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Preface
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He was one of the world’s wealthiest people, and yet beyond basic biographical facts, surprisingly little was publicly known about David Baker. In fact, there wasn’t even an accurate estimate of his true wealth. There had been several attempts to write his biography, most had been shut down before publication, and with his obsessively reclusive lifestyle, the few that made it into print were little more than expanded versions of his Wikipedia page. 

Sold into the sex trafficking market by her husband, Emily Devonshire had been separated from her seven-year-old daughter Robyn. After being brutally raped and dehumanizingly demeaned, Emily discovered a side of herself that she hadn’t known existed. With ingenuity and courage, she succeeded in engineering an extraordinary escape along with three others. After the merciless and ferocious manner of her breakout, and with her true identity unknown, she was dubbed an Angel of Vengeance by some of her fellow escapees. The sobriquet was greedily adopted by the tabloid press. 

Tracked down by a secretive, anonymous group with a mission to uncover and punish sex traffickers and white slavers, Emily has been persuaded to join their number. Provided with the fake new identity, Pepper Gregson, she has embarked on a quest to find her daughter. The search for her child did nothing to prevent her from wreaking terrible retribution upon anyone she encountered involved in the vile trade in sex slavery. 

After being responsible for uncovering three major trafficking rings in Turkey, causing the deaths of their leaders, while rescuing many of their victims, the organisation has advised Pepper to relocate for her own safety. She chose Italy as her next base of operations.

Unknown to Pepper, her daughter Robyn (now renamed Lara) had been plucked from danger and taken into care by eccentric wealthy philanthropist David Baker. The trauma of the abduction, coupled with a head injury have induced amnesia, and released a previously dormant form of savant syndrome. 
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Part 1 PEPPER


Chapter 1
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Pepper’s predicted three-day journey from the Turkish Black Sea coast to Montesilvano, a seaside resort on the Adriatic coast of Italy, ended up taking a week. She’d spent two nights and the whole day in between in Istanbul and the same in Thessaloniki before catching the overnight ferry from Igoumenitsa to Brindisi. She had at least been able to take a cabin on the ferry to get some rest for the final leg of her journey to the town that she thought would become her home for the immediate future but had slept poorly. 

After a cancellation, she was fortunate to find a room in the Sea Cat, a luxury tourist hotel on the Montesilvano sea front although they wouldn’t guarantee that the room would still be available if she needed to extend her stay beyond her initial two-week reservation. Still, she hoped by that time she would have found an apartment.

It was nearly 2pm when she finally kicked her trainers off and flopped on her hotel bed. She slept until six-thirty, had a shower, and dressed in t-shirt and pants for dinner. While she waited for her food to arrive, she texted Harry, her working partner and lover, to inform him where she was. Two hours away in Manfredonia, Harry immediately messaged back and suggested they meet for lunch the following day. They agreed on a small town called Vasto, halfway between their new locations. He said he'd book a table.

After a single course and a soft drink, she went back to the room, changed into a training suit, and went to the fitness centre. A quick look was enough to tell her that the tiny facility was barely worth the name, but without any serious exercise for a week she needed to iron out some knots. With nobody else there, she started the single treadmill at a steady pace for the first fifteen minutes before increasing it to the speed with which she was more accustomed. Ten minutes later a guy dressed in training pants and a wife beater vest came in. He nodded to her with a smile, set himself a few weights and began to bench press them, but after five minutes it looked like he’d maxed out. 

Walking toward her he said, “Buonasera Signorina avete bisogno di un personal trainer per il vostro soggiorno al Hotel Mare Gatto?”

“Mi scusi Signore sono Inglese ma non parlo Italiano.”

“Scusi Signorina I ask if you like personal trainer while you stay in hotel. My name Tomasso Romano. I am hotel fitness coach.”

“Thank you Tomasso, but I don’t need help.”

The timer on the treadmill ran out, so she stepped off the machine and rubbed her face with her towel, before moving to the multigym and setting the weight to begin her routine with some pull downs. After three sets of twenty reps, she changed the weights to do some bench presses. She was halfway through her first set when she felt a hand on her stomach.

“Scusi Signorina, I think you need change technique.”

“Tomasso if you don’t take your hand off my body, you’ll need to change sex because your testicles will just become lumps behind your ears.”

