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Prologue







You think about the kids.


First and last, in this sort of situation, in this sort of state; when you cant decide if its anger or agony thats all but doubling you up, and making it so hard for you to spit the words across the room. First and last, you think about them


Why the hell, why the fuck, didnt you tell me this earlier?


It wasnt the right time. It seemed best to wait.


Best? She takes a step toward the man standing on the far side of her living room.


He moves back instinctively until his calves are squashed against the edge of the sofa and he almost topples back on to the carefully plumped cushions. I think you should try to calm down, he says.


The room smells of potpourri. There are lines on the carpet showing that it has recently been vacuumed, and the carriage clock that can be heard ticking loudly when the shouting stops sits on a highly polished pine mantelpiece.


What do you expect me to do? she says. Id really be interested to know.


I cant tell you what to do. Its your decision.


You think Ive got a choice?


We need to sit down and talk about the best way forward



Christ Almighty. You just march in here and tell me this. Casually, like its just something you forgot to mention. You walk in here and tell me all thisshit! Shes begun to cry again, but this time she does not lift a hand to her face. She shuts her eyes and waits for the moment to pass. For the fury to return, undiluted.


Sarah


I dont know you. I dont even fucking know you!


For a few seconds theres just the ticking, and the distant traffic, and the noise bleeding in from a radio in the kitchen, turned down low when shed heard the doorbell. Inside, the central heatings working overtime, but theres still plenty of sun streaming into the room through the net at the windows.


Im sorry.


Youre what? But shes heard him well enough. She smiles, then laughs. She gathers the material of her dress between her fingers as her fists clench at her sides. Theres something starting to twitch in her belly now; a spasm takes hold at the top of her leg. I need to get to the school.


The kidsll be fine. Honestly, love. Absolutely fine.


She repeats his last word; and then again, in a whisper. Theres no stopping the tears this time or the scream that comes from deep inside; or the swell and the surge that take her fast across the room, her hands clawed and flying at the mans face.


The man raises his arms to protect himself. He grabs the fingers that stab at his eyes, and, once he has them, as soon as he is in control of her, he tries to keep her still; to guide her firmly away. Youve got to stay calm.


You. Rotten. Fucker. She snaps back her head.


Please listen The spit hits him just above the lip and starts to run into his mouth. He swears at her; a word he rarely uses.


And he pushes her


And suddenly shes dead weight, falling back, opening her mouth to cry out, and smashing down through the glass of the coffee table.


A few seconds ticking. And traffic. And the buzz from the kitchen.



The man takes a step toward her, then stops dead. He can see whats happened straight away.


Her back hurts, and her ankle, where shes caught them on the edge of the table as shes fallen. She tries to sit up, but her head is suddenly as heavy as a wrecking ball. The moan rattles from her chest, and her shoulders grind glass into the carpet beneath her. She lies, breathless, across the ragged jewels and slivers, recognizing a song from the distant radio at the same moment that she feels the warmth and the wetness at the back of her head. Spreading at her throat, and creeping down inside the neck of her sweater.


Shard


She thinks for a second or two about that word; about what a stupid word it is when you say it to yourself repeatedly. About her bad luck. How bloody unlucky can you get? Must have caught an artery, or maybe two. And, though she can hear her name being spoken, though she is well aware of the desperation, of the panic, in the voice, she is already starting to fade and to focus; concentrating only on the faces of her children.


First and last.


As her life ebbs quickly awayrunning red across smoked glassher final thought is a straightforward one. Simple and tender and vicious.


If hes touched my kids, Ill kill him.














Part One


The Punch Coming














Luke




I suppose all Im really saying is try not to worry. OK, Mum? That you dont have to, I mean. Even sitting here saying that, I know how pointless it is, because its something youve always done. Juliet and me reckon that if you werent worried about something, youd probably feel odd, or under the weather, like part of you wasnt working properly. Youd be disconcerted. Like when you know theres something important youve forgotten to do, or when you cant remember where youve put your keys, you know? If you werent worried, wed be worried that you werent!


Its all right, though. Im doing pretty well. Better than pretty well actually. Im not saying its five-star or anything, but the food could be a damn sight worse, and theyre being fairly nice to me. And its only the second most uncomfortable bed Ive ever slept in. Remember when we stayed in that shitty guesthouse in Eastbourne that time, when Juliet had her hockey tournament, and the bed felt like it had rocks in it? Im even managing to get some sleep, amazingly enough.


I dont really know what else to say. What else Im supposed to say


ExceptIf you want to video the comedy shows I like, thatd be cool. And dont rent my room out straight away, and please tell everyone at school not to be too devastated. See? Well fed, sleeping OK, and Ive still got my sense of humor. So, really, theres nothing to get yourself worked up about, all right, Mum? Im fine. Tell you whatwhen this is all finally sorted out, how about that video game Ive been going on about? Cant blame a lad for trying, can you?


Look, theres loads of other things to say, but Id better not go on too long, and you know the stuff I mean anyway. Mum? You know what Im trying to say, yeah?


Right. Thats it


The boys eyes slide away from the camera, and a man carrying a syringe steps quickly toward him. He sits up, tenses as the man reaches across, driving the bag down over the boys head in the few seconds before the picture disappears.











Tuesday









One





There was humor, of course there was; off-color usually, and downright black when the occasion demanded it. Still, the jokes had not exactly been flying thick and fast of late, and none had flown in Tom Thornes direction.


But this was as good a laugh as hed had in a while.


Jesmond asked for me? he said.


Russell Brigstocke leaned back in his chair, enjoying the surprise that his shock announcement had certainly merited. It was an uncertain world. The Metropolitan Police Service was in a permanent state of flux, and, while precious little could be relied upon, the less than harmonious relationship between Detective Inspector Tom Thorne and the Chief Superintendent of the Area West Murder Squad was a reassuring constant. He was very insistent.


The pressure must be getting to him, Thorne said. Hes losing his marbles.


Now it was Brigstockes turn to see the funny side. Why am I suddenly thinking about pots and kettles?


Ive no idea. Maybe youve got a thing about kitchenware.


