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			Prologue

			Without Tim, Alex would be dead. Every time that thought entered her head she loved him a little bit more. Right now, the urge to see him was greater than it had ever been. Apart from business trips, this was the first time they had been separated since they married. Seven days felt like a year. She should never have agreed to the holiday without him. Seeing Kat had been worth the sacrifice, but now Alex wanted her life back.

			She looked up, a tinkling sound grabbing her attention. Long faces with straggly beards stared at her. There was nothing sinister about them and yet she felt tense. Fortunately, goats slept at night. Their cowbells hadn’t kept her awake. Shame the same couldn’t be said for her sister. Kat had whined continually, complaining that the villa’s owner should have warned them that they would get no peace. She cared less than Alex that farming was important to the economy and culture of Majorca and its people.

			She cared less than Alex, full stop.

			Looking left along the driveway to the dusty road, Alex focused on their redundant hire car, eyes straying beyond the garden gate to the southern face of the Serra de Tramuntana dominating the near distance. In the foothills beneath, white villas baked in the searing heat. Alex longed to look inside. Not that she had the means to purchase one just now. Her money was tied up in Tim’s business and her own expanding public relations company.

			More than once this week Kat had pointed out that being married to an ambitious entrepreneur had its downside. She viewed Tim as a reckless risk-taker. As far as Alex was concerned, her opinions were immaterial, although it pained her to think that two of the three people she loved most in the world had never really hit it off. Last night, as she floated the possibility of owning a holiday home within striking distance of the UK, Kat reminded her that there was no cash for second homes when the first was re-mortgaged to the hilt. Alex got that. She did. All the same, she bridled at the dig. Apart from Daniel, her ten-year-old, Tim was her world. He had plans her sister was unaware of – ones that Alex was OK with if it made him happy.

			She owed him.

			Lifting her wine glass, she savoured an aged Rioja, a blend of grapes local to the area, rich, earthy and well rounded. Alex eyed the vines all around her, long branches and thick leaves flourishing in the warm climate. Tim would appreciate the simple lifestyle here, the relaxed pace, the opportunity to read and swim and feel hot earth beneath bare feet. But, as it had for Alex, the novelty of living the island dream would soon wear off.

			They’d be bored in a few days.

			‘Welcome to Casa Pegueña.’ Kat was reading the visitors’ book over Alex’s shoulder. ‘You’re not going to write War and Peace, are you, Ali? Check-in closes in four hours. There’s time for one last dip and a shower before we head off. C’mon, get your kit off.’

			‘No, you go ahead. I’m done.’

			Sulking, Kat sat down, stripping the shirt from a deeply tanned body. Alex felt pale by comparison. While she’d enjoyed her break, much of the week the heat had been oppressive. Most days she’d taken refuge in the shade of the terrace. She’d not ventured up the Puig de Maria to the monastery to take in its amazing views, walked the kilometre to the Roman town of Polença or driven to the port. Other than trips to the supermarket, she’d not gone out – not even to the beach. And whilst the idea of a place here held a certain appeal, she’d be glad to get home to Northumberland where it was green and cool, she thought, but didn’t say.

			A breeze picked up. It swept across the parched land, rustling surrounding vegetation, kissing her face. Though the rippling pool water was enticing, she didn’t move, except to remove her sunglasses, the better to see her sister.

			There was mischief in Kat’s eyes.

			‘What?’ Alex said.

			‘I was just wondering what state your place will be in when you get home.’ Kat’s point was that, unlike Alex, she had a tidy bijou flat to return to in upmarket Marylebone. No kids. Never wanted any. No clutter. Probably no soul. Alex hadn’t yet seen the property. She would, as soon as she got the opportunity. Her life had been crazy of late.

			‘It’ll be spotless,’ she said.

			‘Yes, I forgot you had a maid.’

			‘Justine’s not a maid.’

			‘You sacked the last one, as I recall.’

			‘That’s not strictly true.’

			‘That’s right,’ Kat teased. ‘You let her go. Either way, Maria ended up on the dole.’

			Alex went quiet. When Daniel was born, she’d returned to work within weeks of giving birth. With a husband and two businesses to support there was no other choice. Maria was her saviour. During Alex’s second pregnancy things were different, financially and in every other way. She was happy, hopelessly in love with the new man in her life – in a totally different place. After ten years of loyal service, she’d dispensed with Maria with no inkling that she’d live to regret it. The plan was to take a year off to spend time with her newborn – a decision her husband supported wholeheartedly. Little did they know that there would be no baby to stay home for . . .

			Tim had been heartbroken when told that it was too dangerous to try again. Her biological clock had beaten them, a diagnosis he accepted without apportioning blame or making a fuss. Unable to live with the guilt of losing their child, his first, Alex had returned to work at the earliest opportunity. By then Maria had found another family to care for and Alex accepted Justine in her place.

			As dark memories faded, Alex ached to be home. Although she’d hidden it from Kat, she had been planning her return journey from the moment she left the UK. Not a second had gone by without thinking of her family. She’d been parted from Tim for too long. They had undoubtedly lost their way as a couple but things were set to improve when she got home. This break had given them time to get their shit together. Thinking of him stirred her physically.

			Soon . . . she’d be home within hours.

			Poised to write in the visitors’ book, she picked up her pen and put it down again, unable to describe her top tips of exciting places to visit, favourite restaurants or points of interest – and there were many on this beautiful Balearic island. She was losing the will to make any comment on their stay.

			‘Coming in?’ Kat was poolside now.

			Alex made a lame excuse that she didn’t want wet washing in her suitcase. Begging her to change her mind, Kat stepped in at the shallow end one final time, bare legs shimmering as she splashed them with water. When Alex wouldn’t be persuaded to join her, she disappeared beneath the surface, emerging at the other end a few seconds later, hauling her body out in one athletic motion.

			Alex turned more pages, looking for inspiration, not wanting to sound dull for having done so little during her stay. People from far afield had paid homage to the villa, naming nearby towns and coastal locations worth a look, amazing drives and lunch venues:

			 

			Perfect for two; ticked all our boxes; you can’t leave without exploring the beach at Formentor – divine! Reading last week’s message about ants makes me smile. They returned!

			 

			Alex’s heart almost stopped beating as words crawled across the page like an army on the move. She tried to still them but they kept coming, growing larger by the second. A feeling of dread crept over her, soaking through her skin until it filled her. Kat was lying on a sunbed, eyes closed, unaware of the unfolding drama. Tim was over a thousand miles away. Alex palmed her brow, unable to think, utterly helpless. As panic attacks go, this one was sizeable and sudden. She would never recover from it.

		

	
		
			 

			1

			Tim Parker waited for action. It didn’t come. For the umpteenth time since he’d arrived at the police station he checked his watch: 11.30 p.m. It had been hours and still there was no news. The door to the interview room stood ajar. Two detectives loitered outside talking in dull tones: a confident male, mid-thirties, short-cropped hair; a female about the same age: a little on the petite side for a copper, brunette, sharp eyes, a grave expression on her face. They appeared to be having words.

