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Chapter One


Luke Stannard was driving home when his phone rang. It was an alert from his home security system. He grabbed the phone. Checked the screen. One of his home security cameras had gone off-line. 

He pulled his car over onto a grass verge. A little too abruptly for the driver in the car behind, who sounded his horn and gestured at Luke as he drove past. Luke didn’t care. He was too busy consulting his security app. Another camera had just dropped out. 

He checked the two remaining cameras. Both were functioning normally. Nothing unusual on either. No one was lurking. The view of the back garden was as it should be. It was just the front and side cameras that had gone. 

Should he call the police? He’d never had a camera drop out before. Was it a battery problem? Wiring?

The two remaining cameras went blank. Shit! Was this a burglary in progress or a technical problem? He had no idea. The security manual was at home. He looked for a help screen on the app, his fingers growing in size the more he panicked, hitting the wrong keys…

The drone! He’d use the drone. This is what he’d bought it for. A back up to the security system. Burglars might have all kinds of expertise when it came to disabling security systems, but they wouldn’t expect a hidden drone at the bottom of the garden. It was one hundred metres from the house — well out of range of most jammers.

And well-hidden behind a low hedge. He’d be able to circle the house from a safe distance and watch the footage on his phone. He’d soon know whether to call the police or not.

He called up the drone app, switching on the drone, making it rise up slowly just clear of the hedge. He couldn’t see anyone at the house. He took the drone up higher, swinging it round to the left behind the large silver birch, using the tree as cover, sliding out now and then to look at the house then ducking back behind the branches. Nothing. The house, the garden, no unusual activity.

He sent the drone circling round to the left, over his neighbours’ properties, flitting low over the trees, the roofs. He wanted a look at the front of the house from a safe distance. The drone was one of the quietest on the market, but it was by no means silent. If someone were within one hundred metres, they’d hear it. Hopefully they’d think it was a neighbour’s electric lawnmower or hedge-trimmer.

He reached the road, dipping down then soaring up over the hedge into the field opposite his house, and then down again, flying low to the ground until he judged he was at least one hundred metres clear of the road. Then up again, swinging the drone round to look back at his house. 

There was a large white van parked in his drive.

He swallowed hard. He didn’t know anyone with a large white van. He wasn’t having any work done. And they’d parked on the drive, close to the house, not on the road outside.

He called the police. 

“There’s a burglary in progress. Oakford House, Wilton Fitzpaine,” he said.

“Are you inside the property at the moment, sir?” asked the call handler.

“No, I’m fifteen miles away in my car. I received an alert from our home security system.”

“Is anyone inside the house?”

“No. My wife’s at work. We have no children.”

“Thank you, sir. We have no available units at the moment, but we will send a unit as soon as one becomes available.”

“How long will that be?”

“It could be a while, sir. I’ll give you a police crime number for your insurance company.”

They weren’t going to send anyone out. He heard it on the news all the time. Burglary was a low priority crime. Some police forces didn’t even bother to investigate them.

“Look,” he said. “I have a drone in the air at the moment outside the property. I’m looking at the burglar’s van. I can get you the make, model and number plate. I might even be able to get you pictures of the burglars.”

“That would be very helpful, sir.”

He switched back to the drone app, sending the drone flying towards his house. Still no visible activity. No one looking out the windows, no one carrying anything to the van. 

And no one in the van. He checked. There might be someone in the back — there were no windows — but the front two seats were unoccupied.

He circled the van. It was a Vauxhall Vivaro. He told the call handler, gave her the number plate.

“There’s no logo,” he said. “It’s a plain white van.”

“Are you sure you don’t recognise it?” asked the call handler. 

“Positive. Look, it’s parked in my drive. There’s no one home, and all my security cameras have suddenly crashed.”

He turned the drone round to check the house — still no activity — then brought the drone hurtling back across the road. He’d find a tree a short distance away where he could observe both the van and the front of the house without drawing attention.

“Are you still there?” asked the call handler.

“Yes, have you run the plates?” He’d watched enough crime series to know the jargon.

“That’s being done, sir. I’ve passed all the information along and we’ll get a car out to your home as soon as possible.”

“How soon?”

“As soon as we can. We are very stretched, but the information you have given us should bump your case up our list.”

Luke was far from convinced. It could be hours before the police turned up. It wasn’t the call handler’s fault. It wasn’t the police’s fault. Not entirely. They just didn’t have enough people.

He terminated the call. He was thirty minutes from home. The burglars could easily spend thirty minutes in the house if they were stripping it. And from the size of the van, that’s what it looked like they were doing. If he set off now he could be there before they left. He could call the police and tell them he was on the premises about to tackle the burglars. They’d have to send a car out then. Lives would be at stake. Not that he actually intended to confront any burglar, but the police wouldn’t know that.

He drove — fast — keeping to the speed limit as little as he could. Maybe that was the way to get the police out to his home — get caught speeding and lead the pursuing police car back to his house.

Minutes passed. Every few seconds he’d glance at his phone on the dashboard showing the camera feed from the drone. Should he be thinking about preserving the drone’s battery? It could only have about fifteen minutes left, less if he flew it hard. Maybe he should land the drone and switch it off for a couple of minutes?

But he couldn’t risk missing the burglars leave. He wanted pictures of their faces. It wasn’t just a desire to catch the bastards. He needed them caught before they could sell off or trash their belongings. Insurance money only replaced objects. It couldn’t replace photo albums, or memories, or favourite pieces. Maybe he was overly romantic, but he’d kept so many mementoes of his childhood. He couldn’t bear to lose them.

He caught a glimpse of movement on the drone feed and hit the brakes hard. Luckily, there was little traffic. He pulled off the road and grabbed the phone. A group of people were hurrying along the side of the house towards the van. The image was small so he hit the zoom. Much better. He could see there were five of them. All masked. No, not all of them. The one in the middle was gagged and blindfolded, her hands bound. Carrie? It couldn’t be! She was at work. She wouldn’t be home. But who else could it be? The picture wasn’t brilliant. The drone was too far away, but it looked like her. The clothes, the hair, the build. He couldn’t see her face, but it had to be her. Had she surprised the gang? Walked downstairs to find the house being stripped?

But … where were the bags? The burglars were leaving the house empty-handed. Except for Carrie. Had she been the target all along? Had this never been a burglary, but an abduction?

He phoned the police again. This time they had to act.




Chapter Two


He told them everything, pausing now and then to move the drone. Carrie had been bundled into the back of the van by two of the gang while the other two had climbed into the front.

