorry, but I couldn't disagree with you more. I intend to get my daughter back if I have to call every news outlet in the country.’

      He took out his mobile phone.

      ‘I can't stop you from doing whatever you feel is necessary, but once you make that call you will probably seal the fate of your daughter,’ Kim said, in a measured tone.

      He hesitated for a moment as the two women gasped.

      Robert Timmins took a step forward. ‘Stephen, put down the phone.’ His voice was calm, quiet and authoritative. It bit through the tension that had filled the room.

      Stephen turned to his friend. ‘Come on, Rob, you can't agree—’

      ‘I think we should listen to what the inspector has to say. Once you make that call there's no going back, but it may be something to consider later.’

      ‘By then they might be fucking dead,’ he exploded. Stephen clearly didn't like being told what to do by anyone. But he hadn't yet pressed a button.

      ‘They might be dead now,’ Robert said calmly.

      Elizabeth and Karen cried out. Robert squeezed his wife's shoulders reassuringly. ‘I don't think they are but I can't imagine any scenario whereby we gain benefit by having Sky News parked up on the lawn.’

      Kim could feel the controlled rage emanating from Stephen.

      She stepped in. ‘Listen to me. Your daughters are alive. This is not some random opportunist snatch. This has been planned and there will be contingencies.

      ‘Do you remember last year when two little girls were taken from Dudley?’ The two ladies nodded. ‘So far this is very similar to what happened then. We don't know the full details but only one girl came back. The body of the second girl was never found.

      ‘A press blackout was issued but the news broke on the third day. The publicity may have spooked them into doing something rash. That's not what we want this time. The kidnappers have already made contact. You know they've been taken for a reason and not by some random paedophile.’

      Kim ignored the horror on their faces. They had to know the truth and unfortunately hers didn't come with tea and sympathy.

      ‘They will be in touch. They want something from one of you or all of you. The most logical assumption is that we’re talking money but we can't rule out other things.’

      Finally, she had the attention of them all. ‘Do any of you have enemies that you can think of? Disgruntled employees, clients, family members? Everyone should be considered.’

      ‘Do you know how many people I piss off each week?’ Stephen Hanson asked.

      Probably not as many as I do, Kim thought.

      ‘I'm Crown Prosecutor for Organised Crime.’

      Had this been another situation, she would have said that he didn't piss off as many as he should.

      Kim knew that the CPS division for which he worked was a separate arm of the service to the lawyers that presented the cases she worked on, which was why they had never met.

      Regardless, the relationship between most police officers and CPS was strained at best. There was nothing worse than working a case for weeks, months, even years, to have prosecution discontinued on evidential grounds.

      ‘How many of your prosecutions would have the resources to put something like this together?’ she asked. ‘This isn't a brick through a window, Mr Hanson.’

      ‘I'll make a list,’ he said.

      His change in attitude came with the promise of proactive momentum. Kim made a mental note to keep Stephen Hanson busy.

      ‘How about you, Mrs Hanson?’

      She shrugged helplessly. ‘I'm only a paralegal but I'll give it some thought.’

      ‘Mr Timmins?’

      His face was furrowed in deep thought. ‘I own a haulage company. I had to let a few people go around seven months ago but I don't think …’

      ‘I'll need their names. They'll all need to be ruled out.’

      Silence fell.

      ‘Karen?’

      She shook her head. ‘Nothing at all. I'm a housewife.’ She shrugged as though that was enough.

      ‘Anything in your past?’ Kim asked pointedly.

      ‘Absolutely not,’ she said, just a little too quickly. Realising the speed and decisiveness of her response, she added, ‘But I'll certainly think about it.’

      ‘And the last thing for now is to get your list of phone calls ready for tomorrow. Your stories for the girls will need to match so that no one becomes suspicious. Understood?’

      They all nodded and Kim breathed a sigh of relief. They were all co-operative. For now. It wouldn't last. For the moment they had things to do, things to think about that might aid the return of their children, but as their emotions ran the gamut she and her team would be on the receiving end.

      She stepped out of the lounge to take a breather. At that moment the doorbell sounded throughout the house.

      The constable opened the door as Kim walked towards it.

      She was greeted by a middle-aged woman with ash-blonde hair. Her build was slightly overweight but carried with authority. She wore light jeans and a thick Arran knit jumper beneath a heavy winter coat.