			The station was noisy – on the outside as well as in – the scream of sirens a constant reminder of the danger out there. There was no let-up of foot traffic toing and froing past the open door, a succession of uniforms and civilian personnel. The squawk of radios was getting on his nerves. There was laughter but also agitation. Tim didn’t need to see it. He could feel it through the walls. The stress was unbearable. How could people work in a place that never slept?

			A scrawny lad with earphones hanging around his neck was being escorted along the corridor by the arm, moaning about the length of time it had taken for police to deal with his complaint. Tim knew the feeling. He’d been there since nine thirty, just after dark. He was beginning to think that he should have driven to meet Alex at the airport before reporting Dan’s disappearance to the police. With a mind full of possibilities too painful to contemplate, he’d bottled it, unable to face her.

			Where the hell was Dan?

			Guilt tormented Tim. The fact that he couldn’t get out of a meeting to pick his stepson up himself was not an excuse his wife would accept. Dan was her precious boy. No matter how successful she was in business, her son always came first. He was the thing she was most proud of. Tim could hear her now: It’s a question of priority. You promised to keep him safe.

			And she was right . . .

			A lump formed in his throat. Alex never wanted to go to Majorca. He’d encouraged her to. After the sad loss of their child she needed a break and so did he. He couldn’t get away from work. If he were brutally honest, he’d not tried that hard. And when her sister had twisted her arm to accompany her to the Balearics, it solved a problem, even if potentially it might cause another.

			The trip was an impulse buy. Paid for with a hefty divorce settlement. If Tim knew anything about Kat, anything about money – and he did on both counts – that pot of gold would be gone within the year. Still, he couldn’t fault his sister-in-law on a point of generosity. She and Alex hadn’t taken a vacation together since they were students at universities three hundred miles apart, Alex in Edinburgh, Kat at Cambridge. And they had gone through some rough times since.

			Tim’s hopes rose as the female detective in the corridor grabbed the door handle. Instead of pushing the door open, she pulled it to. Whispers diminished and footsteps moved away. Tim’s head went down. Traumatised by nightmare thoughts, he shut his eyes, trying to calm himself. This was no bad dream.

			It was all too real.

			More chatter outside involving the red-faced sergeant he’d seen at the front desk. He was ambling past with a colleague, his casual attitude spurring Tim into action. Impatient for information, he shot out of his seat, hell-bent on speaking to police, whether they were ready to listen or not. As he raced into the corridor, the man with three stripes on his epaulettes turned to face him.

			‘Can I help you, sir?’ His colleague walked on without him.

			‘I wish you would,’ Tim said. ‘You know why I’m here and it’s been hours. Please, what’s happening?’

			‘Take a seat in the interview room and try not to worry. I realise this is difficult for you but, as I suggested earlier, Daniel probably took a detour on his way home. He’ll turn up soon enough, suitably repentant with his tail between his legs.’

			‘You don’t know that—’

			‘It happens every week, sir. Believe me, it’s common with lads his age.’

			‘And we just wait? Is that the best you can do?’

			The sergeant bristled.

			Tim tried not to sound pissed off. ‘With respect, officer, I’d love that to be true, but as I explained when I reported Dan missing, he’s not the type. His mother and I drilled it into him: never talk to strangers, never accept a lift. He’s a sensible, sensitive kid. There’s no way he’d have gone off without telling anyone. Besides, “probably” isn’t good enough.’

			‘You need to be patient—’

			‘No! You need to start listening.’

			‘I am and I have. I’ve—’

			‘Please, Sergeant, I’m not challenging you or trying to put your back up, but you have to listen to me. Daniel is genuinely missing. I need to speak to someone in authority now. Unless you’d like me to ring the Chief Constable. I have his mobile number.’ It was a veiled threat but Tim was getting desperate.

			A face off in the corridor.

			‘Is there a problem here?’ A female voice.

			Tim swung round to find a woman in plain clothes. She was checking him out, taking in his gold cufflinks and the silk handkerchief flopping out of his breast pocket. She was also the one bending the ear of the detective outside a moment ago and had obviously overheard the escalating row.

			‘I’m DS Oliver, sir. Is everything OK?’

			‘Tim . . . Parker. Please, I need your help.’

			As soon as he gave his name, she seemed to know who he was.

			She eyeballed her colleague. ‘I’ll take it from here, John.’

			The man in uniform moved away.

			 

			DS Oliver had been attentive and much more sympathetic than her colleague. After a brief conversation, in which she’d pointed out that she’d read the missing persons report, she’d asked Tim to wait while she spoke to her boss. She hadn’t been gone long and had promised to update him. Tim sat down, relieved that someone was finally taking positive action. The interview room was muggy. Wiping a film of sweat from his brow, the reality of his situation hit him hard. The newspapers were full of appalling crimes against children, including murder. Child abuse was rife, a large proportion of it carried out by adults they knew: carers, parents, priests and counsellors were in the firing line, if not high on the list of suspects.

			Right now, Tim could see their point.

			Looking up at CCTV in the corner of the room, he wondered if he were under surveillance, if DS Oliver was watching him . . . judging him. Those you looked to for protection could turn on you in an instant. He was feeling the heat and it had nothing to do with temperature.

			How much longer?

			Another check on the time: eleven forty-five.

			Tim imagined a plane touching down at Newcastle airport. So vivid was the image, he could almost hear the screech of brakes, the scream of the engines as the aircraft raced along the tarmac before leaving the runway and pulling up on its stand. It would signal instant and profound relief for one passenger. He should’ve been collecting Alex about now. Worse than that: he should’ve been doing it with Dan. It wasn’t a school night and his mother had decided he could stay up late and meet her at the terminal.

			A text alert pierced the silence of the interview room. Fumbling his mobile from his pocket, expecting, praying for his au pair to put a contrite Dan on the phone, his hopes died as Alex’s name appeared on screen:

			 

			I’m down . . . See you when I clear baggage control.

			A x

			 

			Tim lost it. Alex was home and he wasn’t there to pick her up. She travelled all over with her job but hated flying. He pictured the stress leaving her face as she walked toward passport control, phone in hand, dying to get through security, grab her luggage and head out to be reunited with her son. His absence would trigger a panic attack.

			Christ!

			Tim was hyperventilating, unable to get his ragged breathing under control. His wife was a formidable woman but, after all she’d gone through recently, could she, would she, cope with this? How could he look her in the eye and tell her he’d lost Dan and didn’t have a clue where to start looking?

			Pressing the home button on his iPhone got rid of the text. The background image on the screen made him weep. The cute, embarrassed smile of a shy ten-year-old who hated having his picture taken. It was one of very few photographs in existence, taken by his mother before Dan could turn away. Tim thought about phoning Alex but he couldn’t do that. She’d know instantly that something was up. He imagined her reaction when she finally heard the news, worst-case scenarios worming their way into her head.

			His eyes found the door.

			Was that the reason for the delay? Were detectives waiting until his wife arrived so they could tell her what an irresponsible arsehole he was, that he should never have been allowed to fly solo and wasn’t up to the job? Or maybe that she ought not to have abandoned her child to someone who clearly had no parenting skills.

			Self-hatred consumed him.