Youve been going on about wanting something to get stuck into. So



With damn good reason.


Brigstocke sighed, nudged at the frames of his thick, black glasses.


It was warm in the office, with spring kicking in but the radiators still chucking out heat at December levels. Thorne stood and slipped off his brown leather jacket. Come on, Russell, you know damn well that I havent been given anything worth talking about for near enough six months.


Six months since hed worked undercover on the streets of London, trying to catch the man responsible for kicking three of the citys homeless to death. Six months spent writing up domestic disputes, protecting the integrity of evidence chains, and double checking pretrial paperwork. Six months kept out of harms way.


This is something that needs getting stuck into, Brigstocke said. Quickly.


Thorne sat back down and waited for the Detective Chief Inspector to elaborate.


Its a kidnapping Brigstocke held up a hand as soon as Thorne began to shake his head; plowed on over the groaning from the other side of his desk. A sixteen-year-old boy, taken from outside a school in north London three days ago.


The shake of the head became a knowing nod. Jesmond doesnt want me on this at all, does he? Its got nothing to do with what I can do, or what I might be good at. Hes just been asked to lend the Kidnap Unit a few bodies, right? So he does what hes told like a good team player, and he gets me out of the way at the same time. Two birds with one stone.


A spider plant stood on one corner of Brigstockes desk, its dead leaves drooping across a photograph of his kids. He snapped off a handful of the browned and brittle stalks and began crushing them between his hands. Look, I know youve been pissed off and I know youve had good reason to be


Damn good reason, Thorne said. Im feeling much better than I was, you know that. Imup for it.



Right. But until the decision gets taken to give you a more active role on the team here, I thought you might appreciate the chance to get yourself out of the way. And it wouldnt just be you, either. Hollands been assigned to this as well


Thorne stared out of the window, across the grounds of the Peel Centre toward Hendon and the gray ribbon of the North Circular Road beyond. Hed seen prettier views, but not for some time.


Sixteen?


His names Luke Mullen.


So the kid was takenFriday, right? Whats been happening for the last three days?


Youll be fully briefed at the Yard. Brigstocke glanced down at a sheet of paper on the desktop. Your contact on the Kidnap Unit is Detective Inspector Porter. Louise Porter.


Thorne knew that Brigstocke was on his side; that he was caught between a loyalty to his team and a responsibility to the brass above him. These days, anyone of his rank was one part cop to nine parts politician. Many at Thornes own level worked in much the same way, and Thorne would fight tooth and nail to avoid going down the same dreary route


Tom?


Brigstocke had certainly said the right things. The boys age in itself was enough to spark Thornes interest. The victims of those who preyed on children for sexual gratification were usually far younger. It wasnt that older children were not targeted, of course, but such abuse was often institutionalized or, most tragically of all, took place within the home itself. For a sixteen-year-old to be taken off the street was unusual.


Trevor Jesmond getting involved means theres pressure to get a result, Thorne said. If a shrug and a half smile could be signs of enthusiasm, then he looked mustard-keen. I reckon I could do with a bit of pressure at the minute.


You havent heard all of it yet.


Im listening.



So Brigstocke enlightened him, and when it was finished and Thorne got up to leave, he looked out of the window one last time.


The buildings sat opposite, brown and black and dirty-white; office blocks and warehouses, with pools of dark water gathered on their flat roofs. Thorne thought they looked like the teeth in an old mans mouth.





Before the car had reached the gates on its way out, Thorne had slotted a Bobby Bare CD into the player, taken one look at Hollands face and swiftly ejected it again. I should make sure theres always a Simply Red album in the car, Thorne said. So as not to offend your sensibilities.


I dont like Simply Red.


Whoever.


Holland gestured toward the CD panel on the dash. I dont mind some of your stuff. Its just all that twangy guitar shit


Thorne turned the car on to Aerodrome Road and accelerated toward Colindale tube. Once they hit the A5 it would be a straight run through Cricklewood, Kilburn, and south into town.


Having criticized Thornes choice of music, Holland proceeded to score two out of two by turning his sarcastic attentions to the car itself. The yellow 1971 BMW gave Thorne a good deal of pride and pleasure, but to DS Dave Holland it was little more than the starting point for an endless series of old-jalopy jokes.


For once, though, Thorne did not rise to the bait. There was little anyone could have done to make his mood much worse. The boys old man is an ex-cop, he said. He jabbed at the horn as a scooter swerved in front of him, spoke as if he were describing something extremely distasteful. Ex-Detective Chief Superintendent Anthony Mullen.


Hollands dirty-blond hair was longer than it had been for a while. He pushed it back from his forehead. So?


So hes calling in favors from his old friends. Next thing you know, were getting shunted across to another unit.


Its not like there was anything better to do, though, is it? Holland said.



The look from Thorne was momentary, but it made its point firmly enough.


For either of us, I mean. Not a lot of bodies on the books at the moment.


Right. At the moment. You never know when something majors going to come in though.


Sounds almost like youre hoping.


Sorry?


Like you dont want to miss out


Thorne said nothing. His eyes drifted to the mirror, stayed there as he flicked up the indicator and waited to pull out.


Neither spoke again for several minutes. Rain had begun to streak the windows, through which Kilburn was giving way to the rather more gentrified environment of Maida Vale.


Did you get any more from the DCI? Holland asked.


Thorne shook his head. He knows as much as we do. We find out the rest when we get there.


You had much to do with SO7 before?


Like many officers, Holland had not yet got used to the fact that SO units had officially been renamed SCD units, now that they were part of what had become known as the Specialist Crime Directorate. Most people still used the old abbreviations, knowing full well that the brass would change the name again soon enough, next time they were short of something to do. SO7 was the Specialist Operations department whose component command units dealt with everything from contract killings to serious drug crime. Aside from the Kidnap Unit, these included the Flying Squad, the Hostage and Extortion Team, and the Projects Team, with whom Thorne had worked on the joint gangland operation that had ended so badly the previous year.


Not the Kidnap Unit, mercifully. Theyre high-flyers; they dont like to mingle with the likes of us. They like to stay a bit mysterious.


