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Chapter One

Mariner was already awake when the digital alarm flipped over to three thirty am, a murmur of anticipation rippling around his stomach that was reminiscent of childhood, when getting up at this hour, when the sky outside was inky black, meant it was either Christmas or the start of a long journey. He slid out of bed, careful not to tug the duvet and disturb Anna, only switching on a light when he was safely out of the bedroom. His clothes were where he’d left them last night, folded over the banister. Eyes grainy from the lack of sleep, he stood under the shower and let his thoughts focus and sharpen into preparation for what lay ahead.

The wet spell they’d been having had temporarily abated, and outside it was still and dry, though he felt an autumnal nip in the air as he crept from the house. Noticing that the  For Sale sign positioned by the fence, and now pleasingly covered with the word Sold, had fallen sideways, Mariner straightened it up before getting into his car. Five minutes later he drew up outside Tony Knox’s house. His DS was looking out for him and appeared immediately. ‘Good day for it, boss,’ Knox said, climbing in beside Mariner and fastening his seat belt.

‘Any day’s a good day for this,’ said Mariner, ‘though the code name has to be someone’s idea of a joke. Ocean Blue? Operation Open Sewer would be more accurate.’

‘Won’t you miss all this, boss?’

‘I’m only on leave for a week. I think I’ll manage.’

‘No, I mean when your transfer comes through.’

‘I’m sure they have their share of excitement in Herefordshire. If what you read in the press is accurate, rural towns are worse than anywhere for drugs and vice these days.’

‘Won’t be the same though, will it?’

‘No, but I think that’s the point, at least it is where Anna’s concerned.’

‘You’ve got the whole of next week off too?’

‘All seven days of it. The christening isn’t until next Sunday.’

‘The Godfather eh?’ Knox couldn’t resist breaking into the opening bars of the Coppola film.

‘Only nominally. I think Anna and I would have to be married to get the official title. But it’ll do me. It feels like enough of a responsibility as it is.’

Up until now, and unsurprisingly at this hour, traffic was light. But passing the arts centre and turning into the outward bound Pershore Road, they joined a steady queue of cars all going into Tally Ho, the police training centre. They must have all looked like the arrivals at some bizarrely timed party, but on the walk across the car park the mood was sombre, with just a few of the younger lads larking about as if they were going on a school trip. Around one hundred and fifty officers gathered from all over the West Midlands in the main conference hall. Chief Superintendent Marston kept it simple. Covert operation Ocean Blue had been months in the planning and anyone who wasn’t clear on their role by now would face a disciplinary for sleeping on the job. ‘Let’s keep it swift and clean. Good luck.’

 



Curled in a foetal position on her grubby bed, Katarina lay with her hands locked together between her thighs where her body was sore. She should feel grateful. The night was  over and she could relax, if that was what this state could be called. Waves of exhaustion lapped over her, if only she could stop shivering for long enough to drift away into blissful oblivion. But through the flimsy net curtains the light from the outside streetlamp lit up the condensation that crept down the window pane, collecting at the bottom in the rotting wooden frame. And despite the portable electric radiator, her shallow breaths steamed the air and the end of her nose tingled with cold as she huddled in the blankets still in her clothes.

In search of some comfort, she reached out into the chill air and opened the drawer of the cheap bedside cabinet taking out her most precious possession, a much-handled photograph, one of the few possessions she’d retained from what seemed now like a whole other life. After everything she endured night after night, this was the most exquisite torture of all, as she considered what might have been, but for her own naiveté. With a will of their own her thoughts ranged over her home and parents, her brother and sisters, as her chest contracted, forcing out a sob. She wondered if Alana in the room next to hers was tormented by the same demons. It was impossible to tell if her friend was awake at this time of night when the house fell silent. The last of the clients had been and gone and, but for the occasional passing of a distant car, the rest of the world seemed deceptively at peace.

Katarina must have dozed off because she was woken by a terrifying bang, shouting, and heavy footsteps stomping up the stairs. Scrambling to the end of her bed, she pressed herself against the cold wall in an attempt to make herself invisible, praying that this time she’d be left alone. After several seconds the door burst open and a man, a stranger, was framed in the doorway. Different from the others, clean and well-dressed, he spoke in soothing tones, but in her panic she couldn’t untangle the words to understand what he was saying. She saw his gaze take in the room and the bed and she closed her eyes to hide from the shame.
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As the ram hit the door, bursting it open, it was the smell that hit them first; a combination of rising damp and the stale feral stench of sex mixed with cheap perfume. Mariner, Knox and two uniformed officers stampeded up the stairs, flinging open doors as they went. In the first three rooms the occupants, two women and a man respectively, were roused from their sleep, blinking uncertainly in the sudden glare of the bare light bulbs.