The van had raced off, turning left at the gate. Luke had waited, keeping the drone stationary until the van had passed by, then sending it high — two, three hundred feet into the air — to maximise its view of the road. 

“They’ve left the premises and are heading south towards Church Lane,” he’d told the call handler.

At least this time there was no question of being put in a queue. Wessex Police even had a kidnapping task force — so the call handler had said. She was putting him through.

The van made its way through the village. Luke kept the drone high above it. It had to be the nearest thing to a blind spot he could find. The van had no sunroof. The only way the driver or front-seat passenger could see the drone was if they leaned out of a window and looked up. And they wouldn’t do that unless they heard the drone. 

Luke took the drone up to 400 feet — the maximum altitude allowed. Surely that would be enough to deaden any sound?

“Hello?” said Luke. He hadn’t heard a word from the police since the call handler had transferred his call. “Anyone there?” 

Silence. Not even a piece of crappy music.

The van suddenly turned off the road onto a forest track. What the hell was this? Those forest tracks didn’t go anywhere. They were access roads used by forestry workers. No one lived there. Why would they be taking Carrie there?

The van moved deeper into the forest. A sea of tall conifers. Luke kept the drone above the van as best as he could, the roof of the van occasionally disappearing beneath the spreading canopy of trees.

Luke could feel his heart thudding in his chest. He couldn’t think of one good reason for driving Carrie into a deserted forest. He could think of several really bad ones. They’d hardly driven two miles. No one would hold a hostage that close to their home.

“Hello? Police? Is anyone there?”

Total silence. No one had hung up. His phone showed the call as still active. He terminated the call. Tried again. Different call handler. Told them everything, emphasising the fact that four masked men had just driven into a deserted forest with his gagged and bound wife!

“I’ll put you through to the Kidnapping Task Force,” the call handler said.

“No! I want a car — several cars — sent to Newlands Forest, just outside Wilton Fitzpaine. Now!”

“I know this is difficult, sir, but the task force was set up to deal with situations like this. They have the expertise and the manpower. The nearest unit I have to Wilton Fitzpaine is twenty minutes away.”

“Send it. Please! As a back-up. Then you can put me through to the task force, but, please, I’m begging you, stay on the line. I don’t want the call to disappear again.”

“I’m sending the unit now, sir. Putting you through to the task force.”

He breathed a long sigh of relief. Then noticed that the van had stopped.

~

He watched the van, feeling powerless, desperately trying to think of what to do next. He needed to get closer, but … he was terrified of what he’d see. 

Maybe he could spook them? Dive down through the canopy and show them they were being recorded. They might panic, release Carrie, and drive off.

Or they might kill her.

He hit the car’s steering wheel in frustration. He couldn’t stand by and do nothing. He had to act, but … why hadn’t he heard from the task force?

“Hello?” he said. “Anyone there?”

“There’s a problem with the task force connection,” said the call handler. “I’m trying the back-up number now.”

He closed his eyes and sighed. He was on his own.

And going in.

He sent the drone back along the forest track a hundred yards, then plunged it down between the gap in the trees. He’d come at the van from the back. It was less likely to be seen. But it would be heard.

He wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or a bad thing.

He stopped the drone dead. The van was up ahead, eighty metres away where the ordered lines of the conifer plantation gave way to ancient deciduous forest. There was no sign of Carrie or the men. And the light was poor. The dense canopy of the trees had reduced the light level to a winter twilight.

Luke edged the drone closer to the van. The drone would be quieter, the sound less noticeable, if he kept the speed slow and constant — a brisk walking pace, no more. 

Still no sign of anyone. They might have left on foot or … they might all be in the back of the van.

He nudged the drone a little faster, his eyes fixed on the screen, waiting to react. Anyone near the van would hear the drone now. Soon they’d see it too.

Movement off to the right caught his eye. Two men, their backs to the camera, were pulling tree branches and clippings off of a grey van parked in a small clearing in the deciduous forest. One of the men stopped and began to turn round. Luke didn’t hesitate. He pulled the drone back, trying to keep the acceleration even, the drone low to the ground, plunging it into the wall of trees to his left, zigzagging between the rows and columns, until he felt it safe to stop.

He positioned the drone behind a tree trunk, leaving just enough of the drone showing for the camera to have a partial view back through the trees. He couldn’t see the van any more. He wasn’t even sure where it was exactly. And the drone had no microphone, so he couldn’t hear anything. All he could do was look for movement in the general direction he’d come from. 

And hope. The second van was good news, wasn’t it? It explained why they’d pull into a quiet spot close to the house. They were switching vehicles in case the first one had been caught on camera near the house. They wouldn’t do that if they were planning on harming Carrie, would they? And they were wearing masks. You don’t do that if you’re planning to kill your hostage.

The drone’s battery warning light flashed. It was about to enter ‘return to home’ mode. Luke disabled the RTH. He couldn’t have the drone fly back to the house now. Better to lose the drone. It would fall out of the sky the moment the batteries died, but he had to stay with Carrie as long as he could.

And he had to do something! He couldn’t see anyone approaching. Maybe they were too busy switching vans? Or they’d dismissed the buzzing sound as a distant brush cutter. Identifying where sounds came from wasn’t always easy in dense forests.

Luke told the call handler about the grey van hidden in the trees. She apologised for the ongoing communication problems.

“I’m so sorry,” she said. “We’ve never had this problem before, but I can confirm there is a car on its way to Newlands Forest. It’s fifteen minutes out.”

Fifteen minutes was too long. The gang wouldn’t hang around. They’d want to be well clear of the area as soon as they could.

But … the police car might be coming from the direction the gang was about to set off towards. There was a one in four chance that it was. With his drone he could guide the police car onto an intercept course!

And if he included himself, it was a one in two chance. He wouldn’t have to do anything heroic. All he’d have to do was follow the van in his car until the police could take over.

It could work, but he had to take a closer look at the new van. The police would need the make, model, colour and license plate. And they’d need it soon. The drone’s battery wasn’t going to last much longer. 

He manoeuvred the drone through the trees towards the clearing where he’d seen the grey van. Fast walking pace, eyes peeled, using the cover as best he could.

Movement up ahead. Two men were covering the white van now. The grey van had been moved onto the track and turned around. They’d made the switch and were now covering up the old van.

And the two men covering the van with tree clippings weren’t wearing masks. It wasn’t a good image. The light was poor, and the drone had to be nearly one hundred metres away. But the police might be able to enhance it.