Well, I suppose there has to be an element of secrecy, bearing in mind what they do. They have to be a bit more discreet than the rest of us.


Thorne looked unconvinced. They think very highly of themselves. He leaned across and turned on the radio, tuned it in to Talk Sport.


So this guy Mullen knows Jesmond, does he?


Known him for years.


Same sort of age, then?


I think Mullens a few years older, Thorne said. They worked together on a unit south of the river somewhere. The DCI reckons Mullen was the one responsible for bringing Jesmond on. Pulled our Trevor up through the ranks.


Right


Remind me to punch the fucker, would you?


Holland smiled, but looked uncomfortable.


What?


Someones kidnapped his son Holland said.


On the final stretch of the Edgware Road, approaching Marble Arch, the traffic began to snarl up. Thorne grew increasingly frustrated, thinking that if the congestion fee had made a difference, it was only to peoples wallets. On the radio, they were talking about the game the Spurs were due to play the following evening. The studio expert said they were favorites to take three points off Fulham, after three consecutive wins.


Thats the kiss of bloody death, Thorne said.


Holland was clearly still thinking about what had been said a few minutes earlier. I think you just see these things differently, he said. Once youve got kids, you know?


Thorne grunted.


If something happens to somebody elses


You think I was being insensitive? Thorne asked. What I said.


Just a bit.


If I was really being insensitive, Id say it was divine retribution. He glanced across and raised an eyebrow. This time, the smile he received in return was genuine, but it still seemed to sit less easily on Hollands face than Thorne might once have expected.


Holland had never been quite as fresh-faced, as green and keen, as Thorne remembered; but when hed been drafted onto Thornes team six years before as a twenty-five-year-old DC, there had certainly been a little more enthusiasm. And there had been belief. Of course, he and his girlfriend had been through domestic upheavals since then: thered been the affair with a fellow officer whod later been murdered on duty; then the birth of his daughter, who would be two years old later in the year.


And thered been a good many bodies.


An ever-expanding gallery of those you only ever got to know once their lives had been taken from them. People whose darkest intimacies might be revealed to you, but whose voices you would never hear, whose thoughts you could never be privy to. An exhibition of the dead, running alongside another of the murderous living. And of those left behind; the pickers-up of lives.


Thorne and Holland, and others who came into contact with such things, were not defined by violence and grief. They did not walk and wake with it, but neither were they immune. It changed everything, eventually.


The belief became blunted


Hows everything at home, Dave?


For a second or two, Holland looked surprised, then pleased, before he closed up, just a little. Its good.


Chloe must be getting big.


Holland nodded, relaxing. Shes changing every five minutes. Discovering stuff, you know? Doing something different every time I get home. Shes really into music at the moment, singing along with whatevers on.


Nothing with twangy guitars, though.


I keep thinking Im missing it all. Doing this


Thorne guessed there was little point in asking about Hollands girlfriend. Sophie was not exactly Thornes greatest fan. He knew very well that his name was far more likely to be shouted than spoken in the small flat Holland and Sophie shared in the Elephant & Castle neighborhood; that he might well have caused a fair number of the arguments in the first place.


The BMW finally hit thirty again on Park Lane. From here, they would continue down to Victoria, then cut across to St. Jamess and the Yard.


Holland turned to Thorne as they slowed at Hyde Park Corner. Oh, by the way, Sophie told me to say hello, he said.


Thorne nodded, and nosed the car into the stream of traffic that was rushing around the roundabout.





This was not his favorite place.


It was here that hed spent a few hideous weeks the year before; perhaps the most miserable hed ever endured. Back then, when hed been taken off the team, and given what was euphemistically called gardening leave, Thorne had known very well that he wasnt being himself, that he hadnt been coping since the death of his father. But hearing it from the likes of Trevor Jesmond had been something else; being told he was dead wood and casually wafted away like a bad smell. It was the undercover job that had thankfully provided a means of escape, and the subsequent weeks spent sleeping on the streets had been infinitely preferable to those hed spent stewing in a windowless office at New Scotland Yard.


As they walked toward the entrance, Thorne scowled at a group of tourists taking photographs of each other in front of the famous revolving sign.


What did you do when you were here? Holland asked.


Thorne took out his ID card and showed it to one of the officers on duty at the door. I tried to work out how many bottles would constitute a fatal dose of correction fluid


Kidnapping and Specialist Investigations was one of a number of SO units based in Central 3000, a huge, open-plan office that took up half of the fifth floor. Each units area was color-coded, its territory marked out by a rectangular flag suspended from the low ceiling: the Tactical Firearms Unit was black; the Surveillance Unit was green; the Kidnap Unit was red. Elsewhere, other colors indicated the presence of the Technical Support and Intelligence units, either of which could make use of an enormous bank of TV monitors, each one able to tap into any CCTV camera in the metropolitan area or broadcast live pictures directly from any Met helicopter.


Thorne and Holland took it all in. And we were wondering why we couldnt afford a new kettle at our place, Holland said.


A short, dark-haired woman rose from a desk in the red area and introduced herself as DI Louise Porter. Holland ran the kettle line past her during the minute or two of small talk. He looked pleased that she seemed to find it funny. Thorne was impressed with the effort she put in to pretending.


Porter quickly ran through the setup of the team, one of three on the unit. It was a more or less standard structure. She was one of two DIs heading things up, with a dozen or so other officers, all reporting to a detective chief inspector. DCI Hignett told me to apologize for not being here to meet you himself, Porter said, but hell catch up with you later. And its three DIs now, of course. She nodded toward Thorne. Thanks for helping out.


No problem, Thorne said.


Not that you had any choice though, right?


None at all.


Sorry about that, but we can always do with the help. She glanced down. Are you OK?


Thorne stopped moving from foot to foot, realized that he was grimacing. Bad back, he said. Must have twisted something. The truth was that hed been suffering badly for some time, the pain down his left leg far worse after any period spent sitting in a car or, God forbid, at a desk. At first hed put it down to something musculara hangover from the nights spent sleeping outdoors, perhapsbut now he suspected that there was a more deep-seated problem. It would sort itself out, but in the meantime he was getting through a lot of painkillers.