“Signorina, I was offering help,” he said, without moving his hand.

“I’ve already told you, I don’t want any help from you or anybody else. Your attempt to bench lift those little weights was pathetic, so if that’s the best you can do, you’re the one that needs help.” She sat up and he allowed his hand to slip between her legs and on to her crotch.

Her response was instinctive. She grasped his wrist, twisted off the bench toward the opposite side, while lifting his arm across her shoulder. When she stood up, it cost him his balance. Despite his size, when Pepper continued to pull him, he fell across the bench on his stomach. Still holding his wrist tight, she spun and threw a leg over his arm, violently forcing it behind his back and between his shoulder blades. He screamed gratifyingly loudly. Holding his forearm in place with her leg and body, he was left unable to move without increasing the pain in his shoulder. Grasping a handful of his hair in one hand, she casually took her phone from her pocket with the other. From the list of recent calls, she selected the hotel number.

“Mi scusi Signore sono Inglese ma non parlo Italiano.”

“I speak English Signorina; how can I help?”

“My name is Pepper Gregson. I’m a guest in room 331. I’m currently in your fitness centre, and I’ve just been sexually assaulted by someone who claims to be a member of your staff. I’ve restrained the offender, but could you send someone to escort him off the premises?” She ended the call.

“Tomasso, do you now understand why I don’t need help?” he grunted and tried to nod. “Good because you need to understand if a lady politely indicates she’s not interested in your attentions, she’s basically saying fuck off. Do you understand that?” He repeated his attempt to nod.

That was when three men rushed into the room.

“Is one of you the manager?” she asked, continuing to restrain Romano face down on the bench.

“I am Gabriele Esposito; I’m Assistant Manager.”

“Does this man work for you?”

“He’s a part-time pool attendant, Signorina.”

“He claimed to be the hotel fitness coach. Then after being told I didn’t need any assistance he put his hand on my stomach, and then between my legs.”

“I’ll call the police, madame.”

“There’s no need for that. Just get him out of my sight and make sure he doesn’t come anywhere near me again.”

“Certainly, madame.” Esposito nodded to the others.

She released Romano and he stood up holding his right shoulder with his left hand, and two of the men pushed him out of the room ahead of them.

“My sincere apologies, madame. Is there anything I can do to remedy this?” the Assistant Manager implored.

“Nothing, except maybe take more care about who you employ in the future.”

“He won’t be allowed in the hotel again, I assure you.”

“That’s good, thank you. I’ll finish my workout now, if that’s okay.”

Esposito left her alone and she did another hour in the gym before changing into her swimsuit and walking outside to the pool. It was crowded with families and children, so she restricted her swim to twenty lengths each of crawl, breast, and back strokes. As she got close to her last few lengths of backstroke, somebody grabbed her ankle and pulled her down. 

While being held under, someone else grabbed her bikini bottoms and pulled them down her legs. Then the first guy grabbed her crotch and pushed his finger inside. Struggling both to escape their clutches, and to avoid inhaling lungs full of water, she was beginning to panic when they released her. She struggled to the surface, grabbed at the poolside, and looked around her to see Tomasso and another guy laughing down at her before turning away.

Her bikini bottoms had fallen from her legs, and she could see them lying near the bottom of the pool, so she dived down to pick them up. 

As she struggled to pull the swimwear back on, an English voice beside her said. “I saw what those bastards did, you should call the police. Disgusting perverts.”

“Don’t worry about it. I know who they are. I have my own way of dealing with this sort of thing.” She thanked the lady for her concern, then did a few extra lengths just to prove to herself that she still held the upper hand.

In her room, she dressed in shorts and t-shirt, and picked up her mobile phone to call Harry. “Hiya handsome, how you doin’?”

“Always better for hearing your voice. Are you recovered from your journey yet?”

“Mostly.”

“Was it that bad?”

“Long. I did a bit of sight-seeing on the way, so I guess it could have been worse.”

“So, what’s up. Couldn’t you wait until tomorrow to speak to me?”

“I was going to call you tonight anyway, but something came up, and I need a favour.”

“Don’t say you’ve started work already.”

“Not officially, but I ran into a couple of people who don’t understand when a lady says no.”

“What is it with you? Every time you turn round you attract another pervert.”

“You heard what Anne said, I’m a shit magnet.”