			He took out his mobile, his forefinger hovering over the speed-dial options. He had to be the one to tell Alex. No, he couldn’t do it. He just couldn’t. He didn’t want to be the one to break the news. He slipped the phone back in his breast pocket. For the first time in his life, he cowered in the face of adversity. He was good at communication, even when there were unpalatable truths to convey. This was different . . .

			This was personal.

			Rigid with fear, he sat down and waited, the last few hours rewinding again and again like a nightmare loop inside his head. Panic was a strange thing. The realisation that there was something terribly wrong, something sinister, began like a punch to the gut, making him retch. His ability to think straight seemed to stutter and slow, like a toy running out of battery. Alex had left Dan in his care. He was her child. The only one she’d ever have. It would kill her to learn that he was missing.

		

	
		
			 

			2

			Detective Inspector David Stone had been in the job less than a month, having transferred from the Metropolitan Police and returned to his roots in Northumberland. The last thing he needed right now was a bolshie detective sergeant on his case. In London kids went missing every second of every day. Unless they were very young or there were extenuating circumstances, finding them was a uniform task, not one for the CID. And yet his new Northumbria sidekick, Detective Sergeant Frances (call me Frankie) Oliver, was like a coiled spring, itching to involve them in a misper case.

			For ten minutes, they had been quietly arguing the toss; even so, she had yet to explain herself properly. David liked her a lot. She’d shown no resentment when he blew in from the south as a replacement DI. His predecessor – an old soldier who’d retired with a bad back and good pension – was a hard act to follow. Everyone said so and David was on orders from HQ to prove his worth. That he could confidently do to his superiors. Not so to the live wire he was presently facing across the corridor.

			‘It’s a feeling I have,’ she said.

			‘I need more than that, Frankie.’

			‘I have no more, beyond the fact that he’s a child and it’s getting on for midnight.’ Her eyes were pleading with him to change his mind. ‘Boss, I’m asking you to forget protocol and take the lead.’ She’d not called him boss for days. David had asked her to drop the formality of rank. And she wasn’t finished yet. ‘Look, I know what’s in the manual,’ she said. ‘I’m asking you to show some common sense.’

			‘Then give me the rationale.’

			‘I can’t.’ Frankie spread her hands in a gesture of frustration. ‘Write it up as gut feeling. Intuition. Sixth sense. Anybloodything you like. Just do something.’ She thumbed towards the occupancy indicators above the doors of the interview suite. Only one was lit. ‘Exactly what is your problem, David? We’re hardly run off our feet, are we?’

			‘That’s beside the point. We’re not talking about a four-year-old. If we were, you could have air support and every other kind of resource. The lad is ten. He’s probably pushing the boundaries, dicking his parents around, in a strop because his mother didn’t take him on holiday. You know what kids are like—’

			‘Yes. Do you?’

			It was a direct challenge to his authority. She knew fine well he had no children. Puzzled by her tenacity, David frowned. Frankie held his gaze defiantly. A flicker of distress in her eyes made him hesitate before knocking back her request a second time. He wondered what was driving her point of view.

			Time to clear the air.

			‘Is there something you’re not telling me?’ he asked.

			‘No.’ Clearly there was.

			‘You’d never win at poker.’

			His comment didn’t raise a smile. It had angered her more than it should and she didn’t give a damn that he knew it. David hadn’t yet sussed her out. Her file said she was single, no children, a third-generation copper with a great track record and personality to match. Having been deployed in many departments, she’d found her niche as a DS in the CID where she’d worked for the past two years. She was diligent, confident in her abilities, but underneath the surface he detected a hidden vulnerability.

			This woman had a story to tell.

			‘Suck it up or persuade me, Frankie. My office. You have five minutes.’

			 

			Frankie flung herself down in the chair, trying not to show her frustration. Stone had a valid point, but she had the bit between her teeth and wasn’t letting go. New into the department, she could understand his position; on the other hand, Daniel Scott was out there in the dark. She wouldn’t rest until he was found. She couldn’t explain herself. Why should she?

			For a moment there was a deadlock.

			Frankie allowed the silence to stretch out between them. Stone was nothing like her former boss and mentor, DI Drake. If only he was. She could twist him around her little finger. They had known each other since she was a little girl. He’d joined the force in the same intake as her father and was under instruction not to argue with DCI Frank Oliver’s pride and joy. Drake had been ready for retirement for a couple of years. The man facing her now was different. He was ambitious and couldn’t afford to put a foot wrong in the first few weeks of his tenure.

			So here they sat, staring each other down.

			From the second they had been introduced they had hit it off. There was an instant spark, something intangible that drew her to him. And she wasn’t the only one intrigued. The station grapevine was on fire. There was some suggestion that he’d left London in a hurry. With no details available, speculation was rife. Whatever it was, it must have been catastrophic if he’d taken a demotion to run from it.

			It can’t have been a kid, or he’d be eating out of her hand.

			Stone relaxed into his swivel chair, deep penetrating eyes glued to hers. He didn’t need telling that it was their duty to safeguard the child, but things were not that simple. Frankie had to make a case for treating Daniel’s disappearance as a serious crime and she couldn’t. Not yet, anyway. There were very clear guidelines in situations like these. On a hiding to nothing, she climbed down, prepared to beg if necessary.

			‘David, trust me on this.’

			‘Believe me, I’m trying.’

			‘I’ve spoken to the stepfather, Timothy Parker. He claims Daniel isn’t a kid who’d run away. He’s not a street kid. He’s cared for 24/7, mollycoddled in a way that makes him inherently vulnerable. He even has a nanny. What he doesn’t have is the means to communicate. Parker doesn’t approve of kids having mobile phones. The guy is past himself. I think we should treat this as high profile, log it on HOLMES and run it as a major incident.’

			‘On what grounds?’

			‘I’ve given you grounds.’

			‘With respect, you’ve given me sod-all.’

			Much as she might like to, Frankie couldn’t argue with his logic. Stone was right, but she wasn’t listening. ‘I’ve done some checking on Parker. The man is minted, something he failed to mention when questioned. For all we know, Daniel could’ve been abducted—’

			‘There’s been no demand—’

			‘Yet.’ She held up a hand by way of apology. ‘David, this isn’t the Met! We care about our bairns up here. They’re not all little bastards who need a good hiding. Wherever he is, and for whatever reason he went AWOL, Daniel is exposed to harm. If that’s not good enough reason to look for him, I don’t know what is. Please reconsider. He needs our help.’

			Stone’s eyes were warm. ‘Run it by me one more time.’

			 

			Frankie bit the inside of her cheek, considering the angles, working out what to say, feeling under tremendous pressure to perform. This was far from a done deal. The fact that Daniel’s future came down to her ability to convince her boss that he was in imminent danger scared her.

			She took a deep breath. ‘Parker claims the boy’s nanny, Justine Segal, should’ve picked him up from footy training because he was tied up – an important business meeting.’

			‘And was he?’