Porter introduced Thorne and Holland to those members of the team who were around. Most of them seemed friendly enough. They all looked busy.


Obviously a lot of the boys are out and about, Porter said. Chasing up what we laughably call leads.



Holland leaned back against an empty desk. At least youve got some.


Just the one, really. A couple of witnesses saw Luke Mullen get into a car on the afternoon he disappeared.


Number plate? Thorne asked.


Bits of it. Blue or black. And it might be a Volkswagen Passat. This is from the other kids at the school, all just finished for the day, too busy talking about music or skateboards or whatever the hell they do.


Holland grinned. Not got any yourself, then?


Get into a car, Thorne said. So it didnt look like he was being forced?


He got into the car with a young woman. Attractive. I think the other boys were too busy eyeing her up to pay much attention to the car.


Maybe Luke had a new girlfriend, Holland suggested.


Thats what some of the boys think, certainly. Theyd seen him with her before.


So, isnt it possible? Thorne asked. Hes a sixteen-year-old boy. Maybe hes just taken off to a hotel somewhere with a glamorous older woman.


Its possible. Porter began to gather a few things from her desk, then grabbed a handbag from the back of a chair. But this was last Friday. Why hasnt he been in touch?


Hes probably got better things to do.


Porter cocked her head, acknowledging a theory that she had clearly dismissed. Who goes away for a dirty weekend with nothing but a school blazer and a sweaty gym bag? She let it sink in, then walked past Thorne and Holland toward the door, leaving them in little doubt that they were expected to follow.


Holland waited until she was out of earshot. Well, she doesnt seem to fancy herself too much


Outside, in the lobby, another member of the team stepped out of the elevator. Porter introduced the woman to Thorne and Holland before the three of them took her place. Porter exchanged a few quick words with her colleague, then punched a button and glanced round at Thorne as the doors closed. Shes one of two family liaison officers whove been at the house on rotation since we were brought in. Youll meet the other one when we get there.


Right.


Porters eyes shifted to the display of illuminated numbers above the doors. Thorne wondered if she was always this anxious; in this much of a hurry.


I want to get a good couple of hours with the Mullens today if I can. These first few conversations with the family are the important ones, obviously.


It took a second or two to sink in. First few? Thorne said.


Porter turned to look at him.


Im not clear about


We only got brought into this yesterday afternoon, she said. The kidnapping wasnt reported straight away.


Thorne caught a look from Holland, who was obviously every bit as confused as he was. Was there some kind of threat? he asked. Was the family told not to involve the police?


Whoever took Luke has made no contact with the family whatsoever.


The elevator reached the ground floor and the doors opened, but Thorne made no move to go anywhere.


At the moment, your guess is as good as mine, Porter said.


And what would that be?


Whats the point in guessing? The simple fact is that Luke Mullen was kidnapped on Friday afternoon but for reasons best known to themselves, his parents decided to wait a couple of days before telling anybody.














Conrad





Say youre a dwarf, OK?


It doesnt mean that you only like other dwarves, does it? That you cant be excited about doing it with someone you might have to stand on a chair to make out with. Actually, its normal to want to be with someone different, isnt it? Just to see what it would be like.


He knew damn well that he was meant to be with a woman who worked as a cashier in Asda and wore fake Burberry and knockoff perfume, so when Amanda had come sniffing round hed been in there like a rat up a drainpipe. Why wouldnt he? Hed always fantasized about a bit of posh, and even though he knew deep down she was only slumming it, everything had seemed to be working out very nicely.


Recently, though, hed started to feel like something was missing, and it wasnt just the sex falling off a bit, which it always did anyway a few months in. It was more than that. Hed started to feel like everything was a bit unreal. She could call herself Mandy all she liked, and dress down, but she would always be an Amanda and he would never really be in her league when it came to breeding or brains. Not that he was stupid; far from it. He knew what was what, pretty much. But when it came to doing stuff, to making a living and all the rest of it, he tended to go where other people took him. That was fine, though, because he knew his limitations. Which made him clever enough, he reckoned.


Now, though, hed started to think about other women. Nobody specific; just other types of woman. His types. Hed started to drift off, even in the middle of bloody important stuff like what to do with the kid and what have you, and imagine himself with women who had dirty bra straps and read crappy magazines. He thought about women who made a bit more noise in bed and treated him properly and didnt tell him where to put his fingers. It made him feel guilty at first, but lately hed been telling himself that she probably felt exactly the same way. She probably dreamed about posh men called Giles or Nigel when they were doing it and maybe his accent was starting to put her teeth on edge as much as hers was doing to his


Maybe it was all down to this business with the kid. It had seemed like easy money at the time and it hadnt taken long to agree to it, but, Christ, it was a damn sight more stressful than knocking over some old codger or talking your way into their apartment. Both of them were acting a bit funny, and maybe, when this was all over and they had some real cash to play with, hed start to feel more like himself again. Maybe they could get away somewhere.


What was he thinking? It would make damn good sense to get away somewhere. And maybe then hed stop thinking about those other girls


When Amanda came into the room five minutes later, he thought for one horrible minute that she could see what hed been thinking. That it was as obvious as the semi in his lap that hed swiftly covered up with a newspaper. But everything was cool. She asked him if he was OK and kissed him on the top of his head when he asked her the same thing. She walked over and helped herself to one of his cigarettes, then had a quick look to see if there was anything decent on the TV.


Then she sat on the edge of the bed and began to talk about what they were going to do with the boy.










Two





Hes not exactly a baby, is he? Holland leaned forward, dropped a hand onto each of the front headrests. They were probably just waiting for him to come waltzing back home again.


Thats more or less how they explained it.


He might have done this sort of thing before.


No, I dont think so, Porter said. She took the unmarked Saab Turbo past a silver SUV, glared hard at the driver, who was talking animatedly into her cell phone. But like I said, we havent spoken to the parents that much yet. Hopefully well find out a bit more over the next couple of hours.