Should he move in closer? He could be in and out in seconds. Get a good picture of their faces, then get the hell out.

No, they’d hear the drone coming and mask up. Or worse. Carrie was at their mercy. She was the priority, not catching the gang.

A red warning light flashed on the drone app. The drone’s battery had five minutes left. He had to make them count. He needed make, model and licence plate. He needed the direction they were heading in. And he had to do all that without alerting the gang. 

He turned the drone around and set off through the trees, slowly at first, steadily increasing speed, choosing a path parallel to the track, looking to find another track heading towards the road. The forest had several entrances. He needed to find a spot where he could watch them all.

He found another track. He found the road. He sent the drone soaring high above the conifers, finding a spot over the northeast corner of the forest where he could see the road and every forest turnoff. All he needed now was the van to turn up before the drone died.

He updated the call handler, asked about the car she’d despatched. Which direction was it coming from?

North. That was good. Luke was parked to the west. As long as the van didn’t head south or east, they’d have a chance. The slimmest of slim chances, but a chance.

The van appeared, pulling out onto the road, heading west, away from the village, towards Luke. At least it was for the moment; very few roads in Wessex knew what a straight line was.

He followed the van, aiming for a spot directly above it, matching its speed, then dropping fast, slowing the descent as the drone neared the van. He needed to line up with the back of the van and slowly descend, keeping out of sight of the wing mirrors. The van’s back door had no windows. This was its blind spot. 

And just feet away, behind that back door, was Carrie. He could almost feel her presence. And her pain. Kidnapping was bad enough, but Carrie was claustrophobic. She’d had a panic attack once in the middle of an MRI procedure and had to be sedated. God knows how she was coping with being tied up and thrown into the back of a windowless van.

He dropped the drone lower, keeping the descent smooth, reducing the speed slightly to pull the drone back a couple of feet to get a better picture.

It was a grey Mercedes Citan. He had make, model, colour and license plate.

He passed the information over to the call handler, then sent the drone back up to four hundred feet.

The battery only had seconds left. There was a roundabout up ahead. The first real test of which direction the gang was heading in. North towards the police car, west towards Luke’s car, or south. A two in three chance. 

South. It was the last thing the drone saw before its battery died. The van was heading south.




Chapter Three



The Police and Crime Commissioner burst into the Chief Constable’s office.

“What the hell’s going on?” he shouted. “I’ve just been on the phone with Luke Stannard. A good friend of mine I might add. He tells me he handed the kidnapping gang to you on a plate and you lost them. Tell me he’s mistaken.” 

The Chief Constable looked down, avoiding eye contact. The other two people in the room — the Deputy Chief Constable and the Assistant Chief Constable — showed a similar reluctance.

“Well?” said the PCC.

“It wasn’t on a plate,” said the Chief Constable. “His drone ran out of power before we could get a unit over there.”

“And why couldn’t you get a unit over there in time?”

“That’s what I’ve called this meeting to find out,” said the Chief Constable.

“Thanks for the invite,” said the PCC sarcastically.

“This is an operational matter,” said the Chief Constable. “It doesn’t concern you.”

“It concerns me all right because it looks to me like a member of the public was far better organised, better equipped and showed more initiative than the entire Wessex Police Kidnapping Task Force.”

“I think that’s being unfair,” said the Chief Constable. “There were extenuating circumstances.”

“I’m listening,” said the PCC. “What were they?”

The Chief Constable invited the ACC to take over. 

“As I said earlier,” said the ACC. “There were a combination of unfortunate failures. The 999 call handler couldn’t find a task force officer. No one was answering the Kidnapping Task Force telephone, and when the call handler tried the back up number, it belonged to someone who’d left the task force two weeks earlier and had returned to her unit.”

“Returned to her unit,” echoed the PCC.

“Yes,” said the ACC. “She was busy on another case, but she gave the call handler the phone number of the Task Force’s Senior Investigating Officer. Unfortunately, the SIO was on a course in London and had his phone switched off.”

“Un-believable,” said the PCC. “I thought the whole point of setting up this Kidnapping Task Force was to create a team of detectives whose sole job was catching the kidnapping gang that’s been plaguing Wessex for the past five months.”

“We don’t have the resources to man the Task Force permanently,” said the ACC. “It’s been four weeks since the last kidnapping. The team was down to three full-time officers. We’ll ramp it back up to however many we need, but we can’t maintain those staffing numbers indefinitely.”

“This is not about numbers,” said the PCC. “This is about making use of the resources you do have. Failing to answer phones, giving out the wrong number and switching off your phone when on duty is not unfortunate. It’s negligence. I want the SIO replaced.”

“It’s hardly his fault he was on a course,” said the Chief Constable. 

“It’s his fault he left the task force inadequately prepared,” said the PCC. “If he can’t make sure the 999 call handlers have the right number for the task force, what other mistakes is he making? Now, can we replace him in-house or do we bring in the Met?”

“You don’t have the authority to make operational decisions,” said the Chief Constable. “That’s in my purview.”

“I can sack you, though. That’s in my purview.”

“We don’t need the Met,” said the DCC. “They won’t have the local knowledge and we’ll waste valuable time waiting for them to set up their team. We are making progress. Thanks to Mr Stannard’s drone, we have several valuable leads we’re working on now.”

“Such as?” asked the PCC.

“We have pictures of four of the gang,” said the ACC. “Facial images of two of them. Not very good images, but we might be able to enhance them.”

“Might be able to,” echoed the PCC.

“Yes. And we will get the height and build of all four kidnappers,” said the ACC.

“What about the location of where they’re holding Mrs Stannard?” asked the PCC.

“We’re analysing the route they took,” said the ACC. “We don’t know how much farther they drove, but we do have the general direction they were heading in. We’re checking all CCTV and traffic cameras in the vicinity.”

“Is it a rural vicinity?” asked the PCC. 

“It is,” said the ACC. 

“So bugger all cameras?” said the PCC.

“We only need one clear image,” said the ACC.

The PCC shook his head. “It’s all ‘ifs’ and ‘maybes.’ I’m sorry, but I have zero confidence that Detective Superintendent Savona has the ability to take this case forward. What about Shand?”

“We explained about Shand when the Task Force was first set up,” said the Chief Constable. “He’s a good copper, but he’s a loose cannon.”

“And accident prone,” added the ACC. “You don’t want him anywhere near the case, especially the media.”