			Frankie nodded. ‘When the meeting was over he allegedly checked his phone. There was a voice message from Justine berating him for having picked Daniel up without letting her know. He hadn’t, or so he says. Confused, he drove straight home. By the time he got there, Justine had calmed down. She apologised, said she’d missed his message that he’d collect the child himself, then freaked out when she realised the boy wasn’t with him.’

			Stone was beginning to give a little.

			Not enough.

			A pause in the conversation didn’t last. Frankie had to keep up the momentum. ‘Parker claims he sent no message. At first, he thought it was a wind-up, that Daniel was hiding somewhere in the house, that he and Justine were playing a practical joke. That wasn’t the case. So, if neither of them collected Daniel, who did?’

			The question hung in the air unanswered.

			Stone stroked the stubble on his chin, eyes fixed on Frankie. ‘What kind of message was it? Email, text . . . ?’

			‘DM.’

			‘Who communicates through Twitter?’

			‘Dunno. Personally, I’d rather eat worms.’

			‘Did you check his mobile?’

			Frankie gave a nod. ‘The DM wasn’t there. The discrepancy bothered me, so I got Justine to send a screenshot of her phone. Twitter streams don’t lie. It’s there all right, in black and white. David, trust me, there’s something suspicious going on here.’

			‘We’ll revisit this. When is the mother due in?’

			Frankie checked her watch. ‘Now.’

			‘Did you speak to the call-taker?’

			‘There wasn’t one. The informant is Parker. We didn’t go to him. He came to us.’

			‘Who was the last person to see Daniel?’

			‘His football coach, Roger McCall. He witnessed the boy wave at a car and walk towards it after training, a vehicle he wasn’t sure he’d seen before.’

			‘Any form?’

			‘No. But how could he not question that? Dan was under his supervision. It was his responsibility to hand him back in one piece, not let him wander off alone. Listen, if I’m wrong about this you can slap my hands later. I’ll take full responsibility. You can transfer me. Send me blue forms. Do what the hell you like, but we need to act now. The longer we leave it, the more difficult it will be to pick up the scent.’ Frankie waited, Stone’s hesitation irritating her all over again. The formality was back. ‘Boss, clearly one of them is lying—’

			‘Who did you say Daniel’s mother went on holiday with?’

			‘I didn’t.’

			‘You don’t know?’

			‘Yes, I know! I just didn’t say. She went with her sister, Kathryn something or other. Posh double-barrelled name. She lives down south somewhere. What does it matter? The important thing is, the boy needs our protection and he needs it now.’

			‘Back off, I’m thinking.’

			Frankie eyeballed him across the room. ‘Are you going to do something, or sit there until we have a corpse on our hands?’ It was the sucker punch she felt guilty using, but one she hoped would force a reaction from her new boss. No copper wanted the death of a child on their conscience.

			Stone picked up the internal phone, hit a couple of keys and waited for an answer. ‘Brian, we have an interest in the missing boy. Run everything you have past Frankie until I say otherwise. And while you’re at it, raise an action to search the kid’s home. Yes . . . now!’

			Stone hung up and got to his feet, gesturing for Frankie to do likewise. She couldn’t speak as he opened the door to let her out of his office. Her smile was the nearest he’d get to a thank you. She’d never be able to tell him why it meant so much.

		

	
		
			 

			3

			Alex Parker eyed the female passport controller expectantly, urging her to get a move on. It seemed she’d picked the wrong security queue yet again. Despite having been out of her seat the moment the aircraft’s forward door was open, one of the first to set foot on UK soil, she was going nowhere fast. The parallel line of weary travellers was moving much quicker, a young male controller letting people through with hardly a glance. Hers wasn’t dawdling exactly but the woman checking ID was under supervision – new to the job, Alex assumed – examining every traveller, the man standing behind her watching her every move.

			Alex shuffled closer to the happy family in front of her. Their wide-eyed kids were in a state of high excitement, desperate to get into the baggage hall where their parents would collect luggage, lift them on to a trolley and wheel them through customs into the arms of doting grandparents waiting in the international arrivals hall.

			Alex was almost as impatient and, it had to be said, a little annoyed that Tim had ignored the text she’d sent as she ascended the steps and crossed the tarmac into the warmth of the terminal building. He was probably running late, panicking as time ticked towards her ETA. Alex smiled, pictured him screeching to a halt in the short-term car park, jogging into the concourse with a plausible excuse for being late – as always.

			 

			From his position behind the controller, Stone looked on as passengers from the Palma flight passed through passport control. Leaving the line of passengers, one woman moved to the point of entry desk, holding her passport up for perusal. Instead of a nod and friendly welcome home, the controller took the document, carefully scrutinised it before passing it over her scanner, showing no emotion as she did so. Stone seized on the monitor, checking identity: this was Alex Parker. Of all the women in the queue, he was hoping that she wasn’t the one he’d come to see.

			Taking the passport from the controller, he studied it, then stepped from the booth, clearing his throat as he spoke to her. ‘Ms Parker?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Could you come with me please?’

			‘May I ask why?’ The woman flushed, conscious of heads turned in her direction.

			Stone witnessed the sniggers, finger-pointing and hushed whispers from fellow travellers, everyone wondering why she’d been stopped, making up a reason to suit the retelling later: You’ll never guess what happened as we arrived at the airport . . .

			‘Am I under arrest?’ Alex asked. ‘Because, if I am—’

			‘You’re not.’ Stone’s voice was measured, his attitude polite.

			‘Well, that’s a relief.’

			The silence seemed to last for ever. Her brain would be processing a list of scenarios, none of them palatable. Like most people, she’d probably been frisked on outward journeys but never prevented from re-entering the country of her birth. It was embarrassing for anyone to assume the position, though sadly, it was commonplace nowadays in the counterterrorism fight.

			Alex Parker didn’t move.

			It was clear that she had no intention of going anywhere without an explanation for the gross embarrassment his intervention was causing. This close to her, Stone was finding it hard to concentrate. He needed to calm down.

			‘Has something happened?’ Her words came out like a terrified whisper.

			‘We need to go somewhere more private, ma’am.’ He swept a hand out, inviting her to follow him along the corridor.

			She was rooted to the spot. ‘Look, I’m sorry, I’m not trying to be awkward. I have a right to know why I’m being waylaid. My husband and son are waiting for me landside. I’m tired. I’ve been in transit for hours. At least identify yourself.’

			‘I’m Detective Inspector David Stone.’

			‘Now you’re really worrying me.’

			So, she now knew he was a copper, not airport security. He was there for a specific reason and she was it. He’d checked in with the station before he left the car. There had been no sign of her son.

			‘What are you?’ she asked. ‘Special Branch?’

			It was a stupid question. Stone would hardly tell her if he was. He didn’t answer, merely repeated his request politely, suggesting that she step aside to allow others through.

			She did as he asked. ‘Inspector, you’re making a big mistake—’

			‘They all say that,’ some smart arse said.

			The lad standing beside him laughed.

			Alex shot the two morons a look.

			‘Keep moving,’ Stone told them.

			Onlookers were being marched through security even quicker now, rubbernecking as they reached the front of the queue. Alex Parker was desperate to follow.