At the top of the house, Mariner thought at first that the fourth room was empty. But as his eyes adjusted to the gloom he saw the bundle at the far end of the bed, eyes wide and terrified. ‘It’s all right,’ he said. ‘You’re safe.’ He held out his warrant card. ‘I’m with the police. Polizei.’ She shrank back further from him. Advancing slowly, Mariner saw some kind of jacket slung over the chair, matted fur fringing the hood. He picked it up and held it up to her. ‘You have to come with me.’ When he was close enough he gently lifted the thin grimy blanket from her and took her bony arm.

Down on the street in the chilly dawn it was the freak show. Curtains twitched aside in the houses around them as the girls were bundled as quickly as possible into the waiting cars, one car containing two arrested males sped away. Ocean Blue, for them, accomplished.

 



Emma O’Brien chuckled at a joke made by the radio presenter. ‘What a silly man,’ she said, gazing down at her baby daughter in the car seat beside her. Jessica rewarded her with a gummy grin, kicking her legs vigorously, and yet again Emma marvelled at the physical reaction that beautiful smile could evoke. The traffic ahead inched forward and she eased her foot off the clutch. Eight thirty. God, fancy having to do this journey every day. She’d known it would be slow getting into the city, so she’d allowed plenty of time, in fact she surprised herself at how relaxed she was. It was down to motherhood, no doubt about it. Everyone had commented on the change. Six  months ago she’d have been in the lecture theatre at the crack of dawn checking her presentation, making sure that all the AV technology was functioning and mentally rehearsing her opening remarks. ‘Your mummy is a changed woman,’ she told Jessica with another indulgent smile.

‘Ghee,’ Jessica said, grinning.

As Emma neared the nursery the first twinge of nervous apprehension kicked in. She tried to tell herself it was because she’d be standing up in front of a full lecture hall for the first time in six months, but part of her acknowledged that the unease was also about the prospect of leaving her seven-week-old daughter in the hands of what were essentially strangers. Terrible things happened with tiny babies. Only recently she’d read in the paper about a nanny convicted of manslaughter for shaking a baby to death. ‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ she said out loud. The crèche had been running for years, the staff fully vetted by the hospital. They were professionals. If there was any malpractice going on the place would have been closed down long ago. Too late to back out now and, in any case, the one-off lecture paid so obscenely well that she’d have been out of her tiny mind to turn it down. It was only one day. The crèche arrangement would be just fine.

Half an hour later, her daughter happily entrusted to the caring and capable crèche manager, Emma O’Brien got back in her car and allowed herself a little cry, the separation from her daughter a tangible, physical pain in her chest even though Jessica had let her go without a murmur. Fumbling for her mobile Emma started to speed-dial Peter’s number then abruptly severed the connection. By this time he’d already be at work and would be in meetings all day about the latest round of drug trials, so he wouldn’t thank her for the interruption. Far better to call him this afternoon when it was all over to report how well it had all gone. Blowing her nose hard she consciously shifted herself into professional mode.
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At Granville Lane while the FME was checking over the girls, up in the briefing room Mariner reminded his team of the drill. Eight girls in total had been brought back to Granville Lane from two different establishments. Two men, their minders, had been arrested and all without casualties. It had gone smoothly and Mariner began with congratulations. ‘But that was the easy part,’ he said. ‘Now comes the real challenge; building a case against the two men and any others who have been picked up across the city, and finding out who the organisers are. We can’t kid ourselves that we’ve got the organ grinders, but that’s who we need, those responsible for this whole obscene operation. Immigration have identified a number of suspects who they’ve been monitoring for the last twelve months.’ He held up a sheaf of half a dozen digital mug-shots. ‘But we need to make the connections. We want positive identification backed by credible witness statements. Some of the girls will have had direct contact, or may have overheard things. Immigration will continue to do their bit by going through any paperwork we’ve found, but the taped and videoed interviews will be crucial.’

Looking around, Mariner was satisfied to see everyone, outwardly at least, fully focused. ‘Of course some girls are going to do better as witnesses than others, but what we’re looking for are a couple of reliable ones who are also willing to testify.’ He was aware as he said it that it was the biggest potential stumbling block. ‘Most of these girls have been abused over long periods of time. They’re young and scared and have learned the hard way not to trust anyone. We don’t have much time to rebuild that trust. I don’t have to remind you that these are the victims, not the criminals. We need to go gently and build confidence. They’re not under arrest but full procedure must be followed so that if and when the case comes to court we can be confident that there will be no accusations of us having led the questioning.’

Mariner had split his officers into teams for interviewing, where possible male with female, in the hope that the girls would be less intimidated. He and Knox would start with the minders, with a view to trying to cut some kind of deal that would lead them to the bigger fish.