Presuming we get there in one piece. Thorne was sitting a little stiffly in the passenger seat, unnerved to discover that Porter was just as impatient behind the wheel as she had been back in the office. Her frequent glances into the rearview mirror had more to do with the purpose of their journey than it did with road safety.


Obviously, any kind of threat and we wouldnt be interviewing the family at home. Wed stay well clear; find some way of talking to them on neutral territory.


That cant always be easy, Holland said.


It isnt, but if you have to visit the home address, there are ways and means. You just need to be a bit inventive.



What, like disguises and stuff?


Thorne turned, and pulled a face at Holland. Disguises? How old are you, six?


Right, Porter said. Weve got a big dress-up box back at the office. Meter men and postmens uniforms. She took a long look at the rearview. Theres no reason to believe that visiting the Mullens at home places Luke in any kind of extra danger, but there are procedures you follow whatever the circumstances. You make sure the lid stays on. You make sure theres no uniformed involvement. Another check in the mirror. And you keep your eyes open.


The crash course in kidnap investigation techniques had lasted from the car park at the Yard as far as Arkleya leafy Hertfordshire suburb a dozen or so miles north of the center of London. It had become clear that the units protocols were infinitely flexible and that everything happened much faster than elsewhere. Though kidnapping was little different from murderin that the unit would never have any such thing as a typical caseThorne was surprised at the enormous range of crimes that fell within its purview. Though the majority of kidnaps were subject to a press blackout and so never became public knowledge, there could be no doubt that it was a growth industry.


And a relatively safe one for the kidnappers, Porter said. She told them that over half of all her cases involved hardcore foreign drug gangs, distributors, and smugglers; that fewer than one in five ever resulted in a conviction. Most of the victims never testify, the ungrateful fuckers. We rescued an old guy last year whod been tied up in a loft and tortured for a couple of weeks. They cut both the poor bastards ears off and he still wouldnt give evidence in case others in the gang came after him.


You can understand him being scared, Holland said. He wouldnt hear them coming.


Thorne sighed, shifted in his seat. Sounds like youre all getting plenty of overtime, he said.


Porter grunted her agreement. Heavy-duty dealers are getting lifted every other week. Russians, Albanians, whatever. Its a quick way of scoring cash or merchandisescaring a rival. Were not short of jobs, but maybe the wheels dont turn quite so quickly when it comes to some of our less than law-abiding kidnap victims.


Thorne knew very well what she meant. Hed worked on a case the year before; the case during which his father had died. The squad, and Thorne in particular, had found themselves caught in the middle of a vicious gang war. He explained to Porter that one side had been involved in a people-smuggling racket; that though a fair number of gang members had died, few could bring themselves to care a great deal, or argue that the city wasnt a better place without them.


That stuffs down to us, too, Porter said. If people are brought here and then used as slave labor, theyve basically become hostages. Theyre held against their will and usually theres an implied threat to their families back at home. She slowed the car to a stop a hundred yards from a driveway. Its also the main reason why people are lining up to work on the unit, she continued. So far this year Ive been to China, Turkey, the Ukraine. Its all business class, and we get the air miles.


Holland sucked his teeth. I went to Aberdeen to interview a rapist once


Porter took a good look at a Jag that drove past, waited a minute or two after it had disappeared around a corner, before moving the Saab slowly forward and turning it into the driveway.


This kind of case isnt common, though, is it? Thorne asked. Snatching civilians?


She shook her head. You can get the family of a bank employee being held until the safes opened, but even thats pretty rare. You might get one like this in Spain and Italy every so often, but its pretty rare here. Thank God.


So why no ransom with Luke Mullen?


Ive no idea.


I still dont see why it has to be a kidnap.


It doesnt. There are other possibilities.


Like Luke going off voluntarily with the woman in the blue car?



Or just running away, Porter said. But parents never like to admit that their precious kid might do that.


Holland released his seatbelt. Like no parent ever thinks their kids are stupid, or ugly.


Youve got kids?


Ive got a little girl. Holland grinned. Shes gorgeous and very bright.


Maybe this isnt about money at all, Thorne said. Porter appeared to think about it as she killed the engine. Its certainlyunusual.


Who knowsThorne opened the door and swung his legs out, let out a groan of pain as he lifted himself uprightif there had been a ransom demand, maybe the parents might have got on the phone a bit quicker.


Holland got out and walked toward him, looking up at the detached, mock-Tudor house where Tony Mullen and his wife lived. Its a big place, he said.


Porter locked the car and the three of them began moving together toward the front door. Its probably feeling that little bit bigger just at the moment, she said.





When he opened the door, Thorne had seen the relief flood into Tony Mullens face, but it had been purely temporary. Already, sitting across from Thorne in an uncomfortable-looking armchair, a damp pallor of desperation was smearing itself back across his features; the look of a man bracing himself.


Hed been at the front door before they were, staring out at the three of them as if he were urgently trying to read something in how they walked; to work out what they had come to tell him by the way they approached the house. Porter had shaken her head. A small movement, but it had been enough.


Mullen let out a long breath and closed his eyes for a second or two. There was something approaching a smile when he opened them again, when he moved the hand that had been flat and white against the door frame and held it out, palm skyward, toward them.



Your guts just go into your boots, he said. Whenever the phone goes or the doorbell rings, especially if its you lot. Its like feeling the punch coming. You know?


The introductions were made there on the doorstep.


Trevor Jesmond said hed sort out a few extra pairs of hands, Mullen said. He touched Thornes arm. Make sure you say thanks to him, will you?


Thorne wondered if Jesmond had told Mullen what he really thought about the man those extra hands belonged to. If he had, Thorne guessed it was probably a less than honest assessment. If the request for help had come directly from Mullen himself, Jesmond would hardly want his old friend thinking he was palming him off with damaged goods. Thorne decided it was a subject best left alone; that he should keep things light for as long as it was appropriate.


He looked at Mullen. The man had less gray in his hair than Thorne himself did, and, though the circumstances had clearly taken their toll, the rest of him looked in pretty good shape, too. Well, either youre a lot older than you look or you retired early, he said.


Mullen seemed taken aback for a second, but his tone was friendly enough as he led the three of them into a gloomy hallway. Cant you be both?


