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        SCARLETT
         
        – Rhodes, Saturday 23 August 2003, 04:44
      

      To begin with, nothing was certain except her own terror.

      Darkness, and stifling heat, so hot that breathing felt like effort, sweat pouring off her so her skin itself became liquid and she thought she would simply melt into a hot puddle of nothing. She tried crying out, screaming, but she could barely hear her own voice above the roar of the engine, the sound of the wheels moving at speed on tarmac. All that did was give her a sore throat. Nobody could hear her.

      She tried listening instead, eyes wide with nothing to see. She could hear voices sporadically from somewhere else in the vehicle – two different men – but she didn’t recognise them, nor could she understand what they were saying. She assumed they were speaking in Greek, but the harsh rasp of the words sounded different from the voices she’d heard over the past week at the resort. Lots of ‘th’ sounds, rolled ‘r’s, words ending in ‘a’ and ‘eh’.

      Fear came in cycles. The first endless panicky minutes had been very bad: trawling through vague memories of the past few days, trying to identify the mistake she’d made, because this had to be her fault – this can’t be real, I’m dreaming – then the shock realisation that this wasn’t a nightmare, it was really happening. The worst moment of all.

      It had been so quick.

      She had arrived a bit early at the place where they’d agreed to meet, and she’d been preparing to wait – he’d said he finished work at two – and a van had pulled up beside her. She hadn’t been worried. There were still people around, drunk tourists staggering back up the road towards their hotels. The side door of the van had slid open, and a man got out. He was talking to her, friendly, a smile that showed his teeth. His accent was so strong she couldn’t really tell what he was saying.

      ‘No, no,’ she’d said. ‘English. I don’t understand.’

      But he’d kept yammering on, standing too close to her. She had begun to feel unnerved by it, and something had made her glance to the right, to the gate which led to the Aktira Studios, and in that split second when she’d seen someone she recognised, made eye contact, she had felt something like relief – and then the man had pushed her, a hard shove that sent her sprawling into the back of the van. He’d climbed in after her, slammed the door shut and the van started moving. The man had held her down, put his hand over her mouth, pressing her head into the metal floor so hard that she’d thought her skull was going to burst.

      Seconds. The whole thing had taken seconds.

      Now, hours since those terrifying first moments, she had reached a plateau brought on by the monotony of driving, the panic overridden by the pain in her arms and legs and the discomfort of being tied hand and foot and having to lie still on the floor of the van. They’d stopped once, very early on, before she’d had time to get over the shock or formulate any plan of escape; by that time the man in the back with her had already tied her up. He got out, leaving her alone, and the van door shut – and they were moving again.

      The noise of the engine was unbearably loud; the van would bump and jolt as it went over potholes. Her head ached as a result, sometimes so badly it made her cry. The fear made her cry. Crying made her headache worse, and then it all became pointless, so she would stop for a while and try to sleep in snatches, because sleeping, at least, gave her a brief respite.

      And she would dream of him, remember, and wake with tears on her cheeks, thinking, This wasn’t supposed to happen. Then the shock and the fear would kick in, and the whole cycle would begin again.

       

      
        
        LOU
         
        – 
        Briarstone
        , Thursday 31 October 2013, 14:00
      

      ‘You look done in,’ said Sam, putting a steaming mug of tea on the only part of the desk that wasn’t covered by piles of paper.

      ‘Thanks,’ Lou replied. ‘I feel it. Kind of hoped the make-up was doing a good job of hiding the bags.’

      ‘Anything I can do?’

      Lou looked up at Sam and smiled at her. Such a sweetheart. ‘If there’s anything I can hand over, believe me, I’ll do it like a shot.’

      ‘Cheers. You know where I am!’

      Sam left and Lou went back to answering emails. Yesterday had been so much better. Lou had gone out to a stabbing that the newly renamed North Division were trying to palm off on to Major Crime, but, since the offender was already in custody and happily admitting to his offences in interview, she had been able to hand it back to the Area DI. Elated at such a rare success, she had even managed to slope off before five o’clock, stopping to pick up some food that involved preparation more elaborate than stabbing plastic film with a fork, and had put in a call to a certain dark-haired Canadian senior intelligence analyst.

      ‘Hey,’ Jason had said, ‘what time are you going to be done?’

      ‘I’m done already,’ she’d said smugly.

      He was laughing. ‘You’re winding me up, right?’

      ‘No, I am actually on my way home. What are you doing?’

      ‘Getting my shit together and heading over to yours – right now.’

      These opportunities didn’t come along very often, and, while both Lou and Jason knew to make the most of them, perfect nights were over far too quickly. Of course, having such diverting company on a ‘school night’ meant that she ended up getting only four hours’ sleep, and, as if the world was exacting its horrible revenge for her daring to leave early, today had already been about as bad as it could get.

      A serious assault that had taken place six weeks ago had been somehow linked to the murder a week or so later of a local businessman, which meant the Major Crime department had inherited a half-arsed job from Division and would have to start it all over again, to make sure that nothing had been missed. Both cases had been rumbling on without Lou’s involvement and now she was going to have to try to pull the two investigations together, with no real insight into where the local officers had got up to so far. If you didn’t have an arrest within a week of an offence, the chances were pretty slim that you would manage to get a good result. And so far there had been no arrests, and no suspects.

      A twenty-year-old lad by the name of Ian Palmer had been assaulted after a night out; he’d suffered a serious head injury and had been found in the early hours of the morning lying in a puddle in an alleyway in the town centre. He had not regained consciousness and Major Crime had taken it on because in all probability he never would.

      And as for the murder of the businessman – Carl McVey had owned two bars in the town centre and a country pub and restaurant called the Ferryman, beside the river in Baysbury. He was missing for four days before his body was found half-buried in woodland about three miles out of town. He had been badly beaten and his wallet and phone were missing, so the working hypothesis was that it had been a botched robbery.

      So far, so good.

      There had been no forensic link between the two; nothing obvious connecting the victims, other than that one owned a bar that had possibly been frequented by the other. After this morning’s meeting Sam had made contact with the Force Intelligence Bureau to request the latest intel. Meanwhile the DCs were going to re-interview Palmer’s mother, his friends – see what they could stir up.

      Lou reached for the mug of tea, jolted it with the back of her hand and sent a wave of liquid over the nearest case file. As she swore and rummaged through her bag for a tissue, her phone started ringing. Lou glanced at the caller display. Buchanan – just what she needed. Detective Superintendent Gordon Buchanan, officer in charge of Major Crime and Lou’s line manager, was a pain in the backside at the best of times and a dangerous enemy at the worst. The tissue would have to wait.

      ‘Sir?’

      ‘Lou. How are you getting on with McVey and Palmer?’

      The tone of his voice was not a good sign. As one of his ‘favourites’, Lou was used to being on the receiving end of long, chatty phone calls when Buchanan felt bored, out of sorts or in need of a little light flirtation. To start with a question related to the job was unusual.

      ‘Still sorting my way through the paperwork, I’m afraid.’ Only got the jobs this morning, she thought; give me a bloody chance.

      She looked at the thin brown card which was wrapped around the witness statements relating to the McVey murder, and the puddle of tea gradually soaking into it. Just as well they weren’t the originals.

      ‘Need you to come up and see me. Whenever you’re ready.’

      That sounded even more ominous. ‘I’ll come up now. Do I need to bring anything, sir?’

      He just answered with an abrupt, ‘Thanks,’ and hung up.

      Lou found a packet of tissues under her hairbrush and wadded two, patting the top of the folder dry. A circle of dark brown stained the lighter brown of the card. Luckily it hadn’t seeped through to the statements underneath, which must have used half a tree and taken some poor bugger two hours to photocopy. Even more luckily, most of the tea had remained in the mug and Lou was grateful for it, draining it in several long gulps as she made her way to the office door.

       

      
        
        SCARLETT
         
        – Greece, Saturday 23 August 2003, 05:25
      

      Footsteps first, then voices, getting closer. She didn’t understand what they were saying, but it seemed to be the same two men. The tone of the voices was jovial and one of them laughed. And then the sound of a key scraping in the metal lock and the door of the van opened.

      It was dark outside, and two shapes were standing in the doorway. Automatically she closed her eyes, shrank back.

      ‘You want water?’ one of the men said. She nodded vigorously and he climbed in beside her. The other one stood at the doorway, his back to them, as though keeping watch.

      He was old, in his forties, with dark hair cropped short. He smelled of strong aftershave and cigarettes. He pulled her to a sitting position and put the bottle to her lips; she gulped at it, coughed, choked.

      ‘Please,’ she said, her voice sounding hoarse, unlike her own. ‘Please…’

      He answered her by holding the bottle up again, and drinking was more important than talking after all, so she drank. The water was cold and tasted strange, metallic – like blood.

      ‘I won’t try to run away,’ she said when the bottle was withdrawn again, ‘but please, my hands hurt so much…’

      He looked her in the eyes and to her surprise she saw something like sympathy there, and understanding. Then he reached behind and pulled something from the back of his jeans. He raised it to her face and even in the half-light she saw it was a handgun. She gasped and shrank back from him, and then he laughed.

      ‘You have a little sister – Juliette.’

      Scarlett felt her stomach constrict. ‘What? What about her?’

      ‘We have people in the town, watching her. You be good, or I call them and they take Juliette too. You understand? We get good money for young girls. Plenty money.’

      ‘Please, I’ll be good, I promise I’ll be good…’

      He put the gun back and pulled her by the shoulder, twisting her so that he could access the ligature around her wrists. The relief when the knot gave and her arms were free was intense – the pain, and the relief…

      ‘Thank you,’ she said, when she was able to stop whimpering. ‘Thank you. What’s your name?’

      He smiled at her. One last drink, and the bottle was empty. ‘You stay quiet. You stay still. Yes? I give you more water later.’

      ‘Yes, I promise, I promise.’

      He edged his way to the back of the van and she was almost sorry to see him go, but at least now her arms were free.

      At the back of the van the conversation between the men resumed, less jovial this time. Urgent, staccato phrases. The man who’d waited at the back door was clearly not happy that she had been left untied.

      Then, without a backward glance at her, the door was slammed shut and locked and the darkness surrounded her again, a heavy blanket of heat and the smell of her own body, the smells of the inside of the van.

       

      
        
        06:25
      

      She woke up and the van wasn’t moving. The engine noise was different, somehow; the vibration of the metal floor under her was different. She could feel a rolling, swaying motion. Instantly she felt sick.

      As she started to stretch, the pain in her limbs made her cry out. Immediately she heard a sound next to her. A hand went over her mouth. She tried to move but her body felt odd, heavy, as though she was tied up again even though she wasn’t.