“But he gets results,” said the PCC. “I looked at his stats on the way over. He’s by far your best detective.”

“He has a serious problem with the media,” said the ACC.

“So get someone else to handle the media,” said the PCC. “I want to see Shand. It can’t hurt to pick his brains. Let’s ask him what he’d do. See if he comes up with a different approach because our current one isn’t working. This is the fifth kidnapping in five months.”




Chapter Four


DCI Shand was wondering why he’d been summoned to the Chief Constable’s office. It was outside normal hours for the Chief so it had to be serious. He’d heard rumours about another kidnapping, but why call him in? He was the one senior detective who’d been kept at arm’s length from the Kidnapping Task Force from its inception. Maybe that was it? They wanted someone impartial to run an internal audit. There were rumours that someone on the task force had really messed up tonight.

“Go straight in,” said the Chief Constable’s secretary. “They’re expecting you.”

 Shand knocked on the door and peered inside. Conversation stopped as all heads turned his way. All four of Wessex Police’s top management were there — the Chief Constable, the Deputy Chief Constable, the Assistant Chief Constable and the Police and Crime Commissioner. This was more serious than Shand had first thought. Had someone died?

“Come in, Shand. Sit down,” said the Chief Constable, indicating a chair in front of him. “I’ll get straight to it. There’s been another kidnapping and…” He paused. He seemed to be struggling to find the right words.

“The Task Force cocked up,” interrupted the PCC. “Badly. So, we’re looking for a new SIO and want to hear your thoughts.”

My thoughts? Give me the job! Shand had spent five months watching from the sidelines, knowing he could do better, and knowing he’d never be given the chance. Were they really considering him for the SIO job or were they just picking his brains?

“Is the hostage alive?” asked Shand.

The Chief Constable brought Shand up to date with events. As cock-ups went, it wasn’t the worst Shand had heard, but it was sloppy and amateur, and certainly no way to run a major investigation. But — thanks to the husband — the task force had its first real breakthrough. They had pictures. Not great pictures, but maybe enough to identify some of the gang through gait analysis. 

“Have the pictures of the gang been subjected to forensic gait analysis?” asked Shand.

The Chief Constable looked towards the ACC who shrugged. “I don’t know,” he said.

“What can gait analysis give us?” the PCC asked.

“It might identify members of the gang. It’s not as good as fingerprints or facial recognition, but it has been used to identify masked suspects.”

“It’s not anywhere near 100% reliable,” said the DCC. “It’s accepted as supportive evidence in criminal cases, but not primary.”

“But if it can point us in the right direction,” said Shand. “All we need is one name, then we can tease out the others through the known associates database.”

“If they’re in the database,” said the ACC dismissively. 

The Assistant Chief had never really liked Shand. The feeling was mutual. If someone had told Shand that the ACC worked part time as a child catcher, he’d have believed them. 

“They’ll be in somebody’s database,” said Shand. “We are living in a searchable world. There has never been so much data collected and stored about people’s lives. All of us in this room have hundreds of pages of data about us — where we shop, what we buy, who we interact with. Give me one person’s name and I’ll have a very good chance of finding out who their friends are.”

“It’s not that easy,” said the ACC.

“It can be,” said Shand. “Are you telling me the security services couldn’t do it?”

“They would never agree to helping out in a provincial kidnapping case,” said the ACC.

“Have you asked?”

“I think we’re drifting off topic,” said the Chief Constable.

“I disagree,” said Shand. “My point is that nothing should be ruled out. If we need something, we ask. If they turn us down, fair enough, we tried. And we should be on the lookout for anything we can use to gain an advantage.”

“Such as?” asked the PCC.

“Well, the drone for one,” said Shand. “Did the gang notice they were being filmed by the drone? If they did, they’ll know we have pictures, but they won’t know how good those pictures were or what they showed. We can use that. And if they didn’t notice the drone, then they won’t be looking for one next time. So we can use two, three, maybe half a dozen drones in relay to follow them back to their hideout.”

“You said we could use their fear of us having pictures of them. How?” asked the Chief Constable.

“By feeding that fear and using it against them. The big mistake the Task Force has made is to cede the initiative to the kidnappers. From what I’ve been told, they initiate contact. They tell us their demands. They tell us when and where to deposit the ransom. And we gamble everything on being able to track them down. If the kidnappers are amateurs, that strategy works. The hostage is freed, and the ransom recovered. But if you’re dealing with professionals, the strategy fails. They hide their tracks too well and you can end up with a dead hostage. This gang are professionals.”

“So what do you propose?” asked the CC.

“We seize the initiative,” said Shand. “This gang is used to being in control. Their planning is military in its precision and attention to detail. So let’s break things up, take them out of their comfort zone. The footage from the drone, for instance. Play on that. Tell them how photogenic they are. Make them doubt their anonymity. Show them we can say ‘no’ to their demands. Make them negotiate. See if we can push them into making mistakes.”

“Too dangerous,” said the ACC. “People’s lives are at stake. This isn’t a game.”

“Lives are already at stake,” said Shand. “This is an armed gang we’re dealing with. They’ve shown no signs of turning violent yet, but the threat is there.”

“Which is why we should always proceed with caution,” said the ACC.

Shand disagreed. “Proceeding with caution is kicking the can down the road. It’s accepting the fact that there will be more kidnaps, because we’re too risk-averse to stop them. That’s got to stop. Give me a free hand and I’ll take them down.”

“What do you mean by free hand?” asked the Chief Constable.

“I mean that I run the investigation with no distractions. I don’t want anything to do with the press. And I don’t want to be called off the investigation to give interminable briefings to senior officers. I’m happy to brief people when it’s convenient for all parties. There will be many quiet periods during this investigation. But there will also be times when the investigation becomes so intense that I will need to be one hundred per cent focused on the case. Give me that, and I’ll give you the gang.” 

“Okay,” said the PCC. “Say we put you in charge today. What exactly will you do differently? The kidnappers are going to call Mr Stannard in the next couple of hours. What are you going to tell him to say?”

“He’s not going to say anything,” said Shand. “This gang is too clever to be kept on the line while we try to trace the call, so there’s no point putting him through an ordeal which only serves the kidnappers. No, I’ll take the call and I’ll make every second count.”

“How? Asked the PCC. “What will you say?”

“It depends. I’ll need to see the files we have on the gang. I’ll need transcripts of every interaction there’s been with the kidnappers. Plus updates of what we learned from the drone footage. I need to get inside their heads, find an opening, and then exploit the hell out of it.”