Its certainly what Im aiming for, Porter said, hanging up her coat.


Youre right, though. I did bow out early, Mullen said. He looked Thorne up and down. What are you? Forty-seven, forty-eight?


Thorne tried not to react. Im forty-five in a few months.


Right, well, Ill be fifty this year, and I know Id look a lot older than that if Id stayed in the job. You know what its like. I was starting to forget what Maggie and the kids looked like.


Thorne nodded. There hadnt been anyone to forget for a fair few years, but he understood what Mullen meant well enough.


Id managed to squirrel a bit away, and it seemed as good a time as any. I needed to make a move and Maggie was pretty keen for me to get out. She even got used to having me under her feet after a while.



On cue, Maggie Mullen came down the stairs, with every one of the fifty-odd years Thorne guessed were behind her, showing on her face. The lines had become cracks. The freshly applied makeup had done precious little for eyes that were puffy and red-rimmed. I was catching up on some sleep, she said.


It was Holland who prevented the pause becoming a silence. He nodded toward Mullen, picking up the thread of the previous exchange. Its what politicians always say, isnt it?


Mullen looked at him. Sorry?


Whenever they leave the job, for whatever reason, they say they want to spend more time with their family.


They stood around a little awkwardly, almost as though they were not the parents of a kidnapped child and those entrusted with finding him; as though they were waiting politely for someone to announce that dinner was served.


Now, in the living room, something of that odd formality lingered, not helped by the seating arrangements. It was a large room and the sofas and chairs had been positioned around a rectangular, Chinese-style rug. Thorne and Porter sat on a cream leather sofa with Mullen and his wife fifteen or more feet away on uncomfortable-looking armchairs, which were themselves a fair distance from each other. There was music playing somewhere upstairs, and noise too from the kitchen, where Holland and DC Kenny Parsonsthe on-duty family liaison officerhad gone to make coffee.


Thorne looked out of the French windows at the garden. It was enormous compared with the postage-stamp-sized plots that graced most London properties. He turned back to Mrs. Mullen. I can see why you moved here. I wouldnt want to mow it, mind you.


It was Tony Mullen that responded. This place was a compromise, really. I was all for getting out into the country, but Maggie didnt really want to leave London. It feels like youre in the country here, but youve got High Barnet tube a few minutes away, or youre twenty minutes from Kings Cross on the mainline.


Thorne made the right noises, thinking: This is a world away from Kings Cross.



And the schools, Maggie Mullen said. We moved because of the schools.


Then, with that one meaningful word, the terrible reason for them all being there was finally in the room with them, and the small talk was well and truly done with.


Tony Mullen slapped his palms against his legs, the noise causing his wife to start slightly. We know its not bad news, thank God, but I presume that there isnt any good news, either.


Porter edged forward on the sofa. Were doing everything we can, but


Dont. Mullen raised a hand. Im really not interested in the pat speeches. I know the game, remember. So lets not waste anyones time, all right, Louise?


Thorne could see that Porter was more than a little irked at the familiarity, but he thought she was probably not the type to react. Not the first time, anyway. Instead, she let her eyes drift across to Mullens wife and spoke softly to her. It wasnt a speech.


Im the new boy, Thorne said, so youll have to forgive me if we go over some old ground, but I was wondering about the delay.


Mullen stared right back at him. It was a grudging invitation for Thorne to elaborate.


Luke went missing on Friday after school, but the first call to the police was made at a little after nine yesterday morning. Why the wait?


Weve already explained all this, Mullen said. The edge to his voice revealed traces of a Midlands accent. Thorne remembered Porter telling him that Mullen was originally from Wolverhampton. We just thought Luke was out and about somewhere.


Only on Friday evening, surely?


He could have gone to a club, then stayed over at a friends or something. There was usually a certain amount of leeway on a Friday night.


It was me. Maggie Mullen cleared her throat. I was the one who thought there was nothing to worry about. I was the one who persuaded Tony that we should just wait for Luke to come home.


Why didnt you say this yesterday? Porter asked.


Is it really important? she said.


Im sure it isnt, but


We waited. Thats all that matters. We waited when we shouldnt have and Ill have to live with that.


There was an argument, Mullen said.


Thornes eyes stayed on Maggie Mullen. He watched her drop her head and stare at her feet.


Mullen sat up straight in his chair and continued. Luke and I had a stupid argument that morning. There was a lot of shouting and swearing, the usual kind of stuff.


What did you argue about? Thorne asked.


School, Mullen said. I think maybe we were putting him under a bit of pressure. I was putting him under pressure.


Luke and his dad usually get on so well. Maggie Mullen looked at Porter, spoke as though her husband were no longer in the room. Really well. Its not normal for them to argue like that.


Porter smiled. The fights I used to have with my mum and dad


Sometimes I think Lukes closer to his dad than he is to me, you know?


Dont be silly, Mullen said.


I get jealous sometimes, if Im honest.


Come on, love


Maggie Mullen was staring straight ahead.


Thorne followed her gaze to the elaborate fireplace; to the flame-effect gas fire and the half-life-sized ceramic cheetah sitting to one side of it. Was this fight really that serious? he asked. Serious enough for Luke to leave without a word?


No way. Mullen was categorical. Said it again to ensure that Thorne and Porter got the message.


Mrs. Mullen?



The drum and bass coming through the ceiling seemed louder for a few seconds. Still staring toward the fireplace, Maggie Mullen shook her head.


Whether its got anything to do with this argument or not, Lukes disappearance may still have a simple explanation. Porter waited until all faces were turned to her before carrying on. Weve at least got to accept that possibility.


Maggie Mullen stood up and smoothed down the back of her skirt. Im happy to accept it, love. Im praying for it. She walked across to the fireplace, reached for a packet of cigarettes on the mantelpiece.


Obviously, weve checked out all his friends, Porter said. But in the absence of any sort of communication from anyone who might be holding Luke, there has to be a possibility that hes gone away with someone.


You mean this woman? Mullen said.