      ‘You quiet,’ a voice said beside her. A man’s voice, heavily accented. She thought it was the same one as before, but her ears felt funny, as if she’d been swimming.

      It was dark in here but even so it was hard to focus. Something cold and metallic was pushed against her cheek. She smelled oil and garlic on his hands.

      ‘You stay quiet or I will kill you.’

      Scarlett was struggling to find focus. The world was rocking, spinning, inside her head. It felt easier just to lie still.

      ‘Where are we?’ she whispered, after a few minutes.

      He didn’t answer, or didn’t hear her. She tried to turn her head, to look at him. Whoever he was.

      ‘Please,’ she said, a little louder. ‘Please, just let me go. I want to go home.’

      Movement again, the sounds of shuffling and then his breath on her cheek. ‘I said, you quiet. You not understand?’

      She didn’t say anything else. Closed her eyes and waited.

       

      
        
        LOU
         
        – Thursday 31 October 2013, 14:10
      

      Buchanan was on the phone. Two of the management secretaries – not Mara, whose services were shared between Buchanan and two other superintendents – were at their desks, both of them typing at a speed that surely was not possible. Through the open door to his office, Buchanan saw her and held up a finger to indicate she should wait. She took one of the visitor’s chairs.

      Pam and – what was the other one called? Lou could never remember her name, began with an S – were tapping their keyboards so fast it almost looked as though they were racing each other. A typing contest. Sue? Sarah? That wasn’t right… Sandra. That sounded more like it. Lou bit her lip.

      ‘He won’t be a minute,’ Pam said, without looking up.

      ‘Who’s he talking to, Pam? Do you know?’

      ‘The chief.’

      ‘Ah. Is something kicking off, then?’

      Pam smiled and didn’t reply, which meant that it was.

      The phone call finished. ‘Lou – when you’re ready,’ he called.

      Lou stood up and straightened her skirt. Here we go, she thought.

      ‘Sir,’ she said as she went into his office and he waved her to a seat. ‘Everything all right?’

      ‘What are you working on? I know it’s mad down there – just run me through your current priorities.’

      ‘I’m overseeing the case file for the Leuchars murder still. Ali Whitmore is putting that together and Jane Phelps is the exhibits officer. They’re pretty self-sufficient, though. I’ve got that series of armed robberies, and now the two jobs that are being linked. McVey and Palmer – Op Trapeze. Why’s that? Something come in?’

      He didn’t answer. The seriousness of his expression – when Lou was used to him being relaxed enough in her presence to ask what she was planning to do with her evening – made her sit up a little straighter. Had she pissed him off somehow? She started mentally checking through all the jobs she’d worked over the last couple of months – none of them, since the Polly Leuchars murder investigation that had resulted in her DI, Andy Hamilton, being suspended for gross misconduct, had left any cause for concern.

      ‘I had a look through your personnel file, Lou,’ he said.

      That didn’t sound good. What was he doing, rooting through her file?

      ‘One of your first jobs as a DC. Ten years ago. Scarlett Rainsford. That name ring a bell?’

      ‘Of course I remember. Cases like that one stay with you, don’t they?’

      ‘Good job they do. Special Branch did a warrant on a brothel in Briarstone this morning as part of Op Pentameter. Guess who they found working there?’

      She stared at him. He couldn’t mean Scarlett, surely? This must be some kind of cryptic question to which the answer would be one of the many witnesses they’d interviewed all those years ago – one of Scarlett’s classmates, perhaps, or her sister?

      She cleared her throat, deciding to be brave and suggest the impossible. ‘You mean – not Scarlett?’

      ‘The one and only. As you can imagine, when the news leaks all hell’s going to break loose. They’re working on a media strategy but I don’t need to tell you that this has to be kept quiet. I’d like you to get on to DCI Waterhouse at Special Branch. He’s expecting your call.’

      ‘Is she all right? What has she said?’

      ‘Not a lot, so far. But she seems okay. Living and breathing, which is more than anyone expected.’

      ‘Where is she now?’

      He smiled. ‘She’s in the Vulnerable Victim Suite for the time being.’

      ‘I thought they’d all been shut down.’

      ‘Technically. But they managed to reopen the Briarstone VVS just for Scarlett. Special treatment and all that. Special Branch don’t seem quite sure what to do with her – but if anyone’s going to be in on the debrief it should be you.’

      ‘Are they certain it’s her?’

      ‘Over the phone Clive Rainsford was muttering something about a DNA test, but it turns out she has a scar on her upper arm that’s pretty distinctive.’

      Ah, the scar. Lou had forgotten about the scar, despite looking for it on the shoulders of just about every girl of Scarlett’s approximate age for years after the abduction.

      ‘What about the family? Has anyone told them?’

      ‘You won’t believe it. The mum and dad, sister – remember her? – they’re all on holiday. In Spain, this time.’

      
         

        Intel Reports on Ian Palmer 

        5x5x5 Intelligence Report

        Date:11 March 2013

        Officer:PC 9921 EVANS

        Subject:Thomas PALMER DOB 22/04/1990, Ian PALMER DOB 19/04/1993, Ryan COLEMAN DOB 12/01/1990, Darren CUNNINGHAM DOB 12/11/1976

        Grading:B / 2 / 1

        Stopcheck outside the Co-op on Turnswood Parade. Darren CUNNINGHAM sitting in the driver’s seat of a stationary BMW which is registered to his mother Sara CUNNINGHAM DOB 14/02/1952. CUNNINGHAM was issued with a driving ban last month but claimed Thomas PALMER has been driving him around. Despite a strong smell of cannabis around the vehicle no drugs were found. Vehicle taxed and insured. Suitable words of advice given. Also in the vehicle were Ian PALMER and Ryan COLEMAN. A few minutes after the stopcheck Thomas PALMER and CUNNINGHAM swapped places in the front seats and Thomas PALMER drove the vehicle away with all four inside.

        5x5x5 Intelligence Report

        Date:23 September 2013

        Officer:PC 9921 EVANS

        Subject:Ian PALMER DOB 19/04/1993, Ryan COLEMAN DOB 12/01/1990

        Grading:B / 4 / 1

        Ian PALMER is friends with Ryan COLEMAN. It is believed COLEMAN was at school with PALMER’s elder brother Thomas and they have been friends ever since.

        (Research shows Thomas PALMER DOB 22/04/1990)

      

       

      
        
        SCARLETT
         
        – Saturday 23 August 2003, 18:32
      

      The vehicle had stopped moving, the engine idling. Scarlett, alone again in the back of the van, could hear the sounds of other cars passing at high speed, and she guessed they had pulled into a layby, or a service station. One of the van’s doors opened and she waited, holding her breath, expecting the door to open at the side of the van. Footsteps. She could hear the chorus of cicadas outside, then a splashing as one of the men took a piss. A minute later he climbed back into the cab, and then the van moved off again, gaining speed.

      She should have shouted, or screamed. Someone might have heard.

      Nico had shown her a cicada. A dead one. It had been lying on the sun-baked tiles of the restaurant terrace, presumably having flown into the glass door and stunned itself. He’d put it on the palm of his hand while she shrieked and drew back from him. It was the biggest insect she’d ever seen and had big, ugly bug-eyes and black and grey armour-plating over its body. But when she realised it was definitely dead she got closer, and for a moment she could admire the delicacy of the wings, wonder at how something with a body so big and wings so whisper-thin could ever fly. And then he’d pushed his hand quickly towards her with an angry buzzing sound as though the thing was alive and she’d screamed and jumped back, clutching her chest, and Nico had laughed at her.

      ‘That was mean!’ she’d said.

      ‘You’re so funny,’ he’d replied. ‘They don’t hurt. They are just loud.’ He’d held open Scarlett’s shoulder bag, dangling the insect over it by one of its legs. ‘We give it to your mother,’ he said. ‘What you think, she will like it?’

      ‘Nico!’

      He’d thrown the bug out on to the street, dusted off his hands. Then he had rested both his arms on her shoulders, head on one side as though he was appraising her. ‘You are angry with me?’

      How could she be? How could she ever be angry with him?

      ‘No,’ she’d said, and smiled.

      And he had pinched her cheek between his knuckles and pulled her chin towards him so he could kiss her. The night before, he’d kissed her for the first time and it had been gentle; already their kisses were becoming hungry, hard, possessive. On her part as well as his.

      It hurt her, now, to think of him. ‘Nico,’ she said, whispering into the dirty blanket underneath her that smelled of engine oil and something else, something bad that she could not give a name to.

      Nico had not been the first boy who had shown any interest in her.

      Mark Braddock had been told to sit next to her one day because she had been talking to Cerys and Mrs Rowden-Knowles had wanted to separate them. She’d used Mark Braddock to hammer home her punishment because he was weird, nobody liked him, and she knew that sitting Scarlett next to anyone else, male or female, would not have done the trick.

      As it turned out, Mrs Rowden-Knowles’s ploy backfired because, to Scarlett’s big surprise, Mark Braddock was all right. Contrary to popular opinion, he didn’t smell of BO, he didn’t have bad teeth, and behind the glasses he had lovely blue eyes that took everything in. Trouble was, instead of Mark’s impeccable behaviour rubbing off on Scarlett, the opposite happened and she ended up corrupting him.

      She started it by drawing a cock on his notepad. He blushed and put his hand over it until Mrs Rowden-Knowles’s back was turned, but then he lifted the page and turned to a fresh one. And then, the excitement of embarrassing him past, just as she was starting to get bored again, he reached across to her notepad and within a second had drawn a pair of boobs and a big smile underneath.

      It made her laugh, stifled because all of a sudden she didn’t want to get moved somewhere else, or, worse, sent to see Mr Callaghan.

      After that, it progressed to notes. Not about anything dramatic, just a conversation passed back and forth between two people who hadn’t realised they had anything in common until precisely that moment.

      The next lesson they had together, she chose to sit next to him. She thought she would get some stick for that, especially from Cerys who had a gob on her like you wouldn’t believe, but in fact Cerys somehow got the impression that Mrs Rowden-Knowles had put her next to Braddock for the rest of the term, and Scarlett didn’t bother to put her straight. Possibly Mark thought the same thing, because his first note to her was an apologetic one saying he was sorry that she’d been put there. And she didn’t contradict him, either; she wasn’t prepared to admit to anyone, even herself, that she actually wanted to sit next to him.

      Despite all the notes and the stifled giggles – for to her surprise he was funny, and clever, and very far from boring after all – she must have absorbed a little of his intellect through some kind of psychic osmosis, because she got good marks in the end-of-year exams. Her best results, in fact. Ever.