“What do you want me to do?”

“Can you have a look at the employee records of the hotel where I’m staying and find the address of one Tomasso Romano. Also, if possible, find out if they have CCTV covering the pool. If so, see if it caught two guys dragging me underwater and stripping my bikini bottoms. If you could email me anything you find before dark, it would be great.”

“No problem; it shouldn’t take long. Are you planning on paying him a visit?”

“Might do. Anyway, what have you been up to? Any juicy titbits?”

“You could say that. Found out a lot more about our Inspector Rossi. He’s definitely up to no good, and far too wealthy for a lowly Italian police Inspector. Unconnected I think, but there’s also a gang of Hungarian mobsters that seem to have developed a close working relationship with a gang in Libya, and it doesn’t appear to involve drugs.”

“You sound busy, I’ll let you go. I’ve some things to do to prepare.”

Pepper had hoped that most contents of her car would remain untouched until she’d found somewhere to live, but things had changed. After retrieving some items that she hadn’t expected to use until she was active again, she headed back to her room. On the way, she stopped at reception. “Excuse me, have you any ink, like for a good pen?”

“Yes madame, one moment.”

She returned with a tiny bottle of calligraphy ink. 

“If you could charge it to my room that would be good.”

“No madame, the manager says that there will be no charge for anything during your stay.”

“That’s very generous but unnecessary.”

“If you’d insisted on calling the police, it could have caused a great deal of very bad publicity, madame.”

She returned to her room and dressed in a black training suit and dark trainers. Then, zipping a few things into her pockets, she used a money belt to secure a vicious looking knife to her waist under the back of her top. She returned to her car and went for a drive. It was not long before she found the sort of area she was looking for. As she pulled over to park, her phone pinged. An email from Harry, with the address she wanted and the words, Ring me when you’ve watched these. There were two attached videos, so she waited for them to download, thanking God for a strong signal and 5G technology. 

The first video was from a security camera positioned diagonally at the other end of the pool to the incident. Whilst the details of what went on below the surface weren’t clear, it was obvious that the two guys had dragged her under. One’s face was distinct, the other must have been Tomasso, but you couldn’t see his face.

The second video was taken by an underwater camera and distinctly showed the faces of both assailants, grinning and waving at the camera as Tomasso held up the bikini pants in triumph before dropping them and returning to the surface.

She dialled Harry’s number, and he answered right away, “I didn’t imagine they’d have an underwater camera.”

“They haven’t, it was taken by a third party and sent to his phone.”

“How the Hell did you find that?”

“It wasn’t difficult. Anyway, I’m pretty certain that the second guy who attacked you was Tomasso’s brother, Fabio. They both live at the address in my email, and they both work at the hotel. Fabio is a maintenance guy there. To cut a long story short, I looked at their phones, and they both had the underwater video on them. I found where it came from. You’re going to be surprised when I tell you.”

“Go on.”

“One of the other guests. A fourteen-year-old English boy called Stephen Sharples who’s staying there with his mum and little sister. They’re in the same room as you, but the next floor down. Young Stephen it seems has designs on a career in underwater photography, specialising in swimming pool pussy shots. Over the last ten days he’s spent most of his time doing little else. The Romano brothers appear to have recruited young Stephen to record the event. Their fee for his services was a movie of them taking turns having sex with a kid about twelve years old. She didn’t look as if she was enjoying the experience.”

“What should we do about it, do you think?”

“I suggest that you do your thing, whatever that’s going to be, and you leave me to do mine. As things stand, your video has only been shared by the boy to Fabio’s phone and by his to Tomasso’s. As of now, none of the phones can make outgoing calls, texts, emails, or any other communication. Over the next hour or two I’ll strip their bank accounts and max out their credit cards. If you manage to get into their flat, could you turn on any computers. That will help as well. Might as well be thorough.”

“Harry, you’re a genius.”

“That’s what you keep telling me.”

“Thank you, sweetheart. Speak soon.”

Smiling to herself she got out of the car, locked it, and waited. It was almost dark by this time, and the street was poorly lit. A young couple walked past and looked at her strangely. Ten minutes later a man in his late twenties wearing a dark hoodie walked by. Whilst pretending not to, he looked her up and down. It wasn’t long before two girls approach her and threateningly started shouting.