Hed been spotted with this woman on other occasions. Thorne stood up too and walked behind the sofa, the relief from the pain in his leg almost instantaneous. If Lukes seeing an older woman, he might have thought better about telling you.


The boys mother was clearly not convinced. I cant see it. She fumbled for a cigarette. I cant imagine Luke with a girl his own age, let alone someone older. He isnt confident with girls. Hes a bit awkward.


Come on, Maggie, Mullen said. He could have been into all sorts of things. I dont mean drugs or anything like that, but kids have secrets, dont they?


Your husbands got a point, Thorne said. How well does any parent know an adolescent?


Maggie Mullen lit her cigarette, took in the first lungful like it was oxygen. Ive been asking myself that quite a lot, she said. Ever since I started to wonder if I was ever going to see my son again.





In the kitchen, DC Kenny Parsons opened another cupboard and peered inside. Maybe we should just leave it.
 

Holland was sitting at the table, idly turning the pages of a Daily Express. Dont be nervous. As family liaison officer, you definitely get cookie privileges.


Result. Here you go. Parsons produced an unopened packet and placed it on a tray next to the mugs. Coffee had already been spooned into each. The kettle had boiled minutes ago, but been ignored.


So how dyou reckon things are between them? Holland asked, nodding toward the living room. Normally, I mean.


Parsons flicked the kettle on again and carried the tray to the table. He was in his mid-thirties, Holland guessed, a dark-skinned black man with hair cut almost to the scalp, and the trick of looking untidy in a perfectly presentable suit. You know they split up for a while a few years back?


Holland nodded; Porter had told them as much. The team were looking at the family, of course, but not as closely as they might have, had Luke been a bit younger; or if it had been more obviously an abduction rather than a kidnap. The family were certainly not under any suspicion, not this early on at any rate, but a few discreet inquiries had been made all the same.


She was the one that walked out, right? Holland asked.


Yeah, but she wasnt gone for very long.


Old man cheating on his wife, dyou reckon?


Usually the way, isnt it?


So what about now?


Parsons considered it. Things are pretty good, I think.


Holland had discovered quickly that his new colleague was not short of opinions. He had plenty to say about those on his own team, and was far more relaxed when it came to talking about the Mullen family than he was about helping himself to their cookies.


Holland was happy enough to get another perspective on the case.


Bear in mind that even splitting the shifts, were not here twenty-four hours a day, Parsons said. Mullen was fairly adamant early on that he didnt want anyone stopping overnight. Based on what I have seen, though, I reckon he rules the roost, give or take. Hes used to people doing what he tells them to do, for obvious reasons.



And do they do what he tells them? The wife doesnt come across as any sort of doormat.


Oh no, shes not. Definitely.


She seems nice enough, Holland said. I mean, shes obviously a bit shell-shocked just now


Shes tougher than she looks, if you ask me. Parsons moved the mugs around on the tray, lining them up, making room for milk and sugar. Ex-teacher, right? He held up his hands, as if the point were self-evident.


Right.


So I reckon she can give as good as she gets. I bet there are times she tells him exactly what to do. He waited in vain for a reaction to the vaguely lewd suggestion before continuing. I think the familys learned how to look like they do what the old man tells them, know what I mean? Theyre good at making him feel like hes in charge. Probably no different to when he was on the job, right?


Notwithstanding Parsonss obvious taste for gossip and speculation, Holland could see the sense in what he was saying. His own father had been a police officer. In the few short years between retirement and an early death, his relationship with Hollands mother had fallen into exactly the pattern that Parsons was talking about.


What about the kid?


You seen his room?


Not yet.


Its a lot different to my sons, I can tell you that. I dont think were talking about your average sixteen-year-old.


The average sixteen-year-old doesnt get kidnapped, Holland said.


Its all a touch too neat and tidy. Parsons made a face, as if the very notion were somehow distasteful. And I wouldnt put a lot of money on finding any girlie-mags under the bed. He stopped as he saw Hollands expression change, and turned to see the girl standing in the doorway. Juliet


Holland had no way of knowing how long Juliet Mullen had been standing outside the door, how much of their conversation shed over-heard. He couldnt tell if her manner and the tone of her voice were because she was angry with them or upset about what had happened to her brother, or simply down to the fact that she was an average fourteen-year-old.


The girl half turned to go, then nodded toward the tray and spoke casually, as if she were insulting them in code: Ill have tea. Milk and two.





What time does your mail come? Thorne asked.


Excuse me?


What time in the morning? Mines all over the damn place. Its any time before lunchtime, really, and stuff gets lost all the time.


If Tony Mullen knew where Thorne was going, he showed no sign of it. Between eight and nine, usually. I dont see


Your wife said that she stopped you from phoning the police straight away.


She didnt stop me


That she didnt think there was anything to worry about.


I wouldnt have called immediately anyway. There was no reason to.


Thorne strolled around the sofa, walked to the opposite side of the fireplace to where Maggie Mullen was crushing her cigarette butt into an ashtray. Sorry, I may have got the wrong end of the stick, but your wife certainly implied that you were worried; or at least concerned. Thats why I was asking about what time your mail arrived. Thorne caught Porters eye; saw that she understood. I think you were expecting a ransom demand. I think you presumed that someone had snatched Luke and that youd hear from them yesterday morning. I think you were probably waiting to find out exactly what they wanted and that you were planning to handle it yourself. When you didnt get anything in the mail, thats when you really started to worry, when you started to wonder what might have happened. Thats when you called us.


Maggie Mullen walked across the room and sat down on the arm of her husbands chair. Her hand moved very briefly to his, then back into her lap. Tony tends to look on the blacker side of things a lot of the time.


The Job does that to most of us, Porter said.


Look, its understandable. Thorne was still trying to connect with Tony Mullen. Im sure I would have thought the same thing.


I knew hed been kidnapped before I went to bed on Friday night, Mullen said. He looked up at Thorne, something like relief on his face. I was brushing my teeth and Maggie was feeding the dog downstairs, and I knew someone had taken him. Was holding him. Luke wasnt the type to just go off, certainly not without letting us know where he was.


Like I said, its understandable. In light of your career, youve got every reason to believe there might be people who would want to hurt you. Or hurt those close to you.