      The last day of term. No lessons with Mark Braddock, but Scarlett had taken to spending time in the library even when all the exams were over and nobody was revising any more, because one day she’d walked past the library at lunchtime and seen Mark in there. Nobody would come looking for her in this of all places. Mark had been surprised to see her, but once he’d recovered his composure he’d sat down next to her and complained via note when she started disturbing him.

      So she would sit and watch while he read textbooks that he didn’t need to read. She watched the way he pushed his glasses up the bridge of the nose when they slipped down, watched how he moved his hair up out of his eyes with one hand and how it fell down again immediately because it was silky-soft and heavy. He didn’t even seem to be aware that she was staring at him, because, unlike her, he could grow completely absorbed in a book and not notice anything that was going on around him.

      But if she thought he was ignoring her, she was wrong. On the last day, when the bell went for the afternoon lesson – in her case PE, in his, Biology – he passed her a note that he’d scribbled hastily. It said: See you in Sept.

      They’d still scarcely spoken to each other directly. Not because they couldn’t have done – although the library was supposed to be quiet, people chatted in there all the time. They could have spoken before or after lessons, or in the playground, or anywhere in fact. But it had become a kind of tradition between them, the notes, and Scarlett didn’t want to be the one to break it.

      Yeah, she wrote back. That was the trouble, she thought. He wrote cool stuff. Her notes to him were always a brief scrawl in response to something; his to her always felt intelligent, challenging, even when it was something straightforward. She was in awe of his brain, how it worked, how he knew the answer to everything without being pushy or loud like Cerys.

      When we come back to school I have something to ask you, his next note said.

      What? she wrote back, but he was already on his feet, his bag slung over his shoulder, heading for the door.

      Dismayed, she said out loud, ‘Mark!’

      He looked back at her, blushing, surprised. It was the first time she’d spoken to him.

      ‘What do you want to ask me?’

      But he’d smiled and turned away. The summer holidays had started and in August she had come to Greece on holiday with her mum and dad and sister Juliette. And then she’d met Nico, and Mark had been forgotten, mentally discarded as if he had meant nothing to her, nothing at all.

      Now, in the back of the van, she thought over and over again about Mark and how much she longed to see him right at this moment, how she would have given anything – anything – for the chance to ask him again what he wanted, and if it was that he wanted to ask her out she would accept without question, no matter what Cerys had to say about it, no matter that her father had made it very clear that she was too young to go out with boys. Mark Braddock had wanted to ask her out. She believed it now. And at the same time she realised she would never know for sure. She would never see him again.

       

      
        
        LOU
         
        – Thursday 31 October 2013, 14:27
      

      Lou made the phone call to DCI Waterhouse while walking along the perimeter of the playing field to the rear of HQ. It was the only place she could pretty much guarantee that she would not be disturbed or overheard. She could have just gone back to her office and shut the door, but as she did this so rarely it would have been a general heads-up to everyone that something was going on.

      Already she was starting to question why Buchanan had involved her in this. Whatever Lou’s previous role, she was Major Crime; Op Pentameter – the UK-wide operation dealing with human trafficking for sexual exploitation – was very much a Special Branch thing. They didn’t like to share. The possibility of a media frenzy surrounding Scarlett’s reappearance was a likely explanation. A couple of years from retirement as he was, if there was a bit of glory to be obtained, Buchanan would want a chunk of it. Senior officers across the force would be circling the investigation like sharks, all trying to find some tenuous link to the job so that they could get a bite at it.

      There was a brisk wind blowing across the grass and not only was it chilly, but she wondered whether Waterhouse would even be able to hear her when the call connected.

      Stephen Waterhouse answered with a tone that suggested he was incredibly busy and this-had-better-be-bloody-important. ‘Yeah?’

      ‘It’s Lou Smith, Major Crime —’

      Before she had time even to mention Buchanan’s name, Waterhouse interrupted. ‘Oh, right, hold on a sec.’

      The muffled sound that followed implied he was holding the mobile to his chest while barking instructions at someone else. Then he was back.

      ‘When can you get over here?’

      Lou felt her hackles rise, but kept her voice even. ‘What exactly do you need from me?’

      There was a pause and Lou thought she heard a sigh from the other end. It might have been the wind. ‘I don’t actually need anything. Mr Buchanan suggested you might have some expertise to offer because you dealt with the investigation ten years ago. Personally I can’t see what difference that makes, but still…’

      ‘She is in the VVS, is that right?’

      ‘At the moment.’

      ‘In that case I’d like to listen in. Presumably you’ve got a family liaison officer lined up for the family? Mary Nott was the original FLO but she retired three years ago —’

      ‘We’re Special Branch; we don’t have FLOs. And in any case I don’t think she qualifies, since she’s not a suspect, nobody’s died, and she’s not been in an RTC.’

      Lou’s temper frayed as the line got muffled again – he was clearly carrying on a conversation with someone else. ‘Fuck’s sake,’ she said.

      ‘What?’

      ‘Nothing. When’s your next briefing?’

      ‘Four, but —’

      ‘I’ll see you then,’ she said.

      She disconnected the call. What an absolute arse. Four o’clock, and it was half-past two already. She had time for a quick refresher of the main details of the case – the files and notes long since having been archived – and then she would have to head off to Knapstone. Seaside town, grim in parts, in the centre of it an unattractive concrete block of a building that served as the local police station. In the basement was the headquarters of Eden’s Special Branch.

      As she walked back the way she’d come, she dialled Jason’s mobile. He picked up straight away. ‘Don’t tell me – you’re finishing early again, right?’

      She smiled. ‘Course not.’

      ‘So I guess our date’s off?’

      ‘I have no idea what time I’ll be done. I’m sorry.’

      ‘You can still come over. Whatever time it is.’

      ‘Thanks. Don’t wait up, though.’

      All the way back up to Major Crime, via the canteen for a coffee and the last baguette – cheese, but at least it wasn’t tuna – she was thinking about the night before and how she was enjoying every minute she got to spend with Jason Mercer, especially those that happened in bed. Even when she was exhausted, wrung out by the day and the pressure and the constant worry of a job going badly wrong, or by being called out just at the moment when she’d finally allowed herself to relax, being with him made her feel better. Nearly a year together, too. That had gone by fast. They should do something – celebrate, go out for a meal, whatever it was people did. It had been a long time since she’d had a relationship that had lasted all the way to an anniversary. She tried to think when exactly the relationship had started, but there wasn’t what you’d call a defining moment. Jason had been the analyst on Operation Nettle last year; with all the stress of heading up a high-profile murder investigation, he had kept her sane by being calm, reliable, getting the job done – and all the time he had been waiting for her to realise that the attraction between them was mutual. There hadn’t exactly been a first date.

      The trouble was, with such a pressured job, it was hard to make time for Jason. If it wasn’t work getting in the way, it was his social life. He was playing hockey and training most weekends, or going to see another team play, or, when it wasn’t that, he was out with his brother. She liked that he let her have her own space. But was this how it would continue? True, she didn’t have time for a serious relationship, not really, and this was a useful compromise. She wanted someone who was there for her, someone who would escort her to weddings and functions, and thereby allow her to keep the family at bay. Every time she saw or spoke to her parents now, they asked her whether she had ‘anyone special’, whether she didn’t think it was time to ‘settle down’.

      Lou hadn’t phoned them for a couple of weeks. Time to ring them… later maybe. The thought was followed immediately afterwards by another: she wouldn’t ring; she would find some sort of excuse. She didn’t want to lie, but if she admitted that at last she had a boyfriend they would all spin into an excited frenzy. Her mother would tell everybody, from the extended family to her Women’s Institute buddies to random strangers at the bus stop. The next phone call would be all about him – How’s Jason? When are we going to meet him? – which would escalate into requests for them to come and stay, unsubtle hints for him to persuade her to be committed. As if she was somehow less of a person without a ring on her finger. Rootless, feckless, unshackled… unhinged.

      It wasn’t that she thought Jason was not up to this particular task. In fact, they’d fallen into this easy, comfortable relationship so well that it was a bit surprising he hadn’t suggested making it official already. But it felt as though he was leaving it up to her, to choose the right time for them both. And it wasn’t even as though she had doubts – he was the best relationship she’d had, ever, by far: he wouldn’t cheat on her, she knew; wouldn’t make unreasonable demands for her attention when she was working on something major.

      He had asked about her family. When she had gone to see them, just before Christmas, he had joked about coming with her and surprising them. The look on her face had told him everything. ‘Hey, just kidding,’ he’d said hastily. After that, he would ask how they were. And that was it. There was no more discussion about visiting.

      Her cousin Tracy was getting married in a few weeks, and so far the invitation for ‘Louisa plus one’ had been left unreplied to, tucked into the flap of her organiser. Lou’s mother mentioned this during every conversation, usually either immediately before or after the question about the boyfriend… the lack of a boyfriend.

      ‘I’ve requested the day off, and it’s been approved. But you know if something comes up I will have to miss it.’

      ‘It’s a shame, that’s all. If you’ve got the day off, why can’t you just send Tracy an email? Let her know you’ll try to be there?’

      ‘I will, Mum.’

      ‘Because even if you can’t take someone with you, you know, she needs to know the numbers for the catering…’

      Oh, Jesus, not the catering again. She wasn’t invited for the whole day, just the evening, so why was it such an issue? Surely they were only talking about having the right number of sandwiches and chicken drumsticks? She wouldn’t eat, if it was such a big deal. She would turn up with some cash in a congratulations card, dance a bit, wish the bride and groom every happiness in their life together, get rat-arsed quickly and completely, and get a taxi home. It was called showing your face.

      She didn’t need to take Jason with her for that.

      On the other hand, it would be good to get all of that crap out of the way. It would send a message to the parents that yes, she was seeing someone, a real person – a man, no less, since the question of her sexuality had been raised once in public (last Christmas; everyone had been drunk) and at least once in private (an email to her sister Jasmine, which had been accidentally forwarded to her). It would get the whole discussion out of the way and they would leave her in peace for a little while. There would be the inevitable fierce questioning to endure, which would start off benignly enough – Where did you meet? How long have you been together? Where are you from? Oh, yes, we love Canadians, so polite! – and would end up being personal and downright intrusive – What does your father do, Jason? So, it’ll be your turn next up the aisle, then, Lou? Your biological clock must be ringing an alarm by now!

      She couldn’t inflict that on him. He would run a mile.

      
         

        Intel Reports on Carl McVey – Op Trapeze 

        5x5x5 Intelligence Report

        Date:18 March 2013

        Officer:PC 9921 EVANS

        Subject:Carl McVEY DOB 29/09/1970

        Grading:B / 2 / 4

        Carl McVEY runs two pubs in Briarstone town centre, the Railway Tavern in Queen Street and the Newarke in Cavendish Lane. He also owns the Ferryman pub and restaurant in Baysbury. It is thought that these businesses are used for laundering the proceeds of various criminal enterprises.