“Too risky,” said the ACC.

“Risk is opportunity,” said Shand. “You exploit it. You don’t run from it.”

~

“Well?” said the PCC as soon as Shand had left the meeting. “I like him. He’s got more about him than the last one.”

“You can’t let Shand anywhere near the Task Force,” said the ACC. “You heard him. He wants a free hand and no oversight.”

“You had oversight tonight,” said the PCC. “How did that work out? Has the SIO got back from his course in London yet?”

“He did come across very well,” said the Chief Constable. “He’s had no involvement whatsoever in the investigation and yet he came up with a cogent plan of action with zero preparation.”

“That’s Shand,” said the ACC. “He’s quick. He’s plausible. But you can’t trust him. He’ll wander off-piste. He can’t help himself.” 

“It’s either Shand or the Met,’ said the PCC. “The people of Wessex are not going to stand for the status quo.”

~

Shand stood by the door to the Kidnapping Task Force operations room. He’d never expected the Chief Constable to agree to his demands so quickly. They really had to be desperate. And this had to be Shand’s last chance to resurrect his career. No pressure then. And there really was no pressure. He felt supremely confident. This case was made for him.

He pushed open the door and strode inside. It looked like they’d succeeded in recalling all the reassigned officers. There were about two dozen of them working quietly. A few looked up, their interest piqued by the new arrival. A few conversations stopped. But most people carried on. 

What he didn’t see was any sense of urgency, which surprised him. This was the first few hours after a kidnapping. They had footage of the gang. They had number plates. 

“DCI Shand?” said a thirtysomething woman walking towards him. She had a look of Annie Lennox about her — a post-Eurythmics Annie Lennox with short, blonde hair. “I’m DI Heikkinen. Becky. I’m the Deputy SIO. Unless you have someone else lined up for the job.”

“No, as long as you know how to answer a phone, I’m happy for you to remain in post.”

“O-kay,” said DI Heikkinen, looking slightly nonplussed. A reaction Shand was very used to. “Do you want me to introduce you to the team?”

“Later,” said Shand. “I’ll say a few words first.”

 Shand clapped his hands to get everyone’s attention. 

“Listen up,” he said, walking into the centre of the room. “I’m DCI Shand, the new SIO.”

He recognised some of the faces, but he’d never worked with any of them. At least, not that he remembered. He’d spent most of the last four years in Western Division, the smallest of Wessex Police’s four divisions. 

“I expect you’ve all heard stories about me,” said Shand. “Some of them are true. All of them are exaggerated. All you need to know is that I get results. If there’s praise going around, I share it out. If there’s blame, I take it all. So, expect to be stretched. Expect to be surprised. We’re going to attack this case from every angle known to man … and a few only known to me. Now, back to work.”




Chapter Five


DI Heikkinen showed Shand his office at the back of the ops room. A thin partition wall — half plasterboard, half glass — separated the two rooms. Shand’s eye was drawn to a cardboard box sitting prominently on the single desk. 

“Detective Superintendent Savona’s personal items,” said Heikkinen. “We weren’t sure what to do with them.”

“Let’s put them by the door for now,” said Shand, picking up the box. “Meanwhile, take a seat. I want you to bring me up to speed with the case, but first I need to know when this gang is likely to call Mr Stannard.”

“I’d expect them to call around nine this evening,” said the DI. “That’s what they’ve done before, and they are creatures of habit.”

“Are they?” said Shand. “That’s interesting. And they’ll call Mr Stannard on his mobile?”

“Yes, they’ve never used landlines. And they’ll spoof the caller ID to make it look like the call’s coming from Mrs Stannard’s phone. It won’t be. They use a burner.”

Shand checked his watch. He had two hours, maybe less, before the call came through. 

“Where is Mr Stannard?”

“I think he’s in with the PCC now. Apparently, they know each other.”

“Do we have his phone, or does he?”

“He has it, but he knows about the kidnappers’ call, and we’ve told him we’ll send someone to fetch him around eight to take him through what’s going to happen.”

“There’s been a change of plan,” said Shand. “I’ll be taking the call. Now, bring me up to speed with this latest kidnap. What have we got and what are we doing?”

“We’ve processed the Stannards’ house,” said Heikkinen. “We’ve taken prints and samples, but we’re unlikely to get anything useful. The drone footage shows they wore gloves and overalls.”

“Did they leave a note for the husband?”

“No.”

“What about the white van?”

“We found fingerprints, but no usable DNA. The inside of the van had been sprayed with bleach. As for the prints, if it’s anything like the previous kidnappings, we’ll find matches to the hostage and to the real owner of the van. Plus all their friends, family and colleagues.

“Have they used a bleach spray before?”

“They have.” 

“What about the drone footage?” asked Shand, hoping for something a bit more positive.

 “We have facial images of two of the gang, but they’re not very good. We’re getting them enhanced, but our analysts are not hopeful. It does look, though, like both gang members are IC1 males.”

North European to those unfamiliar with police IC codes.

“Make sure we put the images through gait analysis,” said Shand. “And send me a copy of the drone footage. I want to see who we’re up against and how they conduct themselves.”

“Yes, boss. We’re checking traffic cameras around Wilton Fitzpaine and the probable routes the gang took. We don’t have anything yet. We’re still collecting data.”

“Widen the search area and extend the time period to cover the last three weeks. This gang would have cased the victim’s home in the weeks leading up to the kidnap. Are you collecting door camera evidence from Wilton Fitzpaine?”

“We’ve got a team in the village going house to house, looking for witnesses, door cams, etc.”

“Make sure the team knows we’re not just looking for sightings and camera footage for today. If this gang is as thorough as I’ve heard, they’re going to have spent a fair amount of time in the village gathering information. This gang is thorough, aren’t they?”

“We believe so. We did have a profile done.”

“What did it say?”

“I’ll get you a copy of it. There were a lot of provisos due to scant evidence, but the main takeaway was that the gang was very professional — maybe ex-military — and whoever was in charge had very good planning skills.”

“Any other developments I should be aware of?”

“We had a brief interview with Luke Stannard. He doesn’t recall seeing anything unusual in the past month. No strange vehicles parked nearby. No unexpected callers. No feeling that he was being followed.”

“What about his wife? Did she mention anything to him about being watched?”