Mullen said something, but Thorne couldnt make it out. Well need a list, Thorne said, finally. Anyone who might bear a grudge. Anyone who made threats.


Mullen nodded. Ive been trying to work on one over the weekend. His tone and the look he gave his wife were guilty, confessional, as though the fact that hed been thinking about such things at all meant hed been assuming the worst. But I dont think itll be much help. Either my memorys going or I didnt make as many enemies as I thought.


Well, that makes our job easier, Porter said.


Right. Good. Thorne was trying to sound equally positive, but he must have looked every bit as dubious as he felt.


Mullens expression hardened. Would you remember every one?


Thorne tried to stay composed and encouraging, tried to put the edge in Mullens voice down to stress, to blame the aggression on guilt and panic. Probably not.


How many people have you seriously pissed off, Detective Inspector Thorne? You neednt include the ones you were supposed to be working with.


Thorne thought then that perhaps Jesmond had been a little more candid in his description of him after all. Or perhaps Tony Mullen was just a good judge of character. He said nothing; just considered what Mullen had told him about putting a list together. Thorne himself would have much less trouble, and doubted that he was unique. When it came to those who might have posed a serious threat to him, or to anyone he cared about, Thorne had no problem recalling every last one of them.


Holland and Parsons appeared in the doorway at the same moment that the phone rang. Everyone, Thorne included, jumped slightly, and Maggie Mullen was first to her feet.


Its important to try and stay calm


Love


If she heard what either Porter or her husband said, Maggie Mullen chose to ignore it. Her eyes were fixed only on the phone as she crossed to where it sat on a low table near the window.


A trace had, of course, been set up on the Mullens home number as soon as the Kidnap Unit had been scrambled, with all incoming calls monitored by Technical Support back at the Yard. If, as was most likely, the all-important call were to come from an unregistered cell phone, the Telephone Unit would immediately begin working on cell-site location, moving from place to place where required, in a vehicle equipped with the necessary state-of-the-art gadgetry.


When she reached the phone, Mrs. Mullen held out a hand; she turned and looked first at her husband, then across at Porter and Thorne.


Porter nodded.


Mrs. Mullen took a deep breath and picked up the phone. She spoke the number quickly, waited, then shook her head. Her eyes closed and she turned away, muttering into the mouthpiece, fingers dragging through her long brown hair for the few seconds before she hung up.


Mags?


She walked slowly toward her husbands chair, her voice splintering as she spoke, and Thorne could see relief and disappointment, inseparable, fighting it out in the fall of her face, and of her shoulders. He saw how well-matched, how brutal, the two feelings could be.


Hannah. One of Juliets friends.


Its OK, love. Mullen was on his feet, moving to meet her.


Obviously we told everyone we could not to call, she said. We wanted to make sure the line stayed clear, you know, in case Luke got in touch. In case anyone who had him tried to contact us. We tried to think of everyone, but there are a few people we must have forgotten


Then Mullens arms were around her and pulling her close. Her own hung at her sides, as though she suddenly lacked the strength to lift them. Her head bowed as she sobbed hard into his neck.


Thorne beckoned Holland and Parsons into the room with the coffee tray, then glanced at Porter, who raised her eyes from the floor to meet his. He was heartened to see that she found watching the embrace just as difficult as he did.










Amanda





Everything changed the first time Conrad put a gun to her head in that gas station in Tooting.


The setup had certainly looked real, and shed made a convincing enough hostage, so he hadnt needed to go such a long way over the top: to pull her hair quite so much, to press the barrel of the toy gun so hard into the side of her head. Later that night, after theyd counted the money and got completely wrecked, shed read him the Riot Act. Yes, obviously they had to be convincing, but they werent fucking method actors! He hadnt known exactly what she meant, of course, so shed explained it to him in simpler terms until he did. He was terribly sorry and upset, and only too happy to listen when she told him how they could do things better the next time.


That was when shed fully understood that she was the one in charge.


All shed wanted in the beginning was someone to get heavy with a dealer she owed money to. Conrad had managed that easily enough, then theyd just carried on seeing each other. It helped that he was OK looking, that he knew his way around and that he seemed to like looking after her. Hed racked his brains for ways to come up with cash, to pay for what she needed. She was touched and relieved, happy to have found the first man who would really take care of her since her father. The fake robbery idea had been Conrads, as it happened, but everything since had come from her.


To get your own way, of course, it helped if you knew what the other person was thinking. If you could predict which way they were liable to jump. Conrad had never been particularly good at pretending he was feeling one thing when what was really in his heart and head was written all over his face. She liked that about him. Shed always been wary of men who were better liars than she was.


Her daddy hadnt been a good liar, either. Didnt have it in him. Of course, he may have had some sordid secret life that hed kept hidden from Amanda and her mother. He may have visited male prostitutes, or kept a string of mistressesand, with the marriage he had, who could have blamed him?but she preferred to imagine him as she remembered him: perfect, right until the day he left. As handsome as hed been the moment before he went through the windscreen of his Mercedes.


Conrad hadnt gone for the kidnap idea straight away. Hed needed a little convincing. Shed told him that it would be easy money; that, more important, it would be far bigger money than they could get from any liquor store or gas station. She promised him that afterward they could make a fresh start somewhere, that she could afford to get some proper help and maybe get herself cleaned up. That had convinced him; those promises, and the ones shed made in the dark with her skinny little body.


And now there was the boy. Their overgrown baby hostage.


Hed responded to promises, same as any other man: that he wouldnt be hurt if he behaved himself; that he would be home soon; that everything was going to be all right.


She looked across to where he lay sleeping, his head on the hands that shed tied at the wrists with crpe bandage. She wondered if she should give him another dose to keep him asleep, or let him wake up and see if hed learned his lesson. The knife seemed to have calmed him down a bit, scared him into being a good lad. Like most guys shed ever known, if promises werent enough, threats would usually do the trick.


He was a good-looking boy, she decided. His personality wasnt easy to read, given the circumstances, but he seemed nice enough. She thought he would probably break a heart or two, if he ever got the chance.
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