        5x5x5 Intelligence Report

        Date:30 July 2013

        Officer:PC 9921 EVANS

        Subject:Carl McVEY DOB 29/09/1970, Lewis McDONNELL DOB 21/10/1953, Harry McDONNELL DOB 06/07/1956

        Grading:B / 2 / 4

        Carl McVEY has been associating with the McDONNELL brothers recently. They were seen enjoying lunch at the Ferryman restaurant in Baysbury on Monday 29 July 2013. Another male was with them who was described as dark-haired with a large tattoo of a bird on his lower right forearm.

        (Research shows this may be Gavin PETRIE DOB 17/03/1975.)

      

       

      
        
        14.56
      

      The office was quiet. Sam Hollands was at her desk, DC Jane Phelps was on the phone.

      ‘Did I miss anything?’ Lou asked Sam.

      ‘I’ve just been trawling back through the historic intel on McVey. Nothing too exciting – but there are a couple of reports linking him to the McDonnells; they had a cosy lunch together back in July. I’ve sent Les and Ron out to the Ferryman to see if they’ve got any CCTV. I know it’s unlikely.’

      ‘Worth a try, though. Let me know if you get a result? I’ve got to go to Knapstone.’

      ‘SB?’ Sam asked.

      ‘Yes. I’m meeting a DCI called Stephen Waterhouse.’

      Sam raised her eyebrows. ‘Really? Good luck with that.’

      ‘You know him?’

      ‘He was Jo’s line manager for a while, when she was seconded down there. He was still a DI then – can’t have been long since he was promoted.’

      Lou hesitated, concerned about following any line of thought involving Sam’s ex-partner. ‘What’s he like, then?’

      ‘I don’t think I can say without swearing.’

      ‘Oh, God, that bad? Seriously – tell me. I won’t tell anyone.’

      ‘Just between us, he was described as “a jumped-up little cock with an attitude problem”. No offence. Jo’s words, not mine.’

       

      
        
        SCARLETT
         
        – Saturday 23 August 2003, 19:53
      

      The next time she opened her eyes, it was less bright around the edges of the back door of the van. She had been asleep for some while, then, and it was because she had been untied and could finally move, stretch out her arms and legs and not have that unbearable pain in her shoulders and wrists. It wasn’t comfortable now, far from it, and the high-pitched whine of the engine was so loud it should have been impossible to sleep, but she had done just that.

      At some point the van must have stopped and they must have opened the door, because next to her was a bottle of water and a paper bag containing a stale-smelling slice of pizza, folded in half to fit in the bag. Stale or not, she ate half of it there and then, and the rest of it less than an hour later. She drank the water, not even caring if they’d drugged it.

      Above the noise of the engine she could hear music coming from the radio in the front cab. Some woman wailing a tune with a beat behind it, nothing like the music she was used to. It sounded awful.

      The men weren’t talking any more. They’d run out of things to say, for now at least. She tried to listen to the music, thinking that she might hear the news or something – hear her name mentioned. But, when the song ended, the voice that introduced the next track was foreign, unintelligible. She could tell it wasn’t the news, though. The tone of the voice was the same as any other commercial radio station – unnaturally happy, intoning up and down, shouting almost. There would be a different voice for the news, if indeed they had news on the radio here. Wherever they were.

      She found herself thinking about Nico again. Where was he, right now? What was he doing? He would be looking for her, of course. Everyone would be looking for her. Even her father would be out, hunting for her. He would be doing the right thing, and making sure everyone knew it.

      Oh, Nico. 

      Cerys had lost her virginity to Matt Hayward, at the end of the summer term. Scarlett had always thought it would be her first, that she would be the one, but when it came down to it she didn’t want any of them, the boys. Being alone with anyone made her feel nervous. She didn’t feel safe. And, even though Cerys had wanted to get it out of the way as quickly as she possibly could, Scarlett couldn’t help feeling that her friend was making a mistake. But Cerys had curves and an almost unnatural level of self-confidence, and, although Scarlett was the one who got all the attention from the boys, it was still Cerys who did it first.

      They had had plenty of discussions about it. How it didn’t really hurt. How they’d managed to use a condom the first time but he’d taken it off halfway through the second time because he didn’t really like using them but it hadn’t mattered because he pulled out just before.

      Cerys was suddenly worldly-wise. She was the one with the knowledge, and the balance of power had shifted in their friendship, as if Cerys was the grown-up one and Scarlett was still a child. If only she knew…

      And, despite all the time she’d been spending with Mark, she hadn’t really been paying attention. She hadn’t thought of him in that way, not really, not until that last day in the library, and not really even then.

      She hadn’t wanted to come on holiday at all. She’d been dreading it. A whole week with her parents, and her sister? She wouldn’t be able to stand it. They’d end up killing each other. Who knew what might happen?

      ‘I’ll stay here,’ Juliette had said, when they’d been booking the holiday.

      ‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ her mother had answered. ‘We’re not leaving you here.’

      ‘I can look after the cat,’ she’d volunteered. ‘And next door will keep an eye on me.’

      Desperate, then, because she was allergic to the cat and avoided it at all costs.

      ‘She can’t do that!’ Scarlett had shouted, knowing full well that, left with her sister, their pet would go completely untended. And it would just be the three of them on holiday, a fate so hideous that she couldn’t bear to think of it.

      ‘Calm down, Scarlett. Juliette, you’re coming with us and that’s final.’

      ‘I don’t want to come!’ Juliette wailed. ‘I’m scared!’

      ‘Don’t be so dramatic. You should be grateful!’

      ‘Don’t make me go. Don’t make me go.’

      Scarlett had seen Annie’s cheeks colouring. She had had rows with her mother too, at Juliette’s age – but hers had all been about independence and not being a child any more. She wanted to tell Juliette not to bother with the babyish overacting. It was easier just to give in, to let them have their way. It’s better to grow up in private, she’d thought. It hurts less if you don’t fight all the time.

      The van must have turned off the main road, the long, straight road with the van travelling fast and the whine of the engine underneath her, and there were twists and turns which threw her from one side of the van to the other. It was impossible to sleep. How long had it been? An hour, two? Maybe even longer. In the end she crouched in the corner, bracing her leg against one of the struts that supported the metal side. She felt motion-sick, the pizza and the water churning inside her belly. Despite the sleep she was exhausted; but now the adrenalin had kicked in again.

      It was odd, she thought, how quickly the feeling of terror became the norm. The van had become her world. A night and a day and now it was night again, and in the space of that time she had veered along this crazy path between panic and normality.

      But now, she was afraid. If they were off the motorway, travelling on smaller roads, then the journey was coming to an end. The van would stop and something would happen. Something was coming, and she would have to deal with it, whatever it was. They weren’t going to kill her; if they’d been going to do that they would have done it by now. But it wasn’t going to be good, was it? They weren’t taking her away from her fucked-up family and her stupid fucked-up life and giving her a better one, were they?

      Whatever was coming, it was going to hurt. It was like watching a car heading towards you on the crossroads and knowing it couldn’t possibly stop in time. Or lying in bed listening to the sounds of the house and knowing you were better off staying awake. 

      The van stopped. Scarlett pushed herself, pointlessly, back as far away from the doors as possible. After a few moments, the side door was unlocked and slid open. It was dark outside. There were two of them, and at first she couldn’t tell if it was the same two that had taken her. Then she recognised the taller of the two, the one who had given her water. The one who had talked to her out on the street and shoved her into the van.

      ‘You get out now,’ he said, his voice low.

      Scarlett wondered if it was worth screaming for help. ‘No,’ she said, before she had even made the decision to say anything. It was automatic. ‘No, no no no.’

      ‘You get out, we don’t hurt you.’

      ‘Please,’ she said, ‘just let me call my family. Let me call them. They’ll be worried…’

      They looked at each other, and then the taller one, the one she thought was almost all right, climbed into the back with her. He was going to talk to her, to reason with her. To ask her nicely, or to offer some reassurance, or at worst just pull her out.

      So she was off guard when he hit her in the face with his fist.

      The shock of it registered before the pain, but when it came it was quick and hard and intense. He pulled her by the hair, dragging her backwards, her feet scrabbling against the floor of the van. There was blood pouring from her nose, blood all down her face. She coughed on it and the screams were coming without her thinking about it then, the pain saw to that.

      And now she was struggling, fighting against him, pulling and scratching at his hands to try to get him to release her hair.

      The man was saying something in that language, his voice low through gritted teeth, and her voice, crying out with pain, above it.

      At the back of the van he released his grip on her hair and she slithered to the ground, curled up into a ball. The ground was rocky, uneven shale. She was sobbing, now, her hand over her nose. It felt as though her face had exploded. She was aware of him crouching beside her, the handgun loose in his hand, casually knocking it against his thigh. ‘You look.’

      Her eyes cast a glance over him and then she closed her eyes. The pain thrilled her like an electric charge. He grabbed her hair again and lifted her head.

      ‘No, stop, no! It hurts! Let go, let go!’

      But she opened her eyes. And the gun was there, held with a kind of easy self-assurance as though it was part of him, as natural a thing for him to be holding as a pen, or a mobile phone.

      ‘You see this? You think you have pain now? You make trouble, I shoot your foot off. Then I go back to Rodos and I shoot Nico, stupid fuck, and then I go find your baby sister and take her because she is worth big money to me, not like you.’

      It was the first time there had been any mention of Nico. She sobbed at it and nodded some kind of assent, wiping her face, the blood and mucus and tears sliding across the back of her hand, smearing with the dust and the dirt of the ground beneath her.

      ‘All right now?’ he said, his voice almost gentle. ‘You stand? I help you, here…’ He put a hand under her armpit and pulled her upright. As though the madness was over, as though it had been someone else, not him, who had smashed her nose and pulled clumps of hair from her scalp.

      They were on a road that was no more than a track, and behind them was a structure that looked like some kind of farm shack or outbuilding – concrete walls, a single window, a bright light like the motion-sensor-activated security light that they had at home on the front of the garage. This one lit up the uneven ground, revealing a rusted pickup truck with no wheels, a kennel.

      Somewhere – though not in the kennel – a dog was barking, hadn’t stopped since the van doors had opened. It sounded like a big dog, the ro-ro-ro of its bark throaty and deep. Above that, the incessant carolling of the crickets and the buzz of the cicadas. She thought of those insects, the great ugly beasts like the one Nico had shown her, all around. Everywhere, out of sight but never out of earshot.

      ‘Where am I?’ she said. ‘Where is this place?’

      ‘You come with me,’ the younger one said. He pulled her by the elbow – not roughly, but then he didn’t need to. There was nowhere she could have gone.