As the briefing broke up, DCI Sharp came in, another woman following close behind. ‘Tom, this is Lorelei Fielding, she’s from the Daffodil Project,’ Sharp said.

‘Daffodil Project?’ Mariner stepped forward to shake Fielding’s hand.

‘We’re a charity that offers support to women in distress,’ Fielding said. ‘We act as advocates or counsellors. We also have several refuges across the city. We’re here to offer our services. Our support workers can be present at interviews and when you’ve finished what you have to do, we’ll take the girls to our hostel overnight.’

‘Thanks,’ said Mariner. ‘We’ll give you a shout when we’re ready.’

The FME came to let them know that he was finished. ‘You’re starting the interviews now?’ he asked Mariner.

‘We’re just waiting for one of the interpreters to arrive.’

‘You won’t need it for all of them. One of the girls speaks pretty good English.’

‘Really?’

‘Yeah, her grandfather was over here during the war apparently. He taught her the basics. She’s pretty fluent.’

‘Which one is she?’

‘Katarina. At nineteen she’s one of the oldest, so you may find that she handles the whole process better.’

‘Thanks.’ He and Knox would interview her.

‘You’ll go easy on them, won’t you?’

‘Of course.’

But easy was only a one-way street. For Mariner the initial interviews with the minders were a frustrating experience. Except to give their names, the men refused to speak or to acknowledge recognition of any of the further suspects on the photographs. After only an hour Mariner  gave up. ‘If nothing else we’ve got them for living off immoral earnings. We can afford to let them stew,’ he told Sharp. One of the girls might provide us with a way in. Let’s make them the priority.’ And he wanted to start with the girl who spoke English.

 



Tony Knox, with DC Jenny Foster, was conducting an interview with a girl who looked no more than about twelve years old. Pale and scrawny, her eyes were dark hollows and her skinny arms were mottled with scars. She lowered her head as they went in, but not before they’d noticed the gummy gap where her top incisors should have been. It gave her the appearance of a small child losing her milk teeth. She sat low in her chair placing as much distance as she could between them, her arms folded protectively around her.

‘What happened to her teeth?’ Foster asked the interpreter. ‘Was she beaten?’

‘They were removed,’ the interpreter said after a short exchange. ‘It would help her to do her work better.’

‘Christ,’ said Knox.

But DC Foster didn’t get it.

‘All the better for giving blow jobs,’ Knox illuminated, his voice low.

Foster turned a funny colour.

Sonja responded to their questions with the barest nod or shake of the head, and Knox was about to abandon the interview, when suddenly she turned to the translator and spoke, her words gushing out in a torrent, tumbling over each other, and for the first time looked directly into Tony Knox’s face with a desperation that wrenched at his insides.

‘She wants to know how long this will take,’ the interpreter said. ‘She wants to go and find her child.’

‘She has a child?’ Knox was shocked to the core.

The girl spoke again, the urgency in her voice increasing.

‘A daughter. She’s in an orphanage in Tirana. She wants to go and find her.’

‘Jesus Christ,’ breathed Knox, looking at the kid in front of them. ‘Now I’ve heard it all.’

 



Walking into the interview suite with PC Jamilla Khatoon, Mariner recognised Katarina as the girl he had escorted from the top floor of the house on Foundry Road. He’d never have believed she was nineteen but, in the safety of the police station, she seemed to have lost a little of the timidity. She clasped a beaker of tea between cupped hands. The room made an attempt at cosy, with comfortable chairs and soft furnishings, along with the audio and video recording equipment of a standard interview room, but she looked far from at home.

‘You speak English,’ Mariner said.

Katarina nodded.

‘I just want to ask you some questions. If there’s anything you don’t understand or anything you don’t want to talk about, then you can tell me. Okay?’

She nodded again, and Mariner hoped for the sake of the recording equipment that she would eventually find her voice.

‘How did you come to England, to Birmingham?’

Katarina took a sip from the cup and cleared her throat. ‘I work as a waitress in a bar in Tirana where my family is. A man heard me talk in English to some American customers.’ She spoke in a listless monotone, concentrating hard on the words. ‘He says that my English is very good, that he can get me a job as a translator and to teach our language in England. He says there’s a big want for good translators and that I look nice and he can get me a good job in Brussels or in London, for good money. He says he work for the government.’

‘Doing what?’

She lifted her shoulders. ‘I don’t know. I tell him I have no money, but he said I can travel in his car and he will arrange the papers and the travel documents and I can pay him back when I have a job. He tells me about the life I  can have, with my own apartment and my own car. He says I must think about it and he will come back to the bar in a few days.’

‘Did he tell you his name?’