“Fanculo, questa è la nostra patch. Luca ti taglierà la gola se lavori per qualcun altro!”

“Do you speak English?” Pepper calmly asked.

“I have little English,” said one.

“I’m not here to work. I just want to buy a gun. Do you know where I can find one?”

“A gun, you want buy gun?”

“Yes.”

“Come back tomorrow.”

“I want to buy one tonight, now.”

The girl who hadn’t yet spoken, talked into her mobile.

“Luca says wait.”

They waited and ten minutes later the guy in the hoodie returned, “They tell me you want a gun.”

“That’s right.”

“How do I know you’re not a cop?”

“If I was a cop, would I be English, driving an expensive German car with British plates, and saying something that would be so obviously entrapment?”

“I want to make sure you’re not wearing microphone.”

“If you think I’m going to let you put your hands on me you can go fuck yourself. I’ll go elsewhere.”

“You want gun, how about this one?” he said, pulling out an automatic handgun and pointing it at her.

“Yes, that will do nicely, thank you,” she said with a polite smile.

“I’m not selling it.”

“Then why did you take it out?”

“To persuade you to give me your money.”

“You didn’t need to go to that trouble; I would have handed it over without a threat. Only in return for the gun of course. It’s too late now though. I don’t like to be threatened so you’re out of luck.”

“You think you have choice?”

“I always had a choice and still have.”

He looked puzzled. “What do you mean?”

She spun grabbing the barrel of the gun in her left hand, pulling the knife from behind her back with her right, held it to his throat. With a violent twist of the gun, it came away in her hand, but not without his finger catching in the trigger guard. The weapon went off, thankfully just the once.

“That was silly Luca, wasn’t it? Are you going to let go of the gun now, or are you going to struggle? Struggling would be a dangerous choice, because this knife touching your throat is very, very sharp.” He let go of the gun. “Thank you, wise decision,” she told him, and pushed the firearm into her belt.

“You bitch; I’ll cut your throat.”

“Luca, you’re confused, I’m the one holding the knife.” 

The two terrified girls cowered against a wall. “Girls why don’t you go for a little walk. Here’s two hundred Euros for your trouble,” she said, taking the money from her pocket.

One of them snatched the notes out of her hand and they ran away.

“The police will come.”

“If you really thought that Luca, you’d have run away yourself. Now, because you decide to fuck me around, I’m going to take the gun, and you’re going to fuck off and forget about it. Understood?”

“Okay then.”

“Great, I thought you’d see it my way. Have a great night.”

She climbed back in her car and drove away, leaving the dazed pimp staring after her. Stopping three streets away, she tapped the Romano’s map coordinates into the satnav and followed the directions.

When she reached the building, she found it was a flat above a small scruffy corner café. It was after midnight by this time and as she drove past, all the lights were out. On her second pass, she spotted the entrance. Parking the car about a hundred yards away, she pulled on a pair of nitrile gloves. Then grabbing her backpack, she walked around the building to find the rear entrance, but ignored it when she found that the café’s kitchen projected from the main structure.

Having seen no signs of activity, she used a roadside dumpster to climb onto the kitchen roof. Having already spotted an open window, a quick glance inside told her that it was over the kitchen sink. As silently as possible she slowly opened the window and put every moveable object out of her way.

Seconds later she was standing inside, surprising herself how quickly and soundlessly she’d succeeded in gaining entry. The kitchen door opened into a short corridor; opposite what appeared to be the bathroom. There were two more doors, one either side, she suspected were bedrooms. Beyond the bedroom doors was the main living room, and she could see the flickering light from a TV or computer screen. Two more steps and a floorboard creaked beneath her feet. She stopped and waited, but hearing nothing she continued towards the living room. On the sofa, with his back to her, Tomasso’s naked brother slouched as he lazily stroked his penis. He was watching a video on his laptop that was on a coffee table in front of him. The film was showing a small screaming child being sodomised by a huge man.

She reached into her pocket to take out a wad of cotton wool and a Halothane spray, creating a makeshift anaesthetic mask. Stepping behind the man and simultaneously holding the pad over his nose and mouth she pressed the muzzle of the gun against his temple.

He made muffled noises and tried to grab her hand, but as soon as she whispered, “One more move and I’ll blast your brains all over this room.” He stopped struggling and she held him there until she was certain he was under, and then a little longer.