      ‘What are you going to do with me?’ she asked.

      He laughed – a short, high laugh, oddly girlish. ‘I do nothing with you. In the morning, you meet your new friends.’

       

      
        
        LOU
         
        – Thursday 31 October 2013, 15:49
      

      The traffic to Knapstone was bad, unusually. Ferries had once sailed from here to the continent, which meant that the town was accessed by a dual carriageway, straight from the motorway which led back to Briarstone. The ferry company had given up ten years ago, right about the time that a pretty fifteen-year-old named Scarlett Rainsford had disappeared while on a family holiday in Rhodes.

      It turned out that a lorry had jack-knifed across both lanes, leading to stationary traffic backed up nearly to the motorway. It was being cleared, apparently.

      Lou considered turning on the lights and speeding up the hard shoulder, but only for a moment. Being late for a briefing wasn’t technically an emergency, and the traffic was starting to creep forward, suggesting that somewhere up ahead the emergency services had managed to open at least one lane.

      Scarlett Rainsford.

      She’d always expected to hear that name again one day, but in all honesty she had never for one minute believed the girl was still alive. They had made mistakes with it, undoubtedly, which had been bad for the force at the time; and that was after the initial investigation by the Greeks. The Eden police had come to it late, which was never good. Within forty-eight hours they’d had a team out in Rhodes, but by then they’d all been working on the assumption that Scarlett had been murdered. They were expecting to find a body, because that was what the Greeks were expecting too. By the time they’d established that there was no evidence to support this theory, crucial opportunities had been missed.

      Back in the UK, even as a DC new to Major Crime, Lou had been able to smell disaster.

      Scarlett’s sister and her father had returned to the UK just a week after the holiday had been supposed to end. Her mother stayed out there on her own, but after another two weeks she too returned. The whole family had waited just three weeks for Scarlett. It didn’t seem very long. It was as if they, too, believed she was dead. Or maybe, Lou had suspected at the time, they even knew she was.

      Well, she thought, as she finally managed to get her car out of first gear, she’d been wrong about that.

      Knapstone Police Station had a tiny car park, for which it considered itself lucky. Even so, there were no spaces, and several cars were double-parked. Lou went back out again through the exit barrier, cursing. It was five to four. She hated being late. She drove around the streets nearby, looking for a space that wasn’t marked as ‘Residents Only’, and eventually found half a space, leaving the car with its front tyres sticking out over a double yellow.

      She signed in at reception and was directed down the stairs to Special Branch, where she had to knock to be let in. A young woman in jeans eventually answered the door, and when Lou explained why she was here there was a bit of discussion with someone over her shoulder.

      ‘They’re upstairs, on the fifth floor. Our briefing room’s in use for another job.’

      Lou found the lift. She’d been to the fifth-floor briefing room before, because it was the one Major Crime were invariably allocated when something kicked off in Knapstone. That was good: familiar turf.

      But of course by the time she got there the briefing had started and she had to creep in. And there weren’t many people there either, so everyone turned to look at her and the paunchy man with thinning hair who was speaking at the head of the boardroom table – actually eight scuffed laminate tables pushed together, mismatched chairs around the perimeter – stopped what he was doing.

      ‘You are?’ he said.

      ‘DCI Lou Smith,’ she said.

      ‘Have a seat,’ he said, without introducing himself. He didn’t need to. He could only be DCI Stephen Waterhouse, and she hated his guts already.

      All the seats around the table were taken, but two guys at the corner nearest to her shuffled their chairs round to make room. She pulled a hard plastic chair from under the window and squeezed between them. As she did so, her mobile buzzed in her bag. She pulled it out, checked the message in case it was urgent – it wasn’t – then adjusted the volume to silent. Waterhouse hadn’t resumed his speech.

      It was stuffy in the room and Lou sensed an atmosphere. She looked around the table: six men, one woman – an older DC with short, greying hair. Nobody was smiling, and now they’d all had a good look at her they were avoiding meeting her eyes.

      ‘Right, for those of you that don’t know: DCI Smith was part of the original investigation into Scarlett Rainsford’s disappearance – when she was a DC. Mr Buchanan wants her involved.’

      Lou chanced a smile but still none of them looked up. SB were not normally this grim. She’d been on nights out with them – not this lot, admittedly, but generally speaking they were a ‘work hard, play hard’ bunch. People joined SB and didn’t leave. It was considered a good place to work.

      ‘So,’ Waterhouse said, looking directly at her for the first time, ‘what can you tell us?’

      He had to be joking, right? She’d barely sat down, and he was wanting her to show her hand first, as if this was some sort of test? She glared at him.

      ‘As you pointed out, I was a DC in Major Crime back then. I interviewed the family.’

      ‘And?’

      Lou took a deep breath. She was going to have to put herself on the line, clearly, in order to get into the gang. ‘Didn’t feel right. I know that’s easy to say with hindsight. The family was odd – Scarlett’s sister was monosyllabic, hostile at first; the father was polite, helpful as far as it went. When the mother came back she was in a bad state emotionally.’

      ‘What happened with the Greeks?’

      ‘It was pretty chaotic. One minute they wanted our help, the next they didn’t. They told us some bits and left out other important things. They thought straight away that she had been killed and disposed of. Somehow the investigators who went out there got the impression they had evidence that she’d been killed, some forensics – but there was nothing like that. So for a couple of days we were looking for a body when we should have been checking the ports.’

      ‘To be honest, we all thought it was the dad.’

      Lou looked round in surprise. It was the woman who had spoken. Lou tried to work out who she was, but drew a complete blank. It bugged her – she was normally better at faces than this.

      ‘Go on,’ Waterhouse said.

      ‘He was all sorts of weird, wasn’t he?’ she said, looking at Lou for support.

      Lou nodded. Who the hell was she? She couldn’t remember – there had been loads of them on the case initially, several women, but none of them fitted. The dark hair, peppered with grey… slim figure. Lou stole a look at the woman’s ID badge, hanging around her neck on a non-standard issue lanyard. It was a Federation one, she realised. Was she a Federation rep?

      ‘He was helpful,’ the woman continued, ‘without any of it actually being useful – and then he was keen to go back to the UK with Juliette. She “couldn’t miss her schooling”. One minute he was out rooting through the undergrowth, organising search parties with all the tourists and ex-pat Brits who were showing an interest, then all of a sudden he’d booked a flight for him and his daughter and he was off. And then, what you said about the forensics, ma’am – there was a suggestion that they’d found blood in the room – the parents’ room, not the one the girls were in – but the Greek police didn’t secure the scene properly and the place was cleaned. We took a couple of our CSIs out there but we didn’t find anything.’

      She must have been one of the original lot who went out to Rhodes, Lou thought. She couldn’t remember there being a woman on that team.

      ‘So the father wasn’t arrested?’ Waterhouse was back looking at Lou.

      ‘No. We had nothing to arrest him for,’ Lou said. ‘When we interviewed him —’

      ‘We’ve all seen the transcripts,’ Waterhouse interrupted.

      She glared at him. ‘I was going to say this: he came across as personable one minute, aggressive the next. He was getting up out of his seat, fiddling with his glasses. Then he would sit perfectly still, calm. You don’t get a sense of that from the transcripts.’

      The man sitting immediately to her right – young; fair hair with too much gel on it – straightened in his chair. As if he was expecting the meeting to descend into a physical brawl at any moment and he wanted to leap for the door.

      For a moment, Waterhouse stared her out. Then he looked away, his cheeks colouring as though he was hot or dangerously angry. ‘Anything else?’

      Much as it pained her to provide him with anything other than a single-finger salute, Lou didn’t want to give him the satisfaction of shutting her up. ‘Yes, actually. I believe there was a crime series going on at the time, with young women going missing from Rhodes and Corfu. From what I understand, Scarlett wasn’t included in the series because she didn’t fit the criteria. For a start she was so much younger – the others were all in their late teens, early twenties, all on holiday with groups of friends rather than parents. They were multiple nationalities, too; none of the other missing girls were British.’

      ‘How many?’

      ‘There were five, I think,’ the other woman said. ‘Two went missing from Rhodes, three from Corfu. The Greek police were reluctant to get us involved with that, too.’

      Waterhouse considered this. He must have read about it in the file, Lou thought, and he probably knew more about it than any of them. As a DC at the time, Lou had only had access to a tiny part of the investigation. The senior officers at the time – all of whom were now retired – would have had the overview.

      ‘Right then, tasks. Caroline, I want you to direct the debrief interview. You can have Terry and Dave, if you need them. Josh, you’re liaising with SOCA or the NCA or whatever the fuck they’re calling themselves today, and the UK Border Agency. Once we’ve done that, we need to bid for a surveillance team on Maitland and another one on Lewis McDonnell – Andy and Tim, you’re on that, right?’

      Wait, Lou thought. ‘Hold on. You said Maitland and McDonnell?’

      Waterhouse breathed out heavily through his nose, laid his hand flat on the grey cardboard file on the desk in front of him. ‘Yes?’

      ‘I’m assuming you’re talking about Nigel Maitland. What’s he got to do with it?’

      Nigel Maitland – suspect in the murder of Polly Leuchars, the case that had pretty much consumed Lou’s every waking moment for the last year. Nothing they’d had had been able to touch him. She’d known SB were looking at him, but even though they’d tried to get some more intelligence, something useful, Major Crime had drawn a complete blank.

      Everyone was looking at her again, the way they had when she’d first walked in. Waterhouse clearly wasn’t going to share anything that hadn’t been prised out of him like a crumbling cork from a bottle. It was Caroline – the one with salt-and-pepper hair, whom Lou suddenly and conclusively recognised as Caro Sumner, then DC with the Metropolitan Police, who had been on attachment to the investigation and had, once, appeared in front of the press with a statement that had gone horribly wrong – who finally spoke and shared the crucial bit of information.

      ‘We think he’s the one who trafficked her.’

       

      
        
        SCARLETT
         
        – Sunday 24 August 2003, 06:57
      

      She had slept. It hadn’t been for long, since when she opened her eyes she felt as shattered as when she’d closed them. She had dreamed that she was awake, running, fighting – exhausting dreams about hope and hopelessness, as though her brain was spending the downtime trying to work its way towards a solution, and finding none.

      The room she was in held a dirty mattress on which she was lying, and a bucket which she had used last night. She could smell the urine and her own body odour. Her hands were covered in dried blood, crusted around the edges of her fingernails. She rubbed it off her palms and felt her nose carefully, then her eyes. The ache blended seamlessly across her face, and the skin of her nose felt tight and hot. By squinting she could see the bridge of her nose: it was wider than normal, and even in the half-light the colour of it looked wrong. It looked bruised.