“No. Though he did say that she shouldn’t have been at home. She should have been at work. She does volunteer charity work at a shop in Porton. We’re trying to track down the staff. Mr Stannard doesn’t know any of their names, other than he thinks one of them was called Harriet. We might have to wait until the shop opens tomorrow morning to find out when she left work and why.”

“Are you checking CCTV footage in Porton?”

“Not yet. We’re stretched very thin, as you can imagine.”

Shand knew all about making do with the minimum of resources. Rural policing never got the funds it needed.

“Okay, thank you,” said Shand. “All I need now are the files on all the previous kidnaps and transcripts of every interaction there’s been with the gang. I want to know what they’re likely to say tonight. I need to be ready, and I need an edge.”

~

Shand spent the next hour analysing transcripts, reading files and making notes. The gang did appear to be creatures of habit. They always struck in the middle of the afternoon, and always when the victim was alone. They’d switch vans in the first five minutes or so and then drive for at least an hour, possibly a lot longer. The hostages weren’t sure of the time as all of them had had their watches and phones confiscated. They couldn’t even use the position of the sun to estimate the time of day, as they had a heavy cloth hood pulled over their heads the moment they were bundled into the back of the van. And the hood didn’t come off until they were locked in their cell — a small windowless room where they remained until the day of their release. The gang could have driven around in circles to give the impression they were driving a long way.

They didn’t use the same room for the hostages, though. They were similar — small windowless rooms barely large enough to hold a single bed, toilet and washbasin. But the layout was different. The door, the toilet, the washbasin — they were all in different places. One of the rooms was square, the others were rectangular. One of them was like a converted corridor. 

Detective Superintendent Savona believed the hostages were being kept in underground cellars. All the hostages reported going down a flight of stone steps to get to their cell, though not the same stone steps. One flight was straight, the other two turned through 180°. And all the cells were soundproofed. None of the hostages heard anything from outside. No bird calls, no traffic noise, no dogs barking, no voices, no machinery. No place could be that quiet.

Shand stopped reading for a short while. Where were they finding all these soundproofed cellars? And who’d want to fill their cellars with tiny soundproofed windowless bedrooms? 

Shand had a nasty feeling that maybe this wasn’t a simple case of kidnapping. Maybe there was a far more sinister case hiding in the background. 

~

Shand buried himself back inside the files, flicking back and forth between the kidnaps, comparing the accounts. The gang gave very little away. Their interactions with the hostages were minimal. Three visits a day to hand out food — always something simple that could be eaten with just hands. Sandwiches, pizza, quiche, fruit. Whoever was sent in with the food always wore the same anonymous overalls, gloves and ski-masks. Not an inch of skin or hair was visible.

And they never spoke. They carried a pre-recorded device that told the hostage to sit on the bed. The voice was almost certainly one of those AI generated voices. All the hostages said it sounded like a young American male. One thought the accent was Californian, the others had no idea other than it was American.

They didn’t even know how many men were in the gang. Three said there were four. One thought there was a fifth man. The only thing they did agree on was that all the kidnappers were male.

And obsessed with secrecy. They even covered the hostages’ ears with headphones playing loud heavy metal music when they were in transit. From the moment they were bundled into the back of the van until the moment their hands were untied in the cell, that was all they could hear. The same on the return journey. They weren’t allowed to hear anything that could help them identify the kidnappers, the place where they were held, or the route they’d taken.

Shand sighed. This was not a gang that was going to make many mistakes.

Or stay on the phone for long. He found the transcripts of the gang’s initial calls to the victim’s family. They were not chatty. The messages were short. The instructions clear. All delivered in a grotesque voice taken straight out of a horror movie. Their strategy was clear. Intimidate and dominate. No negotiations, no deviations. They didn’t rush the message; they spoke slowly, packing each syllable with breathless malice. We’ve got your wife. Shall we keep her? One million pounds to get her back. In gold bars. That’s twelve and a half kilos. You have five days to get the gold. We’ll be in touch then with further instructions. Do not involve the police.

Interesting, thought Shand. That five-day wait. Kidnappers usually wanted to get the money as quickly as possible. The sooner they did, the sooner they could escape. Waiting five days gave the police more time to find them and meant five days of keeping the hostage fed and hidden.

But right from the first kidnap they’d stipulated a five-day delay. That told Shand two things. One, they appreciated that getting one million pounds in gold bars wasn’t something that could be achieved quickly. People had investments to sell, and gold bars had to be shipped. You couldn’t nip into a jeweller’s and buy twelve and a half kilos of gold bars off the shelf. 

The second thing it told him was that keeping a hostage fed and hidden was not something that worried this gang.

As for the second phone call, it always came on the afternoon of the fifth day. The same voice. The same clear, concise instructions. This is where you take the gold. This is the time. And you come alone. 

That’s when the gang really showed how clever they were. Even though the police knew the time and location of every ransom drop, the gang always managed to come up with new variations of avoiding pursuit. 

Shand found the profile of the gang the task force had commissioned. White males, aged thirty to fifty, could have a military background, led by someone with above average intelligence and excellent planning skills. Primary motivation appears to be financial. No evidence of violence or sexual motivation.

Shand put the files down. Time to meet the husband. 




Chapter Six


Shand found Luke Stannard in the Police and Crime Commissioner’s office. 

“Ah, here you are, Shand,” said the PCC. “Have you come to talk to Luke? I’ve told him you weren’t involved in that shit show earlier.”

“Much obliged,” said Shand. “Do you mind if I use your office to talk to Mr Stannard?”

“No, I should be going anyway. I’ll leave you to it. You’re in good hands, Luke. Call me any time if you want to talk.”

The PCC left. Luke Stannard looked shell-shocked. He was cradling what looked like a very large whiskey and staring blankly ahead. 

Shand wheeled the PCC’s chair round from behind the large impersonal desk and positioned it close to Luke. He sat down and leaned forward in the chair.

“I can only guess at the hell you must be going through at the moment, Luke, but I want to assure you that Carrie is coming home alive. You’ve seen this task force at its worst. Well, heads have rolled. You’re now going to see it at its best.”

They always say don’t make promises to victim’s families. Shand disagreed. Luke was probably going through the worst day of his life. He needed to be given hope. Sometimes hope was the only thing that got you through the day.

Encouragement helped too.

“And thanks to you,” continued Shand, “we have pictures of the gang and the number plates of their vans. Now, I’m going to walk you through what’s going to happen next. Ask any question you want.”

“Thank you,” said Luke.