‘I only know “Petya”. I talk about it with my family and my father and he think it will be a great chance for me to have a good job. When Petya comes back to the restaurant I say I will go. I have to meet him at a place in the city early in the morning, five o’clock. I am surprised because he has good clothes but his car is old and dirty. But I think it’s okay because there are two girls also waiting.’

‘Did you know these other girls?’

‘No. They are going to get a job with rich families, to look after the children. Petya take our passports for making them safe. He drive us to the border and a hotel where he says we will stay tonight. Two more men came and then Petya says that he must go back to Tirana on important government business and his friends will take us on the rest of the way to London.’ She stopped for a moment and sipped her tea.

‘You’re doing really well,’ Mariner said, sensing that the worst was to come.

Katarina took a deep breath. ‘That night one of the men come in to my room and make me have sex with him. I don’t want it and I tried to fight him but he’s very strong. Afterwards he lock the door. We stay in the hotel maybe three days, with the door locked. Sometimes a man comes, brings a little bit of food, some water, sometimes have sex or hit me.’ Her voice had dropped to a whisper.

‘Petya’s friends?’

She nodded.

Mariner had heard of the process before, called ‘seasoning’, in other words, beating and raping the resistance out of the girls. He hated making her relive this, but they needed the evidence. ‘Do you want to stop?’ he asked. ‘We can take a break?’

She shook her head but sipped again from her tea.  Mariner couldn’t help but notice the tremor in her hand.

‘I know this is hard,’ he said, ‘but can you describe any of the men?’

‘They have black hair.’

‘All of them?’

‘Yes. But one of them have very short.’

‘Like my hair?’

She looked briefly then away. ‘More short, and he tall man, thin man.’ She measured out tall and thin with her hands. ‘He don’t have sex with me, but he bring food.’

‘Were the other men tall, too?’

‘Not so much.’

‘They were short?’

‘A little bit, and one is a bit fat and one more bit fat.’ She gestured a generous gut. ‘They don’t shave and I think they don’t wash very much. They smell like beer.’ She grimaced with distaste, then a light sparked behind her eyes as she remembered something else. ‘The fat man he have a picture.’ She stroked her skinny forearm.

‘A tattoo?’ Mariner confirmed. ‘A picture on his arm?’

‘Yes.’

‘Do you remember what the picture was?’ But she didn’t.

‘Sometimes I ask them about the job as translator but they laugh at me. They say I have a different job now. They have paid good money for me and I will work for them to pay it back.’ She stopped abruptly. ‘I have to pee now.’

‘Of course.’ They took a short break, during which Mariner went and stood outside in the fresh breeze, perhaps hoping that it might cleanse him.

Five minutes later they were back in the interview room. ‘You said you were at the hotel for three days,’ Mariner prompted gently. ‘What happened then?’

‘They get me up very early and we leave the hotel. It’s dark. We drive in the car again to Paris. We go to another hotel. We stay, I don’t know, two, maybe three weeks and many men come to have sex every night. They give us money. The fat man take it for his money. Then in the  morning another man come, tall man. We go on the train to London then drive in a car to Birmingham and we come to the house where you find me.’

‘The other girls were with you?’

She shook her head. ‘They stay in Paris. I don’t know what happens to them.’

She spoke numbly, devoid of emotion, but the air in the room was thick with suppressed anger as Mariner and Jamilla Khatoon listened.

‘And since you came to Birmingham?’

She shrugged. ‘I do my job. I stay in the same house and the door is lock on my room except when I can go to the bathroom, or get food or when the men come.’

‘How many clients?’

She sighed.

‘Maybe fifteen, twenty each day.’ She was beyond caring.

‘And they pay you?’

‘Stanislav take the money to pay my debts. I can’t talk to the men and I must pretend I can’t speak English.’

Mariner placed two photographs on the table. ‘This is Stanislav?’

‘Yes.’

‘And the other man?’

She shook her head.

‘Do you know any of these?’ Mariner placed the other photographs in front of her.

On the third one, a swarthy man with slicked back hair, her eyes widened in surprise.

‘You know him?’

‘This is Petya.’

‘He’s the man who offered you work?’

‘Yes.’

‘Well done, Katarina.’ Crunch time. ‘Katarina, we want to put Stanislav and Petya and other men like them in prison, so that they can’t do to any other girls what they have done to you. But to do that we need someone to tell  the courts what they have done. Can you do that for us? Can you tell the court what you have told us?’

‘I don’t know. I think they will be very.’

‘We can look after you. And if you tell your story, they’ll be put in prison for a very long time and won’t be able to hurt you. We really need this, Katarina. You’re a good, strong witness.’ They’d talk about defence cross-examinations later, much later, when she was physically stronger and would be more resilient.

‘Maybe. I try.’

‘Thank you.’