      She pushed herself to a sitting position and leaned back against the wall, waiting for the pounding, dizzying feeling to subside. She felt as if she was going to be sick, saliva flooding her mouth, and she gulped it back. The door of the room, a rough splintered wood with a space of a couple of inches at the bottom, was closed.

      It was worth checking. She stood, gingerly, keeping her head low, her hands on her knees. The nausea swelled and subsided.

      It was locked. Even the bottom of the door didn’t move against the frame when she gave it a boot. The impact, as feeble as it was, jarred her head.

      ‘Hey!’ she called. ‘HEY! Let me out, you stupid Greek fuckers!’

      Silence. Had they gone, left her behind?

      She crossed to the window. It was small, head-height, and the window was pushed open as wide as it would go on a lever. Beyond that, metal bars prevented it opening further. She stood on tiptoe to try to look out, but all she could see was scrubland – uneven ground, dusty-looking trees, and low hills in the distance. No buildings, no vehicles, no people. No sign of life.

      Then the hopelessness hit her like a wave and the tears welled up and spilled over her cheeks. She dabbed at them with her sleeve. Her face hurt, her head hurt.

      ‘Mum,’ she sobbed. To her own surprise – ‘I want my mum…’

      The tears lasted a while – long enough for it to be properly daylight, and for the heat to start to penetrate into the room – and then her eyes were dry and sore. She sat on the mattress and waited for what would happen next.

       

      
        
        10:20
      

      The patch of sunlight had moved from the corner of her room around to the floor.

      Scarlett had screamed, given up screaming because nothing happened, no one came; the only result was that it made her head hurt. Eventually she had lain down on the mattress because there was nowhere else to sit.

      The dog started barking. It sounded further away, muffled, as though it was in another building some distance from where she was. Again, that throaty bark of a big jowly dog. She had even begun to picture it. Jaws big enough to crush a human skull.

      And then she heard voices, from a way off – as though they were approaching the house. A male voice, then a response from another man – a laugh.

      And a woman, a girl. High-pitched voice. She couldn’t understand what was said but heard the tone of it – she was pleading. Afraid.

      The door opened a few moments later and Scarlett got to her feet, thinking they were going to pull her out of the room, but instead two women were shoved into the room with her. The man at the door was not either of the men who had brought her here. The door shut as both women started yelling in a language she didn’t understand. The man outside the door shouted something and the tone of his voice – or perhaps they understood him – made them stop; both of them stepped back and away.

      The door opened again and he threw in a polythene shrink-wrapped bundle. Bottled water. A pack of six 500ml bottles of water that landed on the floor and bounced once. Then the door closed again.

      The two women pounced on the bottles of water, fought over them. The polythene was ripped, the bottles tumbled out over the floor and before she could help herself Scarlett was there with them, grabbing at the bottles before they were gone or busted and spilled.

      Somehow despite all the pushing and shoving they managed to end up with two bottles each. Scarlett retreated to the mattress, clutching the bottles to her chest, watching the two newcomers. They were talking to each other in hushed, desperate whispers. Other than fighting over the water they had barely acknowledged her presence, and now they were sitting cross-legged on the floor facing each other as they drank.

      The dark-haired one was taller, lankier, her back a long curve; the wrists protruding from her long-sleeved T-shirt were bony, angular. The other one had bleached hair, dark at the roots, half-tied into a knot to one side of her head, long greasy strands of a fringe that she was growing out either deliberately or for want of a hairdresser falling across her eyes. Both of them looked grimy, in need of a good wash. But then she probably looked the same.

      ‘My name’s Scarlett,’ she said at last. She felt tears starting again.

      The blonde one was talking, and carried on as if she hadn’t heard. The dark one turned her head and stared at Scarlett.

      ‘Do you speak English?’ Scarlet whimpered. Her voice sounded off-key, thick, as if she was bunged up with a head cold.

      ‘A little,’ the dark-haired one said. The blonde one still hadn’t so much as cast a glance in her direction. And then she raised a hand, the palm flat in Scarlett’s direction. She said something to her companion, the language foreign but the meaning clear from the sharp tone. An instruction: Don’t talk to her. Don’t trust her.

      ‘What’s your name?’ Scarlett said, gulping back a sob.

      ‘Yelena.’

      The blonde girl started yammering, louder now, the flat of her hand striking the top of the other girl’s head. You idiot. Yelena answered back, shouting, and for a moment there was this top-volume incomprehensible argument going on between them, until the door opened and the man came in, the one who had brought the girls in.

      He shouted at them and they shouted back. The blonde one stood, in his face, her head doing the ghetto-style tilt-shake to give him some attitude, and he watched her calmly for a moment, then pulled a gun from his waistband, raised it before any of them could say or do anything, and brought it down with a crack on the side of her head.

      She dropped to the floor, face-first. Her head made a loud smack as it hit the floor. Yelena cried out and the man raised his hand to her too. She shut up instantly, hand over her mouth, eyes wide, backing off until she was in the corner of the room.

      He said something else, calmly. Pointed the gun at Yelena, then at Scarlett, then at the motionless girl on the floor. Keep quiet, or it will be worse.

      He went, shut the door behind him. Yelena rushed to the girl, who hadn’t moved. Lifted her head, stroked her dirty hair away from her face. There was blood on Yelena’s hands; the girl must have cut her head when she fell, or when he had hit her. Yelena was crying now.

      Scarlett felt strangely calm, her own tears gone. She opened the second bottle of water and took a few sips, watching.

      There was a lot of blood. She thought the girl might be dead.

       

      
        
        12:40
      

      After a period of time during which the blonde girl had not moved, Yelena had banged on the door until the man returned. She spoke to him quietly, without anger, but with a desperate pleading sadness that seemed to get through where the yelling and screaming had not.

      He said something to her and she sat next to Scarlett on the other end of the mattress, her back to the wall.

      Then a second man came in, a giant of a man with a shaven head and a black vest that revealed immense, hairy shoulders. He looked at the blonde girl and the blood and said something to the other one. Then he picked the girl up as though she weighed nothing, under her arms, her head lolling, throwing her over one shoulder. The blood from the wound on her head drip-dripped on to the bare concrete floor. He carried her out, leaving the smaller of the two men standing in the doorway, staring at Scarlett and Yelena. The way he was looking at them made Scarlett feel uncomfortable and then, when he continued to stare and didn’t look away, scared. A minute later the giant came back with a bucket of water, which he splashed on to the blood on the floor. Then they both went. The door shut fast.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ whispered Scarlett, because she had nothing else to say.

      Without looking at her, Yelena turned on to her side and curled up on the mattress, her back to Scarlett, the soles of her dirty trainers and the white skin of her lower back above the tight stonewashed jeans all that she was prepared to share.

      For some reason, having someone else in the room with her made Scarlett think of Nico.

      The man who had broken her nose had threatened her with hurting Nico. He had mentioned his name. She hadn’t thought it at the time but she realised now that Nico must have been in on it all. He had been part of this gang, whatever it was. She thought back over the conversations they’d had, the things he had said to her, trying to make sense of it.

       

      
        
        SCARLETT
         
        – Monday 18 August 2003, 15:25
      

      She had been out with Juliette when she’d first seen him.

      Juliette had not wanted to go. But their mother had been unwell; some food or other she had eaten on the first day of the holiday had disagreed with her, and she had been sick several times. In the late afternoon she was asleep in bed and, although the sisters didn’t particularly enjoy spending time together, neither of them wanted to spend time with their father either.

      ‘We could go and have a look at the shops,’ Scarlett had said, hopeful.

      ‘What for?’ Juliette said, taciturn. Head in a book, of course. Scarlett could never tell if she was actually reading it. The pages turned regularly but she seemed to just stare at it, unmoving, silent. As though it was a diversionary tactic.

      Juliette would have preferred to stay in the room, the curtains drawn across the patio doors, the heat in there stifling because their father wouldn’t pay for air-conditioning in their room as well as the other room next door, the one he was sharing with their mother.

      ‘You can sit in here,’ he had said, when they’d first arrived and had the argument about it, ‘if you get too hot.’

      They couldn’t sit in there with their mother vomiting and moaning, of course.

      ‘I just want to go out somewhere,’ Scarlett said. ‘Please, Jul, let’s go out. For a walk.’

      ‘Leave me alone.’

      So she started getting ready, pulling on a loose vest top over her bikini, cut-off denim shorts.

      From her bed, Juliette said without looking up, ‘He won’t let you go on your own, you know.’

      ‘He won’t find out unless you tell him.’

      ‘Don’t be daft. He knows everything. And he’ll see you go.’

      The way out of the apartment complex was past the pool, and of course that was where Clive Rainsford was right now, around the other side of the pool on a sun-lounger, as far away from his wife and daughters as he could get while still maintaining control over them. He knew exactly where they were, at every minute of the day. He would not countenance any alternative.

      ‘Come with me, then. Once we’re in town we’ll find a café or something, you can sit with your book and I’ll just have a wander round. It’ll be fine, there will be loads of people.’

      ‘Don’t be stupid, I can’t sit in a café on my own.’

      ‘Why not? What’s the difference between that and sitting in here? And you can have a nice cold drink; I’ll buy you one.’

      In the end, Juliette had relented. They had consulted with their father by the side of the pool. They were given an hour and a half, and then they had to be back.

      They had stopped at several cafés on the main road, none of which was suitable. Juliette was incredibly, frustratingly fussy – but she had always been like this. She was quirky at best, downright annoying at worst. But pushing her, goading her, was not the right way to handle things. Even at the age of fifteen Scarlett knew that the best way to bend her sister to her will was to meet her halfway.

      They went down a side street and there was a Moroccan-style café, dark red plaster walls, decorative hookahs, low glass tables and dark wooden fretwork screens.

      Dark – Juliette’s favourite thing. And she could get proper mint tea here, which was what she’d been hankering for.

      ‘You’ll be okay in here,’ Scarlett said. ‘You read your book; I’ll be back in an hour. I’ll just go along the shops for a bit. I’ll look for something for Mum, shall I?’

      Juliette had already withdrawn. Scarlett left.

      Back up to the main street. It was late afternoon but still searingly hot, the sun glowing off the pavement and reflecting back at her like an oven. She strolled along, browsing through the tourist shops. They all sold exactly the same things. Olive oil soap. Beach toys. Hats, sunglasses, a rack of Hawaiian Tropic sun lotion. Crocheted bags, scarves, ceramic ornaments and fridge magnets. Postcards.

      The shops gave way to more cafés and bars. She would have enjoyed coming here at night, but with Cerys rather than her family. That would be fun. When she and Juliette went out to dinner with Mum and Dad they came early in the evening, and when they were done and strolling back to the apartment the bars were just starting to come to life. This time of day they were mostly empty, only the ones with internet terminals temptingly lined up inside the shady interiors showing any signs of life.