			 

			Frankie had given Stone a head start. The Traffic car had followed fifteen minutes later, taking no more than ten minutes to get her and Daniel’s stepfather to the airport. She was out of the vehicle before its wheels had properly come to a stop. She walked round the car, holding the rear door open for Tim Parker, ushering him into the terminal with a sense of urgency and up the escalator to the first floor. By now, Stone would have broken the news, informed Alex Parker of her son’s disappearance. They had agreed to rendezvous in an area where they wouldn’t be disturbed.

			A member of airport security was guarding a door marked Border Force. Frankie asked Parker to hang back a moment, greeting the guard with a handshake. She glanced over her shoulder to ensure that her charge hadn’t crept forward. Daniel’s stepfather was straining to hear what was being said.

			Let him.

			There were questions that remained unanswered. If he was involved in the boy’s disappearance, in any way, Frankie would cut him no slack. She turned to face the guard. ‘How was the boy’s mother when Stone met her?’

			‘Unhappy about being intercepted,’ he said. ‘Demanding an explanation—’

			‘And who can blame her? The last thing you want when you fly in at this time of night is a hairy-arsed polis preventing you from going home to your bed.’ It had been several hours since Alex Parker had returned her hire car to Palma airport. Frankie had established that before they left the station. ‘Hold your position. We don’t want any interruptions. When we leave, stand down.’

			The guard nodded his understanding.

			When Frankie entered the room, Stone was on his feet, Alex Parker sitting down, head in hands, elbows on knees. She looked up, seizing on her husband’s arrival in the room, oblivious to anyone accompanying him. She sprang to her feet, practically flung herself into his arms and then stepped away.

			‘Tim! What the hell’s going on?’

			Oh fuck, Frankie thought. Stone hadn’t told her.

			And then before she could speak, Alex’s attention flew past everyone to the door. She staggered backwards as if she’d been struck, her voice reduced to a whisper. ‘Where’s Daniel?’
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			Aided by a blue flashing light, designed to get them home as quickly as possible, the unmarked police car left the airport northbound. As the countryside flashed by, Tim Parker couldn’t help but notice that he was under surveillance. From time to time, DS Oliver’s eyes met his through the rear-view mirror. While he didn’t know her well enough to make a judgement, he could swear there had been a shift in her attitude towards him. Initially sympathetic to his plight, she now appeared to be viewing him with suspicion.

			Tim understood that – Dan had been in his care.

			Alex was rigid on the seat next to him, eyes front, refusing to hold his hand. They hadn’t spoken since they left the interview room. As always, she was keeping up appearances, trying to give the impression that she was coping when she was barely hanging on. It’s what she did when she was sad, angry or troubled. Tim suspected she was all three.

			He exhaled, heart pounding in his chest. He’d seen Alex like this twice before. She’d kept her emotions in check, fury building like steam in a pressure-cooker seeking release, finally exploding with devastating consequences. It wasn’t pretty either time.

			Tim put a hand on hers. She pulled away. He was desperate to embrace her, tell her how sorry he was and beg forgiveness, to comfort her while they waited for an update, but there was no news to share, nor any clue as to what might have prompted Dan’s disappearance. It would be cruel to give her false hope of a satisfactory resolution. If the worst came to the worst . . . Tim couldn’t think about that now. Neither could he ignore it. Their precarious relationship would surely collapse. It would be the end of everything.

			Close the door on your way out, pal.

			His wife hadn’t meant what she’d said at the airport. She was only sounding off, venting her anger. She couldn’t bear to think of Daniel out there in the cold, let alone consider how he got there or what may have befallen him. Her negative reaction was nothing less than Tim deserved. She was projecting her rage on to the one closest to her, a common reaction when faced with such a horrendous state of affairs. Professionally or privately, attack had always been her best form of defence – she’d hardly blame herself, would she?

			Tim threw a glance in her direction. On the surface, she was more composed than when DS Oliver broke the news. The pretence was killing him. Beneath that hard exterior, his wife was in bits, as he was. So why didn’t she let it out like any normal woman? Why did she make him feel so fucking inferior? Tim needed a fix – and so did she by the look of her. When they got home, he’d call Jeremy Owen, a GP he played golf with, and ask him to come over. It was against the rules to administer drugs randomly but Tim didn’t give a shit. After losing their baby, Alex had fallen ill and needed medication to calm her down. Benzodiazepines had helped her then. Maybe they would now.

			DS Oliver’s eyes were on him again.

			Thankfully she couldn’t read his mind. It was bad enough that Daniel had gone missing on his watch. Any negativity toward his wife would heap even more suspicion on him, something he didn’t need right now. Stone and Oliver were smart, which meant Tim had to be careful or they’d notice he was a user and the cuffs would be out. He’d been around coppers long enough to know how their minds worked.

			The tone of an incoming text message filled the car.

			Alex went for her bag, checked her mobile’s display. Whatever it was, it didn’t move her. Her gaze returned to a front windscreen streaked with rain, the road slick and shiny in the vehicle’s headlights. Tim eyed the phone held loosely in her hand, wondering who would text at this late hour. He didn’t bother to enquire. It was probably Kat. The woman never slept.

			If the message wasn’t from or about Dan, it was of no consequence.

			Tim looked out the side window, the weight of the world on his shoulders. If anything had happened to Dan, his marriage would be over. His life would be over. Alex had practically bankrolled his business and he was in no position to pay her off. He stood to lose everything. They passed through Scots Gap from where they would turn off for the home his wife had inherited from her parents. When the car pulled up at the electronic gated entrance, there were several police vehicles on the driveway, one with a blue light flashing. She lost it then, shrugging off his attempt to comfort her as she emerged from the car.

			 

			Frankie Oliver was in awe of the eighteenth-century, three-storey Grade II listed Georgian country house. Surrounded by extensive grounds, it boasted a swimming pool, three-car garage and stable block. She pulled up sharply as she walked through the front door. The interior of the house was equally magnificent, designed to impress visitors, imaginatively renovated and incredibly special. The wow factor didn’t come close to describing it. The spacious entrance hallway was festooned with balloons of all shapes and sizes. Strung across the width of the room, a homemade Welcome Home Mummy sign seemed to poke fun at everyone. Frankie wanted to rip it down but the damage was done.

			Alex was tormented; the au pair, Justine Segal, even worse.

			Stone cut her off at the pass. She’d be questioned in due course, though not in the hearing of her employers. Parker gave Justine a nod, an unspoken message that they would chat later.

			What was that about?

			Frankie watched them carefully. Justine was a vital witness, as distressed as Daniel’s mother by the presence of the search team. The use of a cadaver dog seemed to rile Tim Parker. He froze as the animal was brought in and went to work, voicing his objections firmly.

			‘You’re wasting your time,’ he said. ‘Dan’s not here.’

			‘It’s basic procedure,’ Stone said. ‘There’s no need to be alarmed.’

			‘How can I not be alarmed? For fuck’s sake, I’ve searched the house already. I was frantic. It’s the first thing I did.’

			The DI didn’t answer.

			Frankie did it for him. ‘Then it shouldn’t take long to confirm your findings. We did ask your permission—’

			‘Yeah, for a fucking search team!’