 



By four o’clock all the girls had been extensively interviewed, and they could do no more. It had been a harrowing day. Mariner should have felt elated, but instead he felt depressed, and sensed that others were feeling the same way. Tony Knox summed up the mood. ‘The girl we talked to is fourteen,’ he said, in disgust.

‘That’s only a year older than our Molly,’ said Glover.

‘And she’s been working here for about a year, twenty blokes a day, protected and unprotected. She’s a mess physically and psychologically.’ Knox looked emotionally drained.

‘Makes you feel guilty to be going home to your family,’ said Glover.

But Mariner was satisfied that they had a good case to make. Of the eight, Katarina was going to make the most reliable witness. Even throughout the day she seemed to have grown in strength, her shoulders had loosened a little, the eye contact becoming more frequent. The other girls seemed to look up to her.

‘What will happen to them?’ he asked Lorelei, as he watched them piling into the minibus to go to the hostel.

‘Tonight?’

‘Long term.’

‘After you’ve finished with them most of them will be sent to an immigration centre, and then back home.’

‘Well that’s something.’

‘Is it?’

Mariner should have asked her what she meant, but he didn’t want to hear the answer.

Instead he retreated to his office to write up his notes. He wanted to leave the case tidy for DCI Sharp in his absence, but he found it impossible to concentrate. Images conjured up by Katarina’s account of her ordeal kept creeping into his head. She was just a kid, some of the other girls even younger. It was far too much for them to have gone through in their young lives and he couldn’t begin to imagine the impact of their experiences. He felt tainted by it. Life as a country copper had to be preferable to this. When his phone rang he was glad of the distraction. It was DCI Sharp. ‘Can you spare a few minutes, Tom?’

Mariner crossed the outer office and knocked on the gaffer’s door. Going in, he recognised her visitor from the back of his head, a thinning crown of dark hair flecked with white flakes of dandruff. Councillor Derek Cahill was a regular crusader for the Daily Mail, an oily little man who saw the current climate of interagency cooperation as an opportunity to give the police as much grief as possible about what he called the ‘moral decline’ of the city. Since DCI Sharp had been appointed these drop-in meetings had become a regular occurrence, and it crossed Mariner’s mind, not for the first time, that Cahill had a crush on the gaffer. After all, she was a stunningly attractive woman.

‘You know DI Mariner?’ Sharp asked Cahill as the two men came face to face.

Cahill managed a thin smile. ‘We’ve met before.’

‘The councillor came in to express his concern at the rise of prostitution in our area,’ Sharp said, smoothly. ‘I thought it might reassure him to know about the effectiveness of operation Ocean Blue today, and since you were on the ground when it happened, I thought you could help us out, Tom.’

‘Of course, ma’am.’ Mariner turned to Cahill. ‘We’re  very aware of this as a growing problem, Councillor. Which is why, at dawn today, we raided a number of premises in the city suspected to be brothels. We brought in a number of girls and not nearly enough papers for each of them. Most of them are from various places in Eastern Europe. Girls without identities. I don’t have the official figures yet of course, those arrested are still being processed, but I can tell you that in the region of fifty women were brought in from across the city.’ In truth Mariner had no idea how many it was, though he was pretty sure that fifty was a generous over-estimate. But he was doing what DCI Sharp had called him in to do - get this irritating little man out of her office.

‘Yes, well it’s a start,’ Cahill conceded. ‘Though we all know that in a few weeks those girls will have simply been replaced by more.’

‘Oh, we don’t kid ourselves,’ Mariner agreed. ‘We might have broken this wave but we’re a long way off stemming the tide.’ We’ll continue to be vigilant.’

‘I’m glad to hear that you’re not being complacent.’ Cahill was stymied. He’d chosen the wrong day to come in with his usual rant about how little was being done.

‘You can depend on it,’ said Mariner trying not to smirk. He looked up at DCI Sharp, engaged in a similar struggle. ‘Is that all, ma’am?’

‘Thank you for your input, Inspector.’

‘Glad to be of help.’

Minutes later, Mariner watched from his desk as Sharp strode across the main office seeing Cahill out of the building, the little weasel almost having to break into a trot to keep up with her. The DCI cut an imposing figure and today, as always, was impeccably dressed. Mariner’s phone rang again.

 



Mickey Mouse and Donald Duck winked down at her from the windows as Emma O’Brien walked across the car park to the entrance of the double fronted Victorian villa,  glowing with the prospect of her baby daughter’s smile only moments away. She felt exhausted, the discipline of remaining mentally focused for a whole day an unfamiliar one. She’d got through the lecture, that was the most she could say, and if she learned nothing else from today, she had certainly confirmed what she’d always known deep down; that in no way was she ready to consider going back to regular work yet.