“First, I’ll need your phone,” said Shand. “I’ve read the files and this gang always calls the husband’s phone. If the gang follows the same pattern, which I’m pretty sure they will, they’ll ring in about an hour from now. And they’ll change the caller ID to make it look like they’re using Carrie’s phone. Can you give me your wife’s phone number?”

Shand made a note of the number. “Next,” he continued. “We have the question of the ransom. This is the gang’s fifth kidnapping. So far, they’ve always asked for one million pounds in gold bars. Are you able to pay that?”

“I’ll need time. Most of our money’s tied up; I have no idea how long it would take to convert it into gold. I’m not used to having money. I was a bus driver. Carrie was a hairdresser. Then we won the lottery last year — seven million — and everything changed.”

“The gang knows it takes time,” said Shand. “They’ll allow you five days.”

“Five days? Where are they likely to hold her? She’s claustrophobic. They wouldn’t keep her in a cage or anything like that, would they?”

“The gang doesn’t mistreat their hostages. She’ll have a bed, a toilet and a washbasin. The rooms they’ve used have all been small, and none of them have had windows, but they haven’t been oppressively small — more like a small single room at a budget hotel.”

“Carrie won’t like that. It’s the combination of small enclosed spaces and the fear of being locked in that freaks her out. She’ll feel trapped. She can’t go in a lift in case it gets stuck between floors. She once had an MRI and freaked out so badly they had to sedate her. Is there a way we could speed things up? There must be a way to get the money faster. Could I borrow against the investments? Use a moneylender?”

“What about friends and family?” asked Shand. “Is there anyone you know who might be able to help out with the ransom?”

“Me and Carrie don’t come from money. We barely speak to our families. Nothing like winning the lottery to rip a family apart. As for friends. Our old friends have no money and our new friends — we don’t know anyone well enough to ask for hundreds of thousands of pounds.”

“Well,” said Shand. “You’ve given me a lot to think about. I’ll arrange for a family liaison officer to come up here and stay with you. They’ll be your point of contact with the task force. Anything you need or want to know, they’ll sort it out for you. In the meantime, I’ll make sure the team knows about Carrie’s claustrophobia. She’s coming home, Mr Stannard. Hold onto that thought.”

~

Shand hurried back to the ops room.

“Have there been any developments?” he asked Heikkinen.

“Nothing major. We have a sighting of the grey van about fifteen miles south-west of Wilton Fitzpaine early this evening. So that fits in with the idea that they were heading south, but we’ll need a lot more sightings to narrow down any search area.”

It was something, though. More than the previous investigations had managed. He told her about Carrie’s claustrophobia.

“Is this going to be a problem?” asked Heikkinen. 

“I don’t know. It might already be a problem. Being gagged and bound and thrown in the back of a windowless van might have set her off. God knows how the gang would have reacted to a frantic hostage having a panic attack.”

Badly was his guess. 

“If they’re ex-military,” he continued, “their first thought might be to render her unconscious. They’d have the know-how — choke holds, a blow to the head. Anything to keep her quiet.” 

And then what? They had five days of her. Do they throw her in a soundproofed cell and leave her to it? 

“They’ve never been violent with a hostage,” said Heikkinen.

“They’ve never had anyone like Carrie. I’ll check the drone footage again. If there was an altercation in the back of the van, it might have caused the van to rock or veer slightly.”

He stopped at the door to his office and turned round. “Do we have everything set up to record the phone call when the gang makes contact?” he asked Heikkinen. 

“Yes, Izzy’s over there. She has all her equipment set up. She just needs the phone.”

“Okay,” said Shand. “I’ve got the phone at the moment, just in case they call early. But I’ll make sure Izzy gets it in good time.”

Shand dived into his office and called up the drone footage, fast forwarding to the time when Carrie first appeared. She didn’t appear to be struggling. She wasn’t walking freely, but she didn’t look like someone having a panic attack. 

Then she was bundled into the back of the van and began to struggle. There wasn’t enough footage to say it was a full-blown panic attack. No one would go willingly into the back of a van with a gang of masked men. Claustrophobic or not, you’d struggle. 

He watched the van drive away; the drone following along behind, high up in the air. Not the best viewpoint to determine if the van was rocking, but he persevered, watching every second, winding back any footage that looked promising. He found nothing.

The van moved into the woods and he began fast forwarding again until he reached the section when the drone almost landed on the grey van.

He watched the footage twice. There wasn’t the slightest sign of any altercation in the back of the van. The drone was only a few feet away. Could a stressed, claustrophobic woman remain that still? He had no idea. She might have been too terrified to move. Catatonic even.

Or she might have been unconscious. There was no footage of Carrie changing vans. They might have had to carry her.

Shand switched off his computer. He knew what he had to do now. He’d had several ideas — all percolating away inside his head as he collected the evidence — but none had the impact he needed. Except one. He’d been hoping to avoid it, but sometimes you just had to go for it. 

But first, he had to have a very difficult conversation with Luke Stannard. 

~

Shand took a deep breath before opening the door to the PCC’s office. There was a big difference between having an idea and putting it into words. Especially when your audience was the victim’s husband. 

He opened the door. Luke was with the FLO. Maria, if he remembered correctly.

“Have you heard from the gang?” asked Luke.

“Not yet. You said Carrie’s claustrophobic. How exactly would that manifest itself? Would she lash out? Scream?”

“If she was having a full-blown panic attack, she might do anything, but I really don’t know. She’s always avoided triggering situations. She couldn’t avoid the MRI, but she thought she’d have her head outside the machine.”

It wasn’t just Carrie’s reaction to a triggering situation that bothered Shand. It was the gang’s reaction to an out-of-control hostage. Choke holds could kill. And they’d have her for five days. Would they try to restrain her? Drug her? Throw her in a soundproofed cell and let her scream and thrash for five days?

“I have a proposition for you, Luke,” said Shand. “It’s risky, but it’s a calculated risk, and from what you’ve said about Carrie’s claustrophobia, I think it may be a necessary risk. If you’re willing, I think we can get Carrie released tomorrow, not in five days.”

“How?”

“By taking you out of the equation,” said Shand. He turned his head to talk to Maria, the FLO. “What you’re about to hear doesn’t leave this room until midnight. Is that acceptable?”

Maria looked surprised. “Um, yes.”

Shand took them through his plan. It was a difficult sale at first, but Shand could be very persuasive and Luke Stannard was a desperate man.

“I hope you know what you’re doing, Chief Inspector.”

“So do I,” said Shand.