Undoing her backpack, she pulled out a roll of duct tape and began securing him where he sat with his arms and legs spread wide. 

When that was done, she went in search of his brother. There was nobody in the first room, but in the second she found Tomasso fast asleep on his back. A  stench which mixed stale sweat with alcohol permeated the room. Pepper quietly crept toward the bed and yet another floorboard creaked, causing Tomasso to stir, but not wake. She sprayed the pad again and held it above Tomasso’s nose and mouth without touching him until she thought he must be unconscious, then she pressed it against his face. His eyelids flickered open, before closing again after a moment’s recognition. Having secured him to the bed to her satisfaction, she set to work with the point of her knife, inscribing something on his chest. When she’d finished, she stepped back to admire her work, smiled, nodded, and then rubbed ink into the wounds.

Returning to the main room, she repeated the process with the brother. It was quite a lengthy procedure, and she was determined not to make a spelling mistake. She was rubbing ink into the wounds when Fabio started to come around.

“Hi Fabio,” she said cheerfully. “Have a nice little nap, did you? I’m glad you’re awake in time to fully appreciate the little souvenirs I’m leaving you with.”

He mumbled something aggressive behind the tape.

“I don’t know what that meant but let me tell you what I’ve done. I’ve given you a nice prison tattoo on your chest. I’m no good at Italian so I used Google translator, I hope that’s alright. It says, ‘Sono un pedofilo.’ Will that be okay. I’ve done one for your brother just the same.” Fabio’s eyes were filling up. “Tears of gratitude; how sweet.”

She returned to Tomasso’s room where he was just coming round. “Hi Tomasso, I didn’t get the chance to respond appropriately to your little display of affection in the pool earlier, so I thought I’d pay you a visit to return the gesture. Now how did it go? Oh yes, I remember now. With the help of your brother, you stripped my clothes off without my permission. That’s how you started. I’m just a helpless girl but I think I can manage on my own.” She slipped the knife into his tiny briefs and cut one side. “Oh, look at your cute little pisellino - hardly worth cutting any off.”

The guy was shaking and crying now, making begging noises behind the tape.

“Sitting here with this very sharp knife and with you lying there all pathetic and defenceless makes me want to do it anyway. What do you think?” 

When she lifted the flaccid organ and held the knife to it; he lost control of his bladder.

“That was very naughty, Tomasso. Now you’ve wet your bed. Let’s forget about your pisellino for the moment. In the pool you grabbed my pussy without permission, so I’ll just do the same to you, but you don’t have a pussy, just these little dangly things. I wonder what happens when I grab these.” 

She gently lifted his scrotum and stared into his eyes, then slowly began to tighten her grip. Her martial arts training had given her extremely strong muscles. Ignoring his screams, she squeezed until he passed out.

When he recovered consciousness, she said, “I hope you weren’t thinking of starting a family Tomasso, because I think I might just have ruptured your balls. Now where’s your phone. Ah yes, here it is.” She touched his thumb to the print reader. Then took a picture of him, then another of Fabio.

“Let’s have a look at your contacts list. Oh yes, here she is, Mamma.”

She took out her own phone and called Harry, “Sorry to wake you, but can you activate the brothers’ phones again now? Keep the boy’s phone locked though.”

“You didn’t wake me. I’ve been sitting here worrying about you.”

“You’re sweet. I’m nearly done now. I’ll try not to disturb you anymore. See you at lunch.”

She typed a text to Mamma and attached the photo of Tomasso. Then another with the pic of Fabio, then a final one with the video of them abusing a girl.

“I’m off now. I’ve just sent your Mamma a couple of texts saying that you and Fabio wanted to come and visit, but you’re all tied up right now. I attached pictures of you both showing off your new tattoos, as well as that little home movie of you raping that child. I hope that was okay. Before I go, I need you to tell me where your computer is.”

She pulled the tape off his mouth, “Salotto,” he whimpered.

“Is that the only one?”

“Si.”

“Sure?”

“Si, si.”

“That’s good. Right now, Tomasso, I need you to listen to me very carefully. Do I have your attention?”

“Si.”