Peter was going to be disappointed. With two households to support he was stretched about as far as he could be, so they could really use another income. Emma had an inkling that he was hoping that today might have given her an appetite for what she was missing. But in fact it had done quite the reverse. What was the point of having a baby if Emma wasn’t going to spend time with her? And right now, that was what she wanted more than anything else in the world. Even she had been unprepared for what a wrench it had been, to have to leave Jessica today. The arrangement had been fine. The crèche had been convenient and the staff seemed competent and kind. It just wouldn’t happen again, not for a very long time.

And now with the week over, she and Peter had nothing planned for the next two days except spending quality time together as a family. She pressed the buzzer and the nursery intercom crackled, as a tinny voice asked her for identification. ‘Jessica Klinnemann’s mummy,’ she said.

A pause. ‘Could you repeat that please?’

‘Jessica Klinnemann’s mummy,’ Emma yelled into the tiny speaker as the traffic on the busy road behind her roared by. It had been the same frustrating routine first thing this morning too.

‘Push the door,’ instructed the voice, at last. Emma pushed open the heavy spring-hinged door and a warm smell of cooked vegetables hit her nostrils as she walked into a bright yellow vestibule, the thigh-high coat hooks crowded with tiny jackets and coats slung over with Postman Pat and Bob the Builder bags. A notice board  above displayed photographs of a dozen young women.

The office off to her left was empty and there was no one else around, so Emma walked across the hallway to the room where she’d dropped off her daughter five hours earlier. She levered down the high door handle and went in. She was confronted by a war zone. Two infants lay in bouncing chairs and both were grizzling, while a tape of nursery rhymes provided a tuneful counterpoint. The girl who had been stooping over one of the babies turned, her freckled face flushed and damp with perspiration, fine red hair escaping from her pony tail and harassment written all over her face. She managed a brief smile. ‘Hi.’

‘Hi, I’m Jessica’s mum,’ she said to the girl. ‘How’s she been?’

The girl stared at her as if she’d just requested half a pound of sausages. ‘You’re Jessica’s mummy?’ she said, uncertainly.

‘Yes, that’s right.’ Scanning the row of crying babies Emma noticed that Jessica wasn’t among them. ‘Is she being changed?’

As she spoke, a second young woman appeared from the bathroom carrying a dark-eyed baby on her hip. The two young women exchanged a look, momentarily disconcerted and a rumble of fear began deep inside Emma O’Brien.

‘None of these is Jessica,’ she said, the feeling gaining in power and rising up through her chest. ‘Where is she?’

The girl frowned, not comprehending. ‘I don’t understand. The other babies have gone. These are the only children left.’

The rumble welled and broke to the surface and in an uncontrollable reflex reaction, Emma O’Brien let rip a terrible scream.




Chapter Two

Mariner picked up his ringing phone.

‘Hi, again.’

Mariner smiled. ‘Hello.’ It was the third time Anna had called inside the last half an hour. The attention to detail this week in Herefordshire was getting was worthy of a military campaign.

‘Sorry. I thought we should take something smart to wear in the evening. Shall I pack your blue striped shirt?’

Did he own a blue striped shirt? ‘All right. Whatever you think.’

‘And you’re sure you won’t be late? It would be nice to get there in time to have a relaxed—’

‘I’m just about to leave,’ he reassured her. She’d needed a lot of that recently, understandably he supposed. At least planning this holiday had given her something else to focus on. He was looking forward to it, sort of. They certainly needed the break, what with the kind of hours Mariner had been working and the hassle of getting their houses on the market, and fielding the stream of people looking round. Disappointing though that putting his own house up for sale hadn’t yielded the same positive outcome as Anna’s.

As Mariner replaced the receiver, DCI Sharp put her head round the door, briefcase in hand and coat slung over her arm. ‘Thanks for earlier.’ She was referring to  Councillor Cahill. ‘It should keep him off our backs for a couple of weeks.’

‘My pleasure, ma’am. Good to give him one less excuse for complaining about us. He’s a nasty piece of work.’

‘So I understand. I’ve never had the full story on him. You must tell me sometime.’ She glanced over Mariner’s tidy desk. ‘How did the interviews go?’

Mariner summarised the day’s events. ‘Katarina in particular looks like a solid witness.’

‘That’s a great result. You’re on a week’s leave now, aren’t you?’

‘Yes, ma’am.’

‘Well, you’ve earned it. Why don’t you get yourself off?’

Out in the main office Mariner could see a few CID officers finishing up for the weekend, their pace unhurried. ‘What, and run the gamut of smart-arsed remarks from that lot out there about the boss leaving early?’

‘Remind me? What time did you start this morning?’

‘We all started early today.’

‘Okay then, yesterday?’

‘About seven.’