			‘Which includes the use of the Dog Section. Yours is a big house, sir. The sooner they get started the better.’ She nodded that the handler should continue. He headed for the open well staircase, his dog’s paws tapping across the polished oak flooring as they moved towards it. Frankie turned back to face Tim Parker. ‘We appreciate how distressing this is for both of you, but we’re going to need your help and cooperation.’

			‘Leave Alex out of this,’ Tim Parker said. ‘Can’t you people see that my wife is exhausted? I won’t allow it—’

			‘I’m sure Alex can answer for herself, sir.’ The contempt on Frankie’s face matched that of Parker’s wife.

			Stone intervened, inviting everyone to move into the drawing room and sit down.

			Frankie had overstepped the mark and knew it. She glanced at her boss. His attention was elsewhere. She held her bottle, eyes drifting to Tim Parker. ‘As Daniel’s mother, Alex may have information to give that you’re not aware of, sir. DI Stone is right, it’s basic procedure. We’re going to need a comprehensive list of Daniel’s friends and teammates before we leave.’

			‘Yes, of course.’ Parker climbed down.

			Frankie could tell he wasn’t feeling the love and didn’t want to put her back up. Since that first encounter at the station, whatever he said made him sound inept.

			What’s more, he knew it.

			Alex was welling up, trying hard not show it. Every mention of Dan’s name produced the same reaction. She may not be hysterical but she was fragile. Angry too; she looked as though, if her husband so much as laid a hand on her, she’d break. Frankie couldn’t imagine what she was going through. Whatever her husband’s feelings for his stepson, Alex had given birth to Daniel – it stood to reason that mother and son shared a bond that Parker could never hope to achieve.

			 

			Asking Alex to provide a contact list was pointless. Tim went to his study to do it himself. While there, he called Jeremy, expecting a knockback. Instead, he got sympathy. One less battle to fight, or so he thought. When he returned to the living room, Alex had other ideas. Oliver was keeping a close eye on her. His wife was exactly where he’d left her with her coat on. She was clutching a stiff drink.

			‘You don’t need that.’ He pointed at the tumbler in her hand.

			Alex looked like she might throw it at him.

			‘You’re right,’ she said softly. ‘What I need is my son.’

			‘They’ll find him, Alex.’

			‘You don’t know that.’

			‘I called Jeremy.’

			‘What for?’

			‘He’s a GP—’

			‘I know what he is! That’s not what I asked.’

			‘He’ll give you something to calm you down.’

			She raised her glass. ‘I don’t need his drugs.’

			‘Too late, I’ve made arrangements—’

			‘Well, you’d better unmake them.’

			‘I’m trying to help.’

			‘I won’t take them. They make me feel like a zombie.’

			‘It’s a temporary measure, like last time—’

			‘Don’t you dare bring that up!’ Alex gave him hard eyes. ‘Maybe it’s you who needs help.’ Her expression was clear: How you can live with yourself?

			‘I don’t know what to say—’

			‘There’s nothing you can say. You promised to keep Daniel safe . . . you failed . . .’ She let the sentence trail off.

			 

			Under Frankie’s watchful gaze Tim wandered away, pulling his mobile from his pocket. ‘Jeremy, it’s me. Sorry for the inconvenience. There’s no need for you to call. Yes, yes, she’s fine . . . well, no she’s not, but she won’t take any medication. No, please don’t. Yes, I’ll call her GP in the morning if she changes her mind. Thank you . . . yes, I’m sure he’ll turn up.’

			‘Are the police with you?’

			Tim closed his study door. ‘“With you” might be stretching it. They’re making the right noises. I wonder if they’re actively looking for Dan outside of our home. They kept me hanging around for hours at the station. Before we left to pick up Alex, they asked my permission to search the house.’

			‘What? That’s insane.’

			‘They made it clear that they would drag a magistrate out of bed to obtain a warrant if I didn’t give it.’

			‘No way!’ He paused. ‘It’s probably routine. Surely they can’t . . .’ He rephrased: ‘Can’t they leave it till morning?’

			‘Apparently not,’ Tim said. ‘The search team were here when we arrived home. I overheard the officer in charge give an order to search every inch of the house, including cellar and loft. This is serious shit, Jeremy. I appear to be under suspicion.’
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			‘What the hell happened back there?’ Frankie whispered under her breath, one eye on the grief-stricken parents, the other on Stone – dependable, honest . . . floundering. The DI wiped his face with his hand, acting as if she hadn’t spoken. She wasn’t having that. ‘Talk to me, David. You froze – you know you did – and I want to know why.’

			Stone looked away, eyes on Alex Parker: classy, composed, difficult to read. Frankie’s father would call her posh. He’d probably question her relatively calm reaction to the news of her son’s disappearance. Frankie didn’t see it that way. She was a strong female personality. Every individual’s response to crisis or tragedy was different, much of it reflected in their upbringing. Besides, the full impact of Daniel’s disappearance hadn’t yet hit home.

			It would . . . in time.

			Stone couldn’t take his eyes off the woman.

			Frankie’s stomach took a dive as a thought forced its way into her head, such a terrible idea, she didn’t want to give it houseroom. The more she studied her boss, the stronger the notion became. She wanted, needed, to understand why he hadn’t told Daniel’s mother that her son was missing, why he’d left that task to her.

			‘Fuck! Tell me you don’t know her.’

			‘What do you take me for?’ It was neither admission nor denial.

			Stone had shown no hesitation. That was good . . . wasn’t it? Frankie took a deep breath, trying to ignore the unfathomable sadness in his eyes. She had no clue what had brought it on – only that it was there.

			‘What then?’ she said. ‘David, be straight with me. You owe me an explanation—’

			‘I owe you nothing.’ He loosened his tie. ‘Don’t you have work to do?’

			His attention strayed again.

			Frankie followed his gaze across the impressive drawing room, so stylish it took her breath away. The dream space contained alcove shelving, media units, contemporary art and exquisite wallpaper designs, expertly put together with relaxation in mind. Sumptuous furniture was complemented by rugs and cushions, subtle lighting. The flat-screen TV was the biggest she’d ever come across outside of a public cinema.

			Stone was seeing none of it.

			His focus was Alex Parker, uncommunicative despite her husband’s efforts to engage her in conversation. It occurred to Frankie that the woman had very little tan considering she’d spent the last week in Majorca. Her hair was chestnut brown, tied in double French braids; eyes like pools of icy water. She looked dreadful – justifiable, given Daniel’s disappearance – though not enough to hide her beauty. She was a little older than Stone but not so you’d notice. They both looked like they could do with a stiff drink.

			Frankie began to panic. Did Stone and Alex Parker have history that her husband wasn’t aware of? Was that why the DI had been reluctant to investigate Daniel’s disappearance? As far as Frankie was aware, he’d not seen the job when it came in. Conceivably he might have checked the force-wide incident log without her knowledge and recognised the name and address. No, what was she thinking? That scenario didn’t make any sense. If that had been the case, he’d have said so when she was trying to persuade him to run with the enquiry. He’d hardly rock up there as if nothing had happened and hope to get away with it. Unless he was so besotted with Alex that he saw himself as a hero, riding to the rescue. Except that didn’t work either. Instead of leaving it to Frankie, he’d have delivered the bad news himself – and tried to comfort the woman, surely? – then removed himself from the investigation.