She put the tape back over his mouth. “As you’ve probably gathered by now, I’m not just your average little woman travelling alone. At the moment I’m working for a clandestine organisation based on a large island off the South Coast, doing what is known as wet work. I’m going to be in the area for a while, and I don’t want to run into you again. So, after someone comes to untie you, I want you to get out of this part of Italy, because if I see you or your brother’s ugly faces one more time, I’ll slit your throats. Please don’t imagine I wouldn’t do it, because it’s my job, and in your case, it’d be a pleasure. The same applies if my name appears in any police reports. Capiche?”

He nodded.

“Bye then.” She gathered her things, let herself out the front door and strolled back to her car.

It was 3am when she let herself back into her bedroom. She set her alarm for seven and was asleep in minutes.
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After her morning shower, she went to the restaurant for breakfast, showed her room card and was taken to a table by the window. She ordered an espresso with a second one to follow. A bowl of Coco Pops and a slice of toast from the buffet was enough to complete her meal.

As she spread honey on her toast, a man came to stand by her table. “Scusi Signorina. I am sorry to disturb your breakfast I am Signor Leonardo Ricci, General Manager at Hotel Sea Cat, would you mind if I join you.”

“Not at all Signor, how can I help?”

“First, I wanted to add my apologies to my colleagues for the events of yesterday.”

“Thank you but unnecessary.”

“It is indeed necessary, Signorina; another guest reported the second incident in the pool. We examined our security camera footage, and we were ashamed to see that the second offender is also a member of our staff, the brother of Tomasso. I wanted to assure you that should you wish to report the matter with the police; you would have our full support.”

“Grazi Signor, but I have no desire to spend a lot of time in and out of police stations and courtrooms, I’m sure you feel the same.”

“I understand Signorina, I have to tell you that neither of these two animals will work for Hotel Sea Cat again, nor any of our sister establishments.”

“That’s good to hear.”

“Are you here on holiday Signorina?”

“No, I’m moving into the area. I’m looking for an apartment, so if you know anywhere available, I’d be grateful if you’d let me know.”

“How long for, if you don’t mind me asking?”

“At least six months, but maybe as long as two years.”

“Is it alright if I ask why?”

“I’m a private investigator, and I’ve been hired by a company in the area to look into some suspected industrial espionage and fraud.”

“Will that be difficult with your lack of Italian?”

“That won’t help, but I’m going to use it as part of my cover. Having said that I am hoping to learn the language while I’m here. If you know any good teachers, maybe that’s something else you could help me with.”

“My wife taught English at high school until she became ill. She would love the opportunity to do one to one tuition, if that’s what you want.”

“That’s exactly what I want.”

“I’ll ask her to give you a call, if that’s alright Signorina.”

“Perfect.”

“I’ll ask around about the apartment.”

“Thank you Signor, you’ve been very helpful.”

On her way back to her room she knocked on the bedroom door of young Master Sharples and family. A girl about ten years old opened the door, and she could see the boy sitting on a bed fiddling with his phone.

“Good morning, may I speak to your mother?”

“Mummy, there’s a lady wants to speak to you.”

She heard a voice from the bathroom, “Who is it dear?” 

“Tell her it’s the lady from the pool yesterday.” The boy looked round; his face had turned white.

The woman appeared holding a hairbrush, “Oh hello, come in. Have you changed your mind about going to the police? I reported the incident to the desk last night. One of those men works here and I didn’t think any other guests should have to suffer what you did. I hope you don’t mind. Is that why you’re here?”

“No, I don’t mind; you did the right thing, but I won’t be going to the police.”

“I think you should.”

“Thanks, but I think there’s something that you should see.” She took out her phone and started the underwater video.

“That’s awful, who filmed that. Did they have an accomplice?”

“Sort of - Stephen do you want to tell your mum about it or shall I?”

“What! Stephen?”

“It’s not true, I didn’t, honest.”

“Show your mum your phone, Stephen.”

The woman snatched the phone from his hand and started to look through the videos.

“Oh my God Stephen! What have you done?”

“It seems the two sex offenders asked Stephen to film the episode and promised to send him a pornographic movie as payment for his services. So, if you look at the next video, you’ll see what I mean; the same two men raping a young girl. Not much older than your daughter by the looks of things.”

“Dear God.” The woman was crying now.

“See what you’ve done Stephen,” Pepper said, “you’ve reduced your mother to tears.”

The young sister was looking on in bewilderment. 