‘While most of them were still wolfing down their eggs and bacon.’

‘Not Tony Knox. You have to be up early these days to beat him into the office.’ Mariner could see his sergeant, his shaven pate bent forward in concentration, work a poor substitute for his current lack of social life. A passing phase, it had to be, but even so, Mariner made a mental note to ask him out for a drink when the next opportunity arose.

‘He’s the exception,’ Sharp persisted. ‘Go on, Tom. You have my permission.’

Mariner caved. ‘Okay then, thank you, ma’am.’ They’d come a long way since their first meeting when her opening gambit had been to caution him against bending the rules. ‘You off too?’

‘I wish.’ She lifted her briefcase simultaneously glancing at her watch. ‘No. I’ve got the joys of a late budget briefing at Lloyd House, which started about ten minutes ago. Have a good week, Tom. Come back refreshed.’

‘Thanks, I will.’

When the phone rang again Mariner was fully prepared for another last minute amendment to his wardrobe, but this time it wasn’t Anna. ‘Tom? Louise Byrne from the Crown Prosecution Service. It’s about Kenneth McCrae. We thought we should let you know.’

‘Yes?’ Mariner spoke calmly, as if a small whirlpool hadn’t just started up in his stomach. Even from where he languished on remand, McCrae still had the capacity to crimp Mariner’s gut and make the hairs on his neck bristle. Mention of the name alone triggered a vivid sensation of cold, dark, hunger and fear that nine months and counselling hadn’t yet fully dispelled. McCrae’s trial was scheduled to start a week on Monday and was the other reason for taking a break - mental preparation.

‘He’s changing his plea to not guilty, on the grounds of diminished responsibility,’ Louise Byrne went on.

Mariner snorted. Not guilty. Kenneth McCrae, the half-brother that until nine months ago he’d known nothing about; the man who, fuelled by jealousy and greed, had gone on a rampage, shooting dead Mariner’s estranged father, his father’s wife and their chauffeur in cold blood before going on to beat to death Mariner’s grandmother, and finally abduct and imprison Mariner himself, leaving him to fester and die. He should have seen this coming. ‘What are his chances?’ he asked, evenly, ignoring the increased thudding of his heart.

‘He’ll be citing his tour in the Falklands of course,’ Louise said, dodging the question. ‘Post traumatic stress disorder.’ So he was going for the jury’s sympathy vote. Clever. ‘But we’re not beaten yet.’ Her cheerfulness sounded forced. ‘What McCrae did was planned and calculated, there’s no doubt about that. All we have to prove is  that the two are mutually exclusive. We still have a couple of weeks to prepare a counter argument and get some favourable psychiatric reports of our own.’ But she’d been concerned enough to give Mariner the heads-up, which to him spoke volumes. ‘It’ll make your testimony all the more important. McCrae was lodging with you at the time of the last killing and I need you to convince the jury that he was behaving perfectly rationally at that time.’

‘I hardly saw him.’

‘It will all help.’ Code for: we need anything we can get. ‘You and Mr Shipley are the only people to have any contact at all during that time. And you are by definition a reliable witness.’ Whereas Shipley, the agent who had let Mariner’s flat to McCrae, was likely to be less secure in the courtroom arena.

‘Thanks for letting me know,’ said Mariner, ending the call. Great note to sign off on.

But when he looked up from replacing the receiver he saw a uniform hurrying towards him through the outer office, the urgency in PC Mann’s stride catching everyone’s attention. He wasn’t the bearer of good news.

‘We’ve had a call from a day nursery,’ Mann gasped, arriving in Mariner’s doorway, his face glossy with perspiration. ‘One of the mothers came to collect her baby daughter, but she isn’t there. The staff think she’s been abducted.’

In police work there’s one type of incident that more than any other requires an instant response, and is guaranteed to galvanise the force. And this was it. Until they knew what they’d got, no one would be leaving for the weekend. If Mariner had taken the gaffer’s advice a bit more promptly it might have gone to someone else, but now his weekend was set to take on a completely different shape. Instructing Mann to gather together a team of uniforms, Mariner took Tony Knox and Charlie Glover and hurried down the stairs.

‘You two up for this?’ he asked the two sergeants. Only fair to give them an escape route now if they needed it.

‘Fine with me,’ said Glover. ‘I’ve got the in-laws for the weekend.’

‘I just need to make a phone call,’ Tony Knox said, searching out his mobile.

‘Cancelling a hot date?’ Glover jibed.

Knox grimaced. ‘No, calling in my dog walker.’

‘I didn’t know you employed one,’ said Mariner.

‘The kid from across the road,’ Knox illuminated. The boy had turned up on Knox’s doorstep one Sunday afternoon a few weeks back, bucket and sponge in hand.