			Not knowing what to believe, she turned away.

			The search team coordinator gave an almost imperceptible shake of his head as he approached. He’d lucked out. Nothing had been found. Frankie looked at Stone. After the debacle inside the airport terminal, he’d thrown her the keys and walked Alex to the police car without a word, leaving Frankie to act as escort to the husband. Somehow, her boss had managed to compose himself on the journey, enough to offer words of reassurance to the couple. The scenarios Frankie had imagined were so bizarre that she began to doubt herself. Maybe she’d seen something that wasn’t there. Or perhaps Stone was testing her, giving her a chance to prove herself? They’d yet to move beyond that first stage, getting to know one another, falling in step. She’d once been paired with a detective who, whenever there was bad news to deliver, insisted she take the lead. At no other time was she handed the privilege. Was that what this was about? She could do the shit jobs and Stone could take the credit . . .

			Think again, mister.

			Frankie had never seen herself as the harbinger of doom and was disillusioned to think that he might expect that of her. She’d do her bit, of course – on equal terms. From the outset, he’d insisted that they would be partners despite the variance in rank. That’s the way it had always been with her. The way it would continue to be, else she’d ship out.

			Seeing her suspicion, Stone dropped his gaze.

			He looked at his mobile, an avoidance tactic, leaving her to wrestle with his lack of action at the airport and since. All coppers had their own way of operating – Frankie had been in the job long enough to have spotted idiosyncrasies in colleagues – still, this was off the scale. Stone hadn’t merely taken his foot off the pedal, he’d slammed their relationship into reverse, allowing her to take over their first case of any note since he’d arrived in the north. A professional partnership was all well and good but, as the senior rank, it was his responsibility to show the way.

			Frankie sighed.

			Challenging him while they were on duty hadn’t been very diplomatic. Stone would hardly open up – let alone confess all under someone else’s roof – but there was something wrong, Frankie was sure of it. Over the years, she’d learned to trust her instincts. She’d get it out of him eventually. Until then she’d take up the slack.

			She let it go . . .

			For now.
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			Alex was supposed to go for a lie-down. She was exhausted after all the travelling. The claustrophobia of being thirty thousand feet in the air in a tin tube, followed by her detention at the airport, had been replaced by a new fear. Tim had offered to call Kat. Alex wouldn’t let him. Her sister would be on the next train north and wouldn’t take no for an answer. Her inability to organise her life had triggered the current situation.

			Alex couldn’t bear to see her . . .

			Not now . . .

			Maybe never.

			She’d had a belly full of her selfishness. She couldn’t listen to her whining a moment longer: Please, I need you . . . I’ve already booked it. I know I should’ve asked first. I thought you’d be thrilled. Come with me, Ali . . . It’ll be good for you, good for both of us. What can possibly happen in a week?

			Alex slipped into Daniel’s room, her eyes straying to the blackened wall of glass on the gable end, floor-to-ceiling windows designed to bring the countryside into her son’s room. Having grown up in a city suburb, getting him close to nature was something she was keen on. Her reflection in the glass shocked her to the core. A wizened creature twice her age stared back at her, shoulders hunched, face a ghostly white. She threw a switch, turning the intelligent glass wall opaque, wiping out the wretched image. Muffled whispers reached her through the open door.

			She wanted everyone to leave now.

			Daniel’s room was cold without him in it. Alex imagined him sitting at his desk doing homework or lying on his bed playing some game she didn’t and never would understand. Her eyes travelled from surface to surface, evoking memories of shopping trips to buy the items on display: a complete first edition set of Harry Potter; an acoustic guitar, his new Premier League football; her father’s county cricket bat; a set of Beats headphones – an extravagant tenth-birthday present from Tim. The gift had caused a rift between them. Since Tim had come into her life, he’d tried too hard to impress her son. He should know better. No item, however trendy, could buy a way into Daniel’s heart. The lad was wary of men for good reason. His biological father was no role model and Daniel’s affections weren’t for sale.

			A thought arrived, unbidden. Communication was a two-way street. Hers with Daniel had been deficient of late. After losing her second child, she’d paid him less attention than he deserved, far less than she would under normal circumstances and she intended to put that right. Her gaze landed on his Storm Trooper clock on the bedside table: 01:32. As the seconds ate their way into the night, DS Oliver wandered in.

			‘Can I get you anything, Alex?’

			‘That’s kind, but no.’

			Frankie made no move to leave. ‘Can I ask if you’ve noticed any unusual behaviour from Daniel recently?’

			‘He’d been spending a lot of time in his room.’

			‘Why do you think that was?’

			‘I put it down to studiousness. At private school, he gets a lot of homework. He’s always head down at his desk. If he was really engrossed, I assumed he was studying, closed the door and left him to it.’ Alex was searching Frankie’s face. ‘I can see you’re not so sure.’

			‘It’s important to know if Daniel has been talking to anyone new.’

			‘If he has, it must’ve been on the Internet. There’s no phone in his room and he doesn’t own a mobile.’

			‘Yes, I know. Does he have an iPad?’

			Nodding, Alex sat down. She opened the deep bottom drawer of her son’s bedside cabinet where he kept the device, shoving a neat stack of papers out of the way, removing his calculator and the book he was currently reading: Boy X by Dan Smith. Daniel had enjoyed the author’s recent visit to his school and thought it was cool that they shared a name as well as a love of reading and writing.

			She looked up. ‘It’s not here.’

			Impatience took over. Like a woman possessed, she hauled the drawer from its runners and tipped it upside down. Large items and small spilled out on to his duvet cover, but not the device she was looking for. She got down on the floor to look under the bed.

			Nothing.

			A suggestion. ‘Maybe Tim has it.’

			Through the bedroom door, Alex could see him pacing.

			He walked towards her, a sad look on his face.

			‘How could you allow this to happen?’ she said, thoughts of the iPad overtaken by the more serious issue of her son’s disappearance. ‘How? You begged me to go! You said you’d look after him. Don’t look at me like that. One minute I’m leaving the aircraft, dying to hold him in my arms, the next . . .’ An animal-like wail escaped from deep inside her body. ‘The next, DS Oliver is telling me he’s missing.’

			‘They’re doing all they can to find him—’

			Alex rounded on her. ‘Not enough!’

			‘His description has been circulated,’ Frankie said. ‘Officers force-wide are on alert.’

			Alex glared at her. ‘With the greatest of respect, those are just words! I want action: a nationwide campaign if necessary, a TV appeal – whatever it takes to get my son back. What good are you doing here?’

			Tim was visibly distressed by her outburst. ‘This is no time to fall out with anyone, Alex. We need to be strong for Daniel’s sake. The police are doing all they can.’

			Her husband was right.

			Alex took a deep breath, trying to calm down and be reasonable. She held out a hand to her husband. ‘I’m sorry, Tim. It was cruel to blame you. You weren’t the one who swanned off for a week’s R & R in Majorca. This is my fault, not yours. No one forced me to go.’ She turned to face DS Oliver, apologising for any embarrassment her comments might have caused.