“What are you going to do?” he tremulously asked. 

“First, I’m going to tell you what could happen if I go to the police. You will be arrested and as you’re fourteen, you’re old enough to be charged with aiding and abetting a sexual assault. Also, with transmitting and receiving pornographic imagery involving the rape of a child. If found guilty, you would almost certainly be sentenced to some sort of custodial sentence, the likelihood is the first six months or so would be here in Italy, the rest somewhere in the UK. You would be placed on the sex offenders register for life, disqualifying you from all manner of employment. It would also mean if any sex offences were committed anywhere close to where you live, wherever that turns out to be, you’d be one of the first people questioned by the police.”

“Oh, dear God!” Stephen’s mother wailed.

“However, if you can give me your solemn promise never to do anything like it again and agree to not use a mobile phone for the next twelve months, I’ll consider not going to the police.”

“I promise, I really, really promise.”

“I don’t understand how you did this,” the mother said. “How did you know what was on his phone.”

“Milly, that’s your name, isn’t it?”

“Yes.”

“I’m an undercover police officer working for the UK’s National Crime Agency on an Interpol operation, I have access to all sorts of facilities. I’m not here under my real name. Your son’s phone indicates that it wasn’t an isolated incident. He’d been taking what are known as underwater pussy shots throughout his stay, and he’s even sent some of them to his friends. The phone has been disabled now so it can’t be used for outgoing information by anyone. My best advice is to destroy it because it’s already been used in a serious criminal offence.”

“But I only got it last week. It was a birthday present from my dad.”

“Maybe you should have thought of that before you started using it for criminal activity.”

“I didn’t know it was criminal.”

“I don’t believe that for one second. Nevertheless ignorance is not regarded as a defence in law.”

“What am I going to tell him?”

“That’s up to you, but the truth is generally a good place to start.”

“I can’t tell him that, he’ll kill me.”

“If I don’t kill you first you mean,” his mother said. “How would you feel if those animals were doing that to Bea? You’ll never see that phone again and you’re grounded for six months. Don’t even think about complaining or I’ll report you to the police myself, you disgusting child.

“Thank you, whatever your name is. You had every right to report him, but I’m grateful that you didn’t.”

Pepper spent the rest of the morning searching the internet for somewhere to live and dismissed everything currently available. Changing into a good pair of jeans, and an attractive top, she grabbed her bag and headed for the lift. As she passed through the lobby, she saw the Sharples family at the desk with their cases.

The drive to Vasto was event free, and she found Harry waiting for her at a table outside the restaurant. With a wide smile, he stood as she walked toward him. Holding her hands, he kissed her gently and looked her up and down. “No battle wounds then?”

“Nah, it was a piece of cake.” 

“I saw the inscriptions you gave them. You don’t pull any punches, do you?”

“Don’t go into the bullring if you don’t want to be gored by the bull,” she said with a shrug. “If it hadn’t been for the rape video, I would just have messed them up a bit. We’ll see what their mum does about it.”

“I doubt she’ll do anything; the police that’s another matter.”

“I didn’t call the police.”

“Maybe not but they managed to make enough noise to attract a passer-by’s attention, and whoever it was called the police.”

“I hope they don’t mention me by name. It could mess things up a bit.”

“At the moment they’re not saying anything, but I’m monitoring it. How are you though?”

“Physically okay, but a little off my best after the long drive. My hamstring strain is all gone though. There’s a couple of martial arts places not far from the hotel, so I’ll check them out over the next day or two. I’m still looking for Robyn but nothing so far of course.”

“I’ve written a procedure that searches for her by name, description, and facial recognition. I’m running it every morning. If it picks up anything, we’ll know within twenty-four hours.”

“Thank you, you’re so sweet.”

“I want to find her nearly as much as you do, now.”

“What do we know about the Hungarians?”

“They were flagged up to us by a complaint to the Italian police which was never followed up. Our initial investigations showed nothing, but after a second look we weren’t so sure. They seem to be operating out of Termoli. From outward appearances they run a wine importing and exporting business to and from Tunisia. What raised our suspicions is that from time to time they make a run to Tripoli. On the face of things, with the ban on alcohol in Libya, a wine importer wouldn’t have any business to do there. However, on quite a few occasions the trips are a day or two after the disappearance of a woman or child in Southern Italy. It’s possible that there are legitimate business reasons for the trip if they’re trying to diversify but looking at their business records there’s no evidence of that. Also, when you look at the backgrounds of the head honchos, the words legitimate business doesn’t readily spring to mind.”