‘Can I wash your car?’

Knox looked out at his vehicle, put through the OCU car wash only the previous day.

‘No, but you can walk my dog if you like.’ After that it had become a regular arrangement.

It was by default that Tony Knox had ended up with Nelson. The canine orphan of Kenneth McCrae’s murder spree, Mariner had been all set to take him on, but the timing was all wrong. ‘How about you though?’ Mariner had said to Knox one evening over a pint. Knox’s girlfriend, Selina, had moved out, taking with her the chocolate lab puppy that Knox had grown so fond of, so it had been an obvious question. And Nelson had settled in beautifully.

Compared with the puppy, Nelson was well behaved and low maintenance, and thanks to him Knox had stumbled across a whole new world. His sights were set on a willowy brunette he’d met walking a maniacal Springer one morning a couple of weeks ago, but though he’d been back to the same park regularly since, so far he hadn’t been able to synchronise with her again. Not much chance for the next few days now this had come up, but one day.

Most of the family liaison team had also left for the weekend but Millie Khatoon remained. Mariner was glad. They’d worked cases together before and for several years now Millie had brought to family-liaison work the kind of openness and down-to-earth commonsense that was instantly reassuring to families under duress. As the group  hurried out to their cars, Mariner talked through what Mann had told him, his own weekend obligations temporarily forgotten as his mind raced through the procedure. Right from the start with an incident such as this there was a careful balance to be struck between acting quickly before the abductor had a chance to build any kind of relationship with the baby, and an equal need to be methodical and systematic so that no important details were overlooked.

Blues and twos eased them through the building rush-hour traffic that seemed to begin earlier and earlier on a Friday afternoon. As they drove, Mariner put in a call on his mobile to Anna, but the line was engaged. He didn’t leave a message. ‘I’ve never handled a baby-snatch before,’ he said, to no one in particular. ‘Haven’t even been directly involved in an investigation.’

‘I have.’ Knox was grim. ‘It didn’t turn out well.’

After a couple of seconds it dawned on Mariner. ‘Adam Teale,’ he said, out loud. Christ. He’d forgotten that Knox was up on Merseyside back in 1991 when the toddler had disappeared, only to turn up three days later strangled and beaten to death. ‘This is different,’ he said, sincerely hoping that the outcome would be, too. ‘There it is.’

They’d almost driven past the nursery before Mariner spotted it, set as it was on the main through route connecting the suburbs of Selly Oak and Harborne. The kind of place he’d have driven past scores of times before without noticing. There was no obvious adjacent parking, so continuing past Glover manoeuvred them into a neighbouring cul-de-sac, Mann and his contingent following in convoy. The street was already lined with cars, but each driver managed to find a space, then they all trooped back the twenty or so yards along the main road. A little further up from the cul-de-sac and on the opposite side of the road they passed the entrance to the city’s teaching hospital, the Queen Elizabeth. This was an area thick with traffic and pedestrians, Mariner noted, and instantly the odds began stacking against them.

Jack and the Beanstalk nursery was housed in a squat redbrick that stood apart from its neighbours in a tiny garden enclosed by high spiked iron railings. A red painted board in the garden advertised it as a Private Day nursery for babies and toddlers aged 0-5 years. A sticker affixed to the lower part of the board advertised free places for three-and four-year-olds, with a directive to enquire within. Someone was watching out for them, and as they passed through the gate and into the garden, the main front door opened on a young woman in a royal blue tunic. Tall and slender, with shoulder-length blondish hair, she was young enough for her hormones to still be playing havoc with her complexion.

Mariner had his warrant card ready, though with PCs Mann and Khatoon in uniform it hardly seemed necessary. ‘I’m DI Mariner and these are DC Knox, DC Glover, PC Mann and PC Khatoon.’

‘Samantha.’

The introductions, like her limp-fingered handshake, seemed a strange formality in the circumstances. As they all crammed into the narrow hallway the front door was closed, blotting out the traffic noise. ‘I’m the deputy manager.’ Her voice was thin and nervous. ‘Mrs Barratt who owns and manages the nursery has just popped out.’

‘Where to?’ Mariner asked.

‘She had an emergency, personal I think, and after that she might have gone to the cash and carry. She’ll go ballistic. I’ve tried to get her on her mobile, but she must be driving. It’s switched off. I’ve left a message. I wanted to wait until she came back but Jessica’s mummy insisted that we call you straightaway.’

‘Of course she did. Time is vital.’ Mariner glanced towards Glover and Mann. ‘These officers will need to search the building and grounds. It may seem unnecessary but we need to ensure that Jessica is definitely missing. Meanwhile I need to ask a few questions. Is there somewhere we can go to talk?’ Mariner asked.

‘The main office is in here.’
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