~


Shand returned to the ops room. He had the feeling that this was going to be an even harder sell. He had to balance convincing his team with not getting bogged down in fruitless arguments. The gang could call at any time and he needed to be ready.


“Okay,” he announced. “I want to see senior staff in my office. That’s sergeants and above, plus Izzy. I want to brief you all about this phone call.”

Three detective inspectors, four sergeants and one digital forensic technician pretty much filled Shand’s small office. 

“Close the door,” said Shand. “Okay, I have a plan of action. For the moment, it stays inside this room. I’ve talked it over with Luke Stannard and he’s on board. So, when the gang calls I’m going to pretend to be Luke. I need the gang to think I’m at home. Which means we want to stage this in a quiet room with no phones going off or people chatting in the background. I think the fifth floor should be empty this time of night. Anyone know of anywhere better?”

No one did. The fifth floor housed the senior officers and the conference rooms. None of the rooms would be in use this late. Not even the PCC’s office now that Shand had moved Luke.

“Right,” said Shand. “Izzy and I will set up in the quietest room on the fifth floor. Izzy, how are you at sound effects?”

“Sound effects?” she asked.

“Yes, specifically gun shots. I want the gang to hear gunshots, and I want them to be convincing. Could you do that?”

“Um, I think so.”

“I need better than ‘think so.’ Otherwise I’ll have to requisition a real gun. And I don’t think anyone wants that.”

“No! I can do it. Any particular model of gun?” she said.

“Something a drug gang member might carry.”

One of the detective inspectors raised a nervous hand. “Why do you want the gang to hear gunshots, boss?”

“To get their attention,” said Shand. “This gang has been dictating events since the beginning. That stops tonight. Tonight we go on the offensive. Now, listen up, here’s the plan.”




Chapter Seven


Shand’s plan had not met with universal enthusiasm. One would have to say that shock and incredulity scored a lot higher. But he’d win them over. As soon as he had the phone call and the press briefing out of the way, he’d have time to explain the beauty of his plan in detail.

It wasn’t that he wanted to shut down discussion. He wanted everyone to feel a part of the investigation, but he just didn’t have the time. Not at the moment. He had to prioritise. And it wasn’t as though his team were sitting around waiting for direction. They knew what they had to do and the work they were doing was vital. There was so much evidence to gather and process. Somewhere in that mass of data could be the clue to the gang’s current location.

“When did you come up with this plan?” asked DI Heikkinen, who’d stayed behind in Shand’s office after the others had left. She didn’t look happy.

“Just before I talked to Luke Stannard the second time,” said Shand. “I would have brought you in sooner if it hadn’t been for the time pressure of that phone call hanging over me like a phone of Damocles.”

“Have you cleared any of it with senior officers?”

“I told them I’d seize the initiative. They knew I wasn’t going to be passive. Look, we’ll talk about this later. I really have to go.”

He left Heikkinen standing by the door. “Izzy,” he shouted. “Time to make a move. We’ll set up in the Chief Constable’s office.”

The fifth floor was quiet. Shand checked each room just in case. And arranged for an officer to be stationed by the lifts on the far side of the building to prevent anyone coming to the floor. 

When he returned to the Chief Constable’s office, Izzy was busy listening to gunshots on her headphones. 

“I think the Glock is the best,” she said. “The Smith & Wesson Magnum is the loudest, but I think it’s way too loud.”

Shand handed Luke’s phone to Izzy. 

“When the kidnappers call, forget about tracing it,” he said. “They’ve always used a burner. Concentrate on making the best recording you can. I want every bit of background sound boosted so that we can analyse the hell out of it. And I want gunshots; I’ll signal you each time I want a shot. It might be two. It might be three.”

“Do you want to hear the gunshot? I’ve got a spare set of headphones.”

He listened.

“Perfect,” he said. “I’ll punch the air when I want the gun to go off.”

“Do you want any other sound effects? A door slamming, breaking glass? I’ve found this amazing site.”

“Could you find a wooden door being kicked in?” asked Shand. 

“No probs.”

Shand went through his lines, improving them, varying the emphasis, cutting out anything not strictly necessary. He didn’t know how long the gang would stay on the line. He had to keep their interest, force them to listen.

Once he was happy, they had two dry runs for Izzy to get the balance right. 

Then they waited. Shand felt like a rock star waiting in the wings for the call to take the stage. His mouth was drying up. He should have brought a glass of water. Too late now. Too late to reconsider his plan as well. Bridges burnt, rivers crossed. 

Luke Stannard’s phone rang.

The caller ID said it was Carrie.

~

“Okay, here we go,” said Shand. “I’m picking up on four.”

He waited for the fourth ring, then picked up. 

“Carrie,” he whispered, injecting a hint of breathless panic into his voice. “I think there’s someone inside the house. I heard something smash in the kitchen.” 

“This isn’t Carrie, Mr Stannard,” said a distorted voice on the phone. The same horror movie grotesque he’d heard from the earlier recordings. A clever touch to ramp up the fear.

“If you want to see your wife alive,” the voice continued, “you have to pay us one million—”

Shand didn’t let him finish. He raised his voice, playing the part of a desperate, confused victim, making sure he was heard. “What are you playing at, Arben? I told you I’d get you your money. We agreed! You gave me another week!”

Shand signalled to Izzy. The sound of a wooden door being kicked in reverberated through the room.

“No!” screamed Shand. “Put that down. There’s no need for guns. Don’t shoot. Don’t—” 

He signalled again to Izzy, gunshots this time. He felt like an orchestra conductor as he punched the air three times, then fell to the floor, grabbing a heavy chair and pulling it over with him.

Izzy waited another four seconds, then cut off the call. The first stage of the plan was complete. The second was about to begin.

~

Izzy packed up her equipment and returned to the ops room with orders to ring Shand if she found any interesting background noises on the phone call. 

Shand wasn’t hopeful, but fortune was supposed to favour the brave and Shand felt his plan ticked all the boxes for bravery.

And quite a few other boxes as well. Hare-brained, rash, dangerous. Everything now depended on the second stage of the plan.

He rang Jimmy Scott, the press officer.

“Hello, Jimmy. I’ve got a job for you.”

“Is this about the kidnap? Congratulations by the way. You should have been given the job yonks ago.”

“Very kind, Jimmy. Let’s just say this is not unrelated to the kidnapping case, but as far as the press is concerned, there is no kidnapping case. We don’t want a bunch of opportunists ringing Luke Stannard and demanding a ransom.”

“My lips are sealed. What do
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