      The woman smiled past the constable, directly at Kim.

      ‘Helen Barton. You requested my presence here.’

      Kim looked at her blankly.

      The woman offered her hand. ‘Family Liaison Officer.’

      ‘Oh, thank God,’ Kim said, taking her hand.

      Finally, tea and sympathy had arrived.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      ‘Damn it,’ Kim said, as Bryant brought the car to a stop outside the darkened leisure centre.

      They had left Stacey unloading the computer equipment and Dawson on his way to the house with the old case files.

      Her natural urgency had propelled her out of the house to their first and as yet only lead.

      She exited the car and turned to take in the surroundings.

      A road ran alongside the building, cresting in a hill before heading down the other side. Next to the complex lay a construction site following the demolition of a local council building. To the right was the entrance to a park. A dirt road separated the two areas.

      On the other side of the road stood residential properties set back from the pavement and elevated. A clutch of newer houses masked a road that led to a small council estate behind.

      ‘Too many possible directions of travel,’ Kim said.

      She suspected the kidnappers had parked on the dirt road between the building and the park. Close enough to effect a speedy exit but not close enough to the road to raise any suspicion if the girls put up a fight. A conveniently placed birch tree obstructed the view from the homes.

      Bryant followed her gaze. ‘You think that's where it happened?’

      ‘If they did their homework, yes.’

      Kim travelled the path towards the entrance door and placed her face close to the glass. There was no sign of activity.

      ‘We need the CCTV, Bryant.’

      ‘Err … I think it's closed for the night.’

      ‘No shit,’ she said, examining the door frame.

      ‘Yeah, Guv, just so you know, breaking and entering is an offence.’

      ‘Hmmm … Bryant, go back to the car and switch on the police radio.’

      ‘Oh shit. What are you—?’

      ‘Just go,’ she ordered.

      He huffed and headed back to the car.

      Kim crouched down to inspect the bottom half of the door. An alarm contact was fitted to the side edges but no lock. She'd already established the same at the top. The locking mechanism was at the centre.

      She kicked at the metal strip that ran the length of the bottom of the door. Nothing. She kicked again, taking care to avoid the glass panel. Still nothing. She threw back her right leg and kicked a third time. The alarm sounded a deafening wail and a strobe illuminated above her head.

      She strolled back to the car and got in.

      Bryant's head rested on the steering wheel.

      ‘Guv, why couldn't you just—’

      His words were interrupted by a radio message from their control room requesting officer attendance at a suspected break-in at the leisure centre.

      She shrugged. ‘Call us in, Bryant. We're pretty close.’

      Bryant shook his head and confirmed their attendance.

      Now all she had to do was wait. The alarm monitoring company had made their first call to the police. Their second would be to a key holder.

      ‘Couldn't you have shown just a little patience?’ Bryant asked.

      Kim ignored him. It would have taken time to track down the appropriate person on a Sunday evening, further time in persuading them to return to work to assist with CCTV. No, she liked her way better. A key holder was now on the way and it hadn't cost her a single threat. Woody would be pleased.

      ‘Patience? Come on, Bryant. Even you know me better than that.’
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      ‘That'll be him,’ Kim said, as a Volkswagen Polo pulled up beside them.

      Bryant had already called the premises in as secure but the alarm would need to be re-set.

      She got out of the car and came face to face with a man in his mid-twenties with bleached blond hair. She already had her warrant card in her hand.

      ‘Manager?’ she asked.

      He nodded. ‘Brad Evans.’ He tipped his head.

      ‘Attending officers. There's no intruder,’ she confirmed.

      He smiled. ‘Well … umm … thanks, but why …’

      She fell into step beside him as he walked towards the entrance of the facility. ‘Well, strangely enough we were on our way here when we got the call.’

      He turned towards her as he reached the door. The alarm had stopped but the intermittent blue light above showed both his good looks and his frown.

      ‘Yeah, that is strange.’

      Bryant coughed behind her.

      Brad unlocked the door and entered the foyer. The lights automatically illuminated the area. The second door was push button access.

      Kim looked to the ceiling and spotted the camera.

      She followed Brad into the reception area and inhaled the scent of chlorine.

      The café area was open and spacious. Plastic chairs and tables littered the room. A row of vending machines sat against the left-hand wall. Beyond was the entrance door to the communal changing rooms.