      She paused outside the Pirate Bay Club and looked. There were three internet PCs on a table, with a sign saying ‘20 minute = 3 euro’. She thought about Cerys, and what she might be getting up to back at home.

      She took a seat at the terminal furthest into the bar, at the back, and pushed three coins into the slot on a metal box next to the grubby monitor. The screensaver – a cartoon pirate bouncing around the edges of a blue screen – remained resolutely active. She moved the mouse, with no success.

      She jolted the metal box, in case one of the coins had stuck. Still nothing. There was no ‘reject coins’ button.

      She looked around. Nobody behind the bar. Sitting on the low wall which separated the outdoor seating area from the road was a boy with dark, short hair, a pale blue polo shirt and dark jeans. He was staring at her. When he saw she was looking, he grinned.

      ‘You need something?’ he shouted to her. He had an accent, of course, was a local – but she knew that already because he was wearing jeans. How could anyone wear jeans when it was this hot?

      Scarlett assumed he worked there, behind the bar. He had a kind of easy casualness about him, as though he owned the place.

      ‘It’s not working,’ she called back, slapping the top of the metal box with her palm as a final rebuke.

      He sauntered over, arms folded. ‘You are right,’ he said. ‘It’s not working.’

      He laughed, and then she did too.

      ‘Oh, well,’ she said. ‘It’s only three euros.’

      ‘I will ask Vasilis for it.’

      She paused, expecting him to go behind the bar and find Vasilis, whoever he was.

      ‘He is not here,’ he said. ‘The bar is closed.’

      It didn’t look closed. The TV screen above the bar was showing sports with the subtitles on, and some random Greek pop music radio station was playing through the speakers.

      ‘Are you keeping an eye on it, then?’

      He looked puzzled. ‘Keeping… an eye?’ He put one hand over his eye, like a pirate’s eye-patch, and she laughed again. ‘My name is Nico,’ he said, holding out his hand for her to shake.

      ‘Scarlett,’ she said, taking it.

      ‘Is a beautiful name for a beautiful girl,’ he said. He turned her hand over and kissed the back of it. ‘You want something to drink?’

      ‘Oh, sure. A Coke?’

      Nico went behind the bar and opened one of the glass-fronted fridges, helped himself to two bottles of Coke, which he popped before bringing them back.

      ‘I don’t have any more money,’ she said.

      ‘Is okay. Vasilis has three euros from you, anyway.’

      Scarlett had just over half an hour of mindless chatter with Nico while she drank her Coke – slowly – and then she had to get back. Juliette was all right as long as she had a routine, as long as she knew what to expect, but when the uncertainties crept in she would start to panic. Lots of things seemed to cause that these days. Scarlett had said she would be gone for an hour, and knew better than to be even a minute late. As it was, when she rounded the corner Juliette was waiting outside the café, looking anxiously up and down the road.

      Without speaking they fell into step together, walking back up towards the apartment. They had to pass the Pirate Bay and Scarlett looked out for him, the dark-haired boy who’d bought her a Coke – or rather, not bought it but helped himself – but he wasn’t there any more.

       

      
        
        Tuesday 19 August 2003, 15:19
      

      Scarlett thought about Nico for a whole twenty-four hours and begged Juliette to go for a walk again at the same time next day – using the excuse that they still hadn’t managed to get a present for their mother, who was recovering but wan and grouchy.

      There was something about the synchronicity of the timing – at the same time of day, Scarlett knew she would stand a better chance of getting Juliette’s agreement – that made it easier this time. She took her time choosing what to wear, pinning her hair up in an elaborately messy bun. It was so hot that strands of her freshly washed and dried hair were sticking to the back of her neck with perspiration.

      Nico was not sitting where he’d been the day before and Scarlett felt an odd sort of panic. She had convinced herself that he would be there, that he would be waiting for her, and when he wasn’t she didn’t know what to do. In the end she walked Juliette back down to the same café and then wandered around from shop to shop, as she had the day before.

      In one of the tourist shops she bought a bottle of olive oil body lotion for her mum – five euros. She’d seen the same brand, the same bottle in a shop on the main street at seven euros. It was worth shopping around, here; you’d think prices would be fixed for the same product, but the price of everything seemed to vary depending on how close to the main street you were. The most expensive of all were the shops bordering the town square: jewellers and shops selling silk and fur coats. Fur coats! Why would anyone need a fur coat in a place like this? And yet they were everywhere, shops selling furs. She had counted five of them from the window of the coach that had brought them to the resort from the airport, glass- and marble-fronted, expensive-looking, with empty car parks outside.

      She had not seen anyone actually wearing a fur coat. Maybe it got cold in the winter? It seemed very unlikely.

      Back outside the shop, she slipped the paper bag containing the moisturising lotion into the canvas tote bag she carried over her shoulder, pulled her oversized sunglasses down from her forehead. After that she went up to the town square and sat on the wall surrounding the fountain, swinging her legs idly, crossed at the ankle. She leaned back, closing her eyes against the glare of the sun.

      ‘Hey, Scarlett.’

      She opened her eyes again and looked across the square to one of the cafés, and there was Nico. He walked over to where she sat, weaving between the tourists. He had a handful of leaflets and she watched as he had a half-hearted go at handing some of them out to passers-by. One of them, a woman wearing a gold Lurex top over a leathery décolletage, took a leaflet, glanced at it and then discarded it on the pavement.

      He sauntered, giving Scarlett a chance to observe him objectively from behind her huge shades. He must have been seventeen, eighteen maybe, dark hair neatly cut – had he cut it since yesterday? – the same blue shirt and jeans. Dark eyebrows, clear skin, long lovely eyelashes that made him look somehow vulnerable. And then a wide smile showing even white teeth.

      He sat down next to her and offered her a flyer. She took it and read it carefully as if he’d offered her a vital document. It was a menu for the pizza restaurant across the way.

      ‘You’re a – what do they call it? – promoter, or something?’

      ‘They use other words. Not nice words sometimes.’

      ‘I thought you worked at that Pirate bar.’

      He laughed. ‘Sometimes there. I work many places.’

      And then he reached out and stroked a strand of hair away from her face. She flinched as his hand approached, couldn’t help it, but then she relaxed and let him do it.

      ‘You want to come party tonight?’

      ‘I can’t,’ she said automatically, about to continue that her dad wouldn’t let her, but stopping because that sounded childish.

      ‘You have a boyfriend?’ he asked, pouting with exaggerated disappointment.

      She felt herself blushing. He must think she was such a kid, she thought, and she was tempted to lie and say yes.

      ‘Girlfriend?’ he asked then, with a cheeky grin.

      ‘No.’ Blushing even harder.

      ‘So why don’t you come party with me?’

      ‘I have to go out with my family,’ she said at last. ‘My little sister – I have to look after her.’

      ‘Your sister, what is her name?’

      ‘Juliette.’

      ‘You love her very much? I have a baby sister. She is very sweet, but she is a – how you say it – pain in the butt.’

      Scarlett was picturing Juliette and wondering if she could ever be described as sweet. Annoying, definitely.

      Nico tried again. ‘I have to work tonight until late. But maybe after that we could meet?’

      ‘Where are you working?’ she asked, looking down at the flyer he’d given her. ‘Is it at this place?’

      ‘Yes. I will be here. Will you come?’

      In the end, she gave him her mobile number even though it was switched off most of the time. She was terrified that one of her mates would call from the UK, or text, and would use up all of her Pay As You Go minutes that she had to work so hard to get. At home, she did chores all the time to justify her meagre pocket money, and most of it paid for top-ups.

      When they got back she dressed up – a short cotton dress, wedges – and tried to persuade her father to take them down to the town square for pizza. Her mum was still looking very pale and, although she wanted to come with them, or for them not to go at all, her father told her she should stay behind and rest and they’d go on their own. After two days of consuming snacks from the pool bar, he was ready for a decent meal. Scarlett wanted to say something but caught her mother’s expression and kept her mouth shut. Then, of course, he had to make it all even worse. ‘What more could a man ask?’ he said with forced enthusiasm. ‘A meal out with my two favourite girls.’

      It felt as if there was a row brewing all through the early evening. Their mother withdrew back to the bedroom – claiming a headache, probably dehydration; it would make sense after all that vomiting and diarrhoea. After a while their father followed her and Scarlett and Juliette stayed outside on the patio, trying not to listen to the raised voices. Juliette took her book and went into the girls’ room, sliding the glass door shut firmly behind her. Scarlett went off into a fantasy where she lived in Greece all the time, spending her days selling bikinis and sunglasses to tourists on the beach, or handing out flyers in the market square. How old did you have to be, to do that? Nico didn’t look very old, but then he was local. Probably the locals were allowed to do what they pleased. And besides, she could speak a bit of French and a tiny bit of Spanish but that was it – these promoter people had to speak lots of languages, didn’t they?

      At six the three of them walked down the hill into town. Their father wanted to stop at the first place they came to – a basic-looking taverna with uncomfortable wooden chairs outside, set around tables set with red check oilskin tablecloths, unlit tealights in glass jars. He stood outside perusing the menu for several minutes.

      ‘I’d really like pizza,’ Scarlett ventured.

      ‘They do pizza here.’

      ‘I mean a proper pizza. Not Greek pizza.’

      ‘What the hell’s a “proper pizza”?’ he asked, but he moved on, and Scarlett let out a sigh of relief. Juliette didn’t give a stuff where they ate. The chances were she wouldn’t eat much anyway.

      Walking along, her father draped his arm around Scarlett’s shoulder. She was taller now, almost as tall as her mum. He used to hold her hand.

      ‘There are some nice places in the market square,’ Scarlett said casually, wanting to push him away because he was her dad and she was too hot to walk along like this.

      ‘Expensive, you mean.’

      They carried on walking. Strolling. Clive glanced from side to side at the restaurants and cafés that were starting to line the road, one after the other, but he didn’t seem keen on any of them.

      ‘Well,’ Scarlett said, risking pushing it even further and wondering whether she was getting close to that scary tipping point when her father’s patience would snap, ‘at least there’s only three of us. If you’re going to have a nice meal, tonight would be a good time to do it…’

      So they ended up at Nico’s pizzeria. He was handing out flyers when they approached, and he gave Scarlett a smile as she led the way on to the terrace.

      The pizza was good, the meal was good, and thankfully her father had seen the prices on the menu and hadn’t complained about them. Hadn’t complained about anything much, just for a change – apart from when he’d finished the whole pizza, every crumb including the crust, and mentioned in passing that the Italian sausage had been a little salty. He could not bring himself to eat a meal without spoiling it with a comment.