			Frankie left them then.
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			Stone knew he’d have to face Alex Parker – sooner rather than later – although the thought of it filled him with dread. She’d broken down at the airport and then composed herself, only letting her emotions go in the privacy of Daniel’s room, according to Frankie. He could see Alex through the bedroom door, weeping gently, hugging her son’s stripy pyjama top. The material looked soft and warm. It would carry a bodily scent she’d recognise blindfolded. She appeared to be looking straight at him but her husband was in the foreground talking on the phone. He was the focus of her attention.

			Those eyes.

			Stone simply couldn’t cope with those eyes. They were the exact same as—

			‘No joy.’ Frankie’s voice pulled him from his reverie. Her appearance at his side was a welcome distraction. He’d asked her to wake Daniel’s football coach and quiz him about the vehicle the boy was seen getting into. Roger McCall was the last known person to have seen him as he left the football pitch. ‘McCall is no petrol head. He can’t remember the make or model, only that the car was old and not very well cared for. He only saw it from a distance. He gave me a list of other kids he thinks were there.’

			‘Thinks?’

			‘Kids turn up or they don’t, apparently. He said they arrive in dribs and drabs. He hasn’t got time to write their names down. I’m betting the parents don’t know that. If I have my way, he’ll not be a coach for long. I called the office. Brian Tilley’s on nights. He’ll follow up with other mums and dads to see if anyone else saw the vehicle. It was dark grey, McCall reckons, which is not a lot of use to us—’

			‘He didn’t get a registration number?’

			‘Not even a partial. He has to be the worst eyewitness I’ve ever come across.’

			‘How many in the vehicle?’

			‘He said two initially, then qualified that with “maybe”.’ Frankie rolled her eyes. ‘Training takes place on Ponteland High School pitch, so there may be CCTV. McCall claims the car drove off in a southwesterly direction towards the fell road. Not that it helps – it could’ve been going anywhere. I told him to stay put. We’ll need a statement from him in the morning. Ditto Justine Segal, the au pair, unless you want her now. She’s not gone to bed yet.’

			‘No, we should get off. I need to speak to the mother first.’

			‘You want me to?’ Frankie obviously had misgivings.

			Stone cleared his throat. ‘No, I can do it.’

			He glanced at Alex through the gap in the door. She was curled up in the foetal position on the edge of Daniel’s bed, the boy’s nightclothes clutched tightly to her chest. She wasn’t sleeping. Her eyes were open, staring into space. A casual observer might think she was dead.

			‘David?’ Frankie’s stare was intense. ‘Are you sure you want to do this?’

			He nodded, appreciating her concern. In the short time he’d known her, she’d shown herself to be compassionate. An officer who cared for colleagues and the community she served, victims her top priority. Policing was in her blood, passed down through the generations. Frankie Oliver was the real deal. She was also done waiting for a response.

			‘David, let me help.’

			‘You can’t.’ He walked away.

			 

			At the bedroom door, Stone lifted his right hand, tapping gently so as not to startle Alex. Her eyes moved but not her head. It was as if the strength had been sapped out of her. He knew the feeling. Seeing her lying there made his heart bleed, a pain so acute he was ready to turn around and take Frankie up on her generous offer.

			Daniel’s mother sat up as he moved across the threshold.

			He approached her slowly, hoping she might not notice that he was wavering. It wouldn’t do to show his emotions when hers were so raw. A child’s disappearance crushed the life out of anyone. He couldn’t imagine what she was thinking right now. The effect it was having on both parents was so profound they could hardly bear to look at one another, let alone talk.

			Cases of child abduction – if that’s what this turned out to be – were paramount. Many officers had kids of their own. Stone drew comfort from the fact that his small team would be utilising every method at their disposal to find Daniel. The flip side of that thought was depressing. The DI was painfully aware of the discrepancy that existed between family expectations and what he could realistically deliver in terms of manpower. Government cuts had left uniformed personnel stretched to the limit force-wide, every shift depleted, particularly in rural areas. There were fewer detectives now than there used to be. Had it not been for Frankie’s insistence that they should act, coupled with a remarkably quiet night for the CID, they would not be involved.

			Selfishly, he wished the missing boy were someone else’s problem.

			Alex was staring at him, a look of terror on her face.

			‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I didn’t mean to intrude.’

			‘You have news?’ Her words were almost inaudible.

			Stone shook his head. He’d frightened her and felt guilty for it. ‘It’s early yet.’ His legs felt like lead. He gestured at the only chair in the room. ‘May I? I need to talk to you.’

			Alex gave a nod.

			It was a mistake to sit so close. Stone hadn’t figured the effect it would have on him. His heart almost stopped as their eyes met. Memories were dragging him back in time, towards a deep, dark pit. The more he resisted, the more he dug his heels in, the greater the pull towards the edge. His eyes found the floor, the blue carpet morphing into pools of icy water, a metaphor for the eyes he was trying so hard to ignore. He was in trouble and hadn’t the courage to face her.

			He must . . .

			He couldn’t fail a second time.

			Somehow, he managed to free himself from his fit of terror and concentrate on what he had to do. A smile of encouragement didn’t quite make his lips. ‘I thought I’d check to see if you’d like some company – someone other than your husband and housekeeper, I mean. I can arrange for a Family Liaison Officer if it would be of benefit.’

			Alex appeared relieved that he didn’t have bad news to share but couldn’t keep the disdain from her face. He didn’t blame her. His offer of an FLO sounded hollow and unimpressive.

			‘That’s very kind,’ Alex said. ‘If it’s all the same to you, I’d prefer to be on my own.’

			‘In that case, DS Oliver and I will head off. We’ll be in touch the minute we have something to report. I’ll brief you in the morning.’ He trotted out the party line, hating himself for doing it. ‘My officers will be working round the clock to find Daniel.’

			Another meaningless statement was lost on her. What Alex Parker required was action, someone to take charge and save her boy, an investigator with the nous to hunt down the person or persons who’d taken him away. Stone wanted to tell her that he was that detective. That with Frankie’s help he’d find those responsible and make them pay, but he couldn’t make that promise on such a doubtful outcome. He’d made life and death decisions before, pledged to make the pain go away, given assurances he hadn’t delivered.

			I won’t let that happen, I swear.

			A wave of nausea slammed into him like a wrecking ball, demolishing what little confidence he had left. He turned his head away, making out he was interested in the artwork on Daniel’s wall, telling the boy’s mother how talented he was. Stone couldn’t allow her to see his distress. She might misconstrue it. Eventually, the feeling subsided, enough for him to face her.

			‘You should try and get some rest,’ he said.

			‘How can I? I have a million questions and not one answer.’

			‘I have many too. They can wait.’

			As he made a move to stand, Alex grabbed his wrist, preventing him from leaving. Her icy hand sent a shiver right through him. The dark pit was back. One minute Stone was standing on the edge, staring into the abyss, the next he was hurtling, down and down, on his way to certain death. His desperate cries went unanswered. There was no help, for him or her.
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