      At the furthest point was a partitioned glass viewing area that looked onto the shallow pool.

      While she assessed the area Bryant explained that they'd been on their way to view the CCTV following a serious assault.

      ‘Can't it wait until normal hours?’ Brad asked.

      ‘No,’ Kim said, simply.

      Bryant shrugged his agreement.

      Brad's face hardened. Kim was not concerned. His Sunday night plans would just have to wait a while.

      ‘If you follow me,’ he said, walking away from the swimming facilities. They passed a gym room on the right and public toilets to the left. At the end of the corridor was a door marked 'Private'.

      Brad keycoded himself in and sat, logging into the system. She was relieved the place had gone digital. That would make Bryant's job much easier.

      ‘The system covers every inch of the premises,’ Brad said. ‘Other than the changing rooms, for obvious reasons, but there is a static on the changing room exit.’

      He steered the system to the front screen and lifted his arm to check his watch.

      The pointed mannerism was not lost on Kim.

      ‘So, what would you like to see?’

      ‘Yeah, we can take it from here,’ Bryant offered. ‘We have a description of the possible offender.’

      Brad showed no sign of vacating the seat. ‘Ah, that makes sense. If you give me the description I can …’

      Kim had no idea what made sense, but Bryant pressed on.

      ‘We may be some time so it's probably best you get to work on re-setting the alarm,’ her colleague said, tapping the back of the chair.

      Brad looked from one to the other before reluctantly getting up. ‘It'll take a few minutes to check the building.’ He looked pointedly at Kim. ‘But I imagine it's all in order.’

      ‘Better to be safe,’ Kim said, stepping out of the way.

      Brad pointed to an internal phone and held up his mobile. ‘Zero will put you straight through to me, just in case you need anything else.’

      Kim offered him a smile. ‘Thank you, Brad.’

      Bryant took the controls while Kim instructed. ‘Go to the static camera on the changing room. I want to make sure there was no one else around when they came out.’

      Bryant typed in the date and time.

      Nine windows filled the screen; all freeze-framed at the time point of 12.05 p.m.

      ‘Top right and make it full screen until we identify the girls.’

      Bryant pressed the play button and the images spurred into life in real time. They watched silently. Two minutes later the girls came out of the changing rooms.

      Amy was wearing pink jeans and a navy jumper. Charlie wore black leggings and a long T-shirt. Both were carrying their coats and backpacks.

      ‘Go to camera five,’ Kim said. After a few key strokes Kim could identify the girls from a camera that watched ninety per cent of the common area.

      The two of them walked across the space to the vending machines and dropped their belongings at the side. They perused the snack machines, pointing before making their choice. Amy took crisps, Charlie chose a bag of sweets and both selected a hot drink.

      They sat cross-legged beside the Coke machine as though having a picnic.

      Kim watched the immediate area to see if anyone was paying particular attention to the girls. She had the eerie sensation that she could be watching the last few moments of these girls' lives.

      Her gut repelled the idea and, as it was normally the most reliable organ in her body, she had no choice but to believe it. Not even for one moment would she allow herself to think these girls were already dead. She would bring them home alive. Changed, but alive.

      ‘Last few minutes of innocence, eh, Guv?’ Bryant said, echoing her thoughts.

      They both knew beyond a shadow of a doubt these kids would never view the world the same way again. Whatever the outcome.

      At 12.23 they both stood. Charlie took their rubbish to the bin and they donned their jackets. Amy put her left arm through the shoulder strap of the backpack but with her coat on couldn't get her right arm through the other strap.

      Charlie got hold of the strap and pulled it around, making a loop for Amy's arm. The dynamics of their friendship were clear even from this small gesture.

      They walked towards the foyer and entered. For some reason Charlie looked back into the café area but didn't stop.

      ‘Switch to the external,’ Kim instructed but she already knew.

      ‘Damn, he's under the camera and it points down the path.’ Not along the trodden path through the grass.

      ‘Pause, rewind, just a couple of frames.’

      Bryant did so and she saw the unmistakable lift of Charlie's head to look up into the face of an adult.

      Something else caught her eye.

      ‘Bryant, take it back again.’

      Now she was in no doubt. She picked up the phone and called Reception.

      ‘Brad, I need you back in the CCTV room. Now.’
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