      But for once Scarlett didn’t care: the night was becoming wonderful, full of promise. She had chosen a seat facing out towards the market square, which meant that Juliette could sit opposite her, facing into the interior of the restaurant which made her feel safe, enclosed, protected. From this position Scarlett could watch Nico working, stare at his bum and his thighs, the way the denim fabric stretched as he moved.

      He wasn’t very good at the flyer thing. He chose the wrong tourists – even Scarlett could see that – trying to hand them out to people who clearly wouldn’t be interested in pizza. She felt sorry for him, too – what a job to have! Trying to be nice to all these rude sods who ignored him, passed him by without listening or even acknowledging his presence. She resolved to tell him about that later on, to try to make him feel better, because surely doing this night after night would erode his self-confidence, make him miserable.

      Later on. She had made that decision, then. The mechanics of it yet to be worked out – how to get out of the apartment without Juliette knowing, sneak off and meet him, risking her life in the process because God knew her father would kill her, would actually genuinely kill her if he knew what she was planning – but the decision had been made.

      When they finished their pizzas and stood up to go, she tried to catch Nico’s eye – but he had crossed over to the fountain, to try and tempt a young family into the restaurant, and had actually managed to persuade them to stop and talk to him. She looked and looked, hung back a little, even, but his back remained facing her.

      ‘Come on, Scarlett. What are you doing?’ her father said, and the tone of his voice made her turn around straight away and follow.

      Under her breath, she mouthed the words, ‘Later, I’ll see you later,’ before following them back towards the apartment and her mother.

       

      
        
        LOU
         
        – Thursday 31 October 2013, 17:06
      

      When the meeting came to an end, Lou phoned Jason from the corridor.

      ‘Hey,’ he said when he answered. ‘Two calls in one day – you can’t tell me you’re busy.’

      ‘It’s work, though – doesn’t count this time.’ She kept her voice low, even though the people leaving the briefing room were all talking among themselves, paying her no attention.

      ‘Really? Shame. So what can I do for you?’

      ‘When you were on Op Nettle with me, you were going to do a subject profile for the McDonnells. Do you remember? Did it ever get done?’

      He paused before answering. ‘It was on the list, but I never did it. Other stuff kept taking priority.’

      ‘That’s what I thought. Oh, well.’

      She knew him well enough to know that he wouldn’t leave it there, and left a hesitation dangling in the conversation between them, waiting for him to fill it. She could almost hear him smiling. Eventually he said, ‘You want me to do a profile for you?’

      He was in the office with other people listening, of course. Otherwise his response might have been a whole lot cheekier.

      ‘Can you do it on the quiet?’

      ‘Urgently?’

      ‘Doesn’t have to be long. Just the latest intel, risks, warnings. Anything that looks interesting. Check with Sam before you do it; she might have some new stuff.’

      ‘Sure,’ he said. ‘Leave it with me.’

      Waterhouse was an arse. He’d turned his back on her and was walking away without so much as a goodbye. Lou had met officers like him before, but fortunately not many.

      ‘Stephen – wait a minute. I’d like a word.’

      When she caught up and stood in front of him so that he could not ignore her, or walk past, she checked to see if anyone was in earshot. The other participants of the meeting were continuing to walk away from them, down the corridor.

      ‘I’m sure you’re probably having a very bad day, so maybe we could just start again. I’m here to help, and if there’s anything my team can do, let me know. In the meantime, I’d like to speak to Scarlett, and then the family.’

      The tone of her voice was firm but calm, and anyone else might have capitulated and agreed with anything she had just said. But, as she’d thought, Waterhouse had been worn down by his years in the Job, and compromise was something that didn’t come easily. Nor, it seemed, did apology. Even so, what she got was a lot more than she had expected.

      ‘You’re right, it’s been a shitty week, let alone day. You can go along with Caroline, if you think it’ll help. And by all means, if you want to go and see the family. There’s nothing new they can tell us for Op Pentameter, I’m sure. So knock yourself out.’

      ‘Thank you,’ Lou said. She’d been on the verge of asking what constituted a shitty week for him, since the moment she’d mentioned it there had been a flicker behind his eyes, as though she’d reminded him of something he’d been trying to forget. But he turned aside quickly and continued on his way – heading down the stairs to the basement, no doubt, instead of taking the lift. Lou wondered if he had a problem with lifts or was just trying to avoid getting stuck in a confined space with her for a moment longer.

      Caro Sumner was waiting for her in reception. This time there was eye contact, a warm smile.

      ‘You don’t remember me,’ she said, ‘but I’m not surprised. We only met the once, at the Cold Case review five years ago. You were in the middle of your OSPRE process.’

      ‘I’m sorry,’ Lou said. ‘You were with the Met, weren’t you?’

      ‘That’s right. I transferred over, in the end. Have you got time for a coffee?’

      Lou looked at her watch. Just past five – there was no point setting off now, anyway. She would just get stuck on the dual carriageway with everyone else.

      ‘I would really like that, thanks. What’s happening with her?’

      She didn’t need to use the name, not here in reception with several people within earshot.

      Caro said, ‘Don’t worry. We’ve booked her into the Travel Inn tonight. I was going to take her over there later. You can come with me, if you like?’

      ‘Thanks. That would be great. I need to call back into the incident room first, if that’s okay?’

      ‘Sure. I was going to go home first anyway. I can meet you there.’

      They went into the canteen together. The kitchen was long closed, but there was a whole variety of vending machines at their disposal. Caro went for the coffee machine and came back with something that looked like muddy water. Lou got a can of Coke and a bag of crisps, wondering whether this would end up being dinner.

      The canteen was empty, thankfully.

      ‘I’m sorry about the boss,’ Caro said, when Lou joined her at a table under the window. It was dark outside, felt like midnight already.

      Lou smiled. ‘I’ve met worse, believe me.’

      ‘He’s not so bad when you get to know him. Unfortunately Scarlett is a small part of the investigation here – her appearance has just thrown everything up in the air. He’s desperate to get some arrests, and he thought Scarlett would just unravel everything neatly for him. Trouble is, she’s not talking.’

      ‘She must have been through a lot. Unimaginable things.’

      ‘That’s what he doesn’t seem to get. Anyway – luckily he’s got us, right?’

      ‘You been here long?’

      ‘Six months,’ Caro said.

      ‘Enjoying it?’

      ‘Most of the time. Better than where I was before, anyway.’

      Lou didn’t ask. ‘So what’s the plan for Scarlett?’

      Caro sipped her coffee. ‘They’ve applied to get her the forty-five days’ support under the National Referral Mechanism. At least that would mean we could get her some help while she needs it. She’ll need to co-operate, though – and there’s some discussion about whether it’s possible to be trafficked back into your own country.’

      ‘What about her family?’

      ‘Apparently they’re on their way back from Spain.’

      ‘Apparently?’

      ‘I’m not convinced. The last we heard this morning, they’ve managed to get the travel company to subsidise them on a charter flight home tomorrow. I believe they had been planning to stay out there and finish the holiday, though, when it looked as if they were going to have to pay for new tickets to come back early.’

      Lou let this information sink in. Their daughter had been missing, presumed by everyone to have been murdered and disposed of. No trace of her for ten years. And now she had been found, and this wasn’t important enough to bring them home from holiday?

      ‘Then they must have heard from her,’ she said.

      ‘That’s what we thought, but Clive denied it over the phone.’ There was no way anyone’s budget was going to stretch to a flight out to Spain, so all discussions with the family had been conducted by telephone.

      ‘That’s insane. Where do they think she’s been? You’d think they’d be rushing back.’

      ‘I think it’s all to do with the other daughter, Juliette. She’s got some sort of mental health problem by all accounts; they take her on holiday every year and she gets upset with routines being disrupted.’

      Lou drank her Coke from the can. It was icy cold and made her shiver, but the sugar was beginning to give her a buzz. Thoughts and questions were bombarding her from every angle. Memories of Juliette – she’d been thirteen when Scarlett vanished. Lou had met her, and even then she’d thought her odd. But back then – inexperienced, as much as she hated to admit it – she’d put it down to her being a teenager, and deeply traumatised by her sister’s disappearance. ‘She did attempt suicide a couple of months after they got back from Greece,’ she said, remembering. ‘Paracetamol, I think. After that they tried to keep her away from all the drama.’

      ‘The boss is totally focused on the trafficking stuff, you know. He isn’t bothered about the family, since they’re not to blame for her going missing, for her being trafficked. He’s torn between wanting to get shot of her before the press gets involved, and waiting to hear what she’s got to say.’

      Of course: there had been that mention of Nigel Maitland. To all outward appearances a respectable farm owner, Maitland had apparent connections to organised crime. He’d never been convicted of anything, but his name kept coming up in intelligence reports – and, after a young woman, Polly Leuchars, had been murdered on his property last year, Nigel’s business, along with that of his daughter, Flora, had been closely scrutinised. Lou knew as well as any of her colleagues that Nigel Maitland was up to something. The trouble was proving it.

      ‘What’s the connection with Maitland and the McDonnells?’

      ‘There’s historic intel suggesting that Maitland is the transport man for the McDonnells’ trafficking operation.’

      ‘Oh,’ Lou said, disappointed. She had seen the same intelligence. And, last year, boxes containing stolen passports had been found in the back of Flora Maitland’s car. The lack of forensic evidence, coupled with Flora’s steadfast claims that she had merely found the boxes littering the side of the road and had been planning to take them to the nearest police station, meant there was nothing to connect any of it to her father. In turn, there was not enough to pursue a prosecution. Yet.

      ‘Is that it?’ Lou asked.

      ‘There was a suggestion that some of the trafficked women had been put to work in Lewis McDonnell’s brothel in Carisbrooke Court.’

      ‘And Scarlett was working as a prostitute there?’

      Caro shrugged. ‘Hard to say. She was on the premises, but the way she was dressed – jeans, T-shirt – looked like she was just doing reception for them, housekeeping maybe. Or it could have been her night off. She’s not answered that particular question. There was also a phone call from a number we believe was in use by Maitland to the phone that was seized from Scarlett during the warrant this morning.’

      ‘That’s interesting – so she definitely knows him?’

      ‘We asked her about it, but she was vague. Said at first it must have been a wrong number, then she said she used to get calls on her phone for people who might have been in the flat, because they knew she was there most of the time. Wouldn’t commit to anything.’

      ‘But you really think the Maitland-McDonnell network trafficked her? I mean – we did consider that she might have run off, didn’t we? Why would they kidnap her in Greece, just to transport her all the way back home? And were they even involved in trafficking ten years ago? Maybe she’s just worked her way back to Briarstone and she’s working for them?’
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