“Do you want me to take a closer look?”

“Yes, but I don’t think you should do it alone. The group are going to send someone out to give you some assistance. I think you’ve met him before - a French guy called Jacques. He should be here in the next twenty-four hours. He’s booked into your hotel. He’ll text you when he’s arrived, and I’ll email all the details of the Hungarians. Their names are Ervin and Ferco Timko, and Laszlo Szabo.”

“What about Rossi?” 

Rossi was the name of the senior Italian cop they suspected of involvement in child disappearances. 

“He’s a slippery character. Seems to have friends in quite high places, and we’re looking into that at the moment.”

Pepper’s phone rang from an unknown caller. It was no surprise, she knew very few people in Italy. Excusing herself, she answered it.

“Hello... Yes, this is she... Oh, hi Luisa, thank you for contacting me so quickly... That doesn’t matter in the slightest. I don’t need a formal qualification. Mostly I need to speak and understand spoken Italian, although being able to read and write a bit would be helpful... When do you suggest? ... That would be fine, I look forward to it.” She ended the call.

“I’m intrigued,” Harry said.

“Language tutor. The bored and lonely wife of the hotel manager has agreed to take me on.”

They ordered their food and spent two beautiful hours just eating and talking.

“I don’t suppose you fancy coming back to my place,” he said.

“Haven’t you found a pretty little signorina to help keep your bed warm at night yet?”

“I haven’t been looking, there’s only one pretty little girl I want to help keep my bed warm and she’s not a signorina - she’s a beautiful English rose.”

“If you’d seen me carving words into those guys’ chests last night you wouldn’t call me that. Seriously though, there’s nothing I’d like more than climbing into bed with you right now but if I did, I’d end up staying the night, and I need to get back to meet up with Jacques. I’m seeing the language tutor at nine tomorrow as well.”

“I’ll let you off this time. Next time I won’t be so lenient.”

“Is this the new dominant Dirty Harry, I ask myself?”

“I’m not brave enough to attempt to dominate you.”

“I wouldn’t want you to be anybody other than who you are. I’m going to be off now. Thank you for today, it made me feel human again, for a few hours at least.”

“I’ve never met anybody more human than you. Let me give you a proper kiss before I let you go.”

They stood and kissed long and deep.

“It feels like Harry junior is as anxious for that next meeting as Petula Pussy.” 

They kissed again and parted. The whole way back to Montesilvano, she lamented her decision to leave. 

As she crossed the lobby, the desk clerk called her over. “Scusi Signorina Gregson, but Signor Ricci would like a word if you’re free.”

“Of course.”

“I’ll show you through.”

Leonardo Ricci stood up as she came in, “Signorina Gregson, please come in and take a seat.”

The desk clerk smiled and closed the door as she left.

“Just Pepper please, how can I help?”

“I thought I should tell you that I had a visit from the police this afternoon.”

“What did they want?”

“Initially they wanted to talk to you, but as you weren’t available, they asked to see our security camera recordings for last night. I told them that it was company policy not to release that sort of information without a warrant. They showed me some photographs of our two former employees.”

“The Romano brothers you mean?”

“Yes.”

“Really, what have they been up to now?”

“It looks like someone took a dislike to them and gave them a tattoo against their will.”

“That’s a bit naughty, but I can’t say I’m surprised. People like that attract that sort of retaliation I expect.”

“I absolutely agree.”

“Why did the police need to speak to me?”

“They said that the Romanos told them that you were their attacker.”

Pepper laughed. “How do they imagine I could have done that?”

“That’s what I said, but they told me they’d return with a warrant and speak to you then. I doubt that they’ll learn very much from our security footage though, our security office took the system down for maintenance from eleven till four.”

“Oh well sometimes things just never work out as you’d hope I suppose.”

“I understand that Luisa spoke to you earlier.”

“Yes, that’s right. I’m seeing her tomorrow at nine, I’m really looking forward to it.”

“And so is she. Luisa love’s teaching, it was her passion. When she had to give it up, it broke her heart.”

“Why did she stop?”

“She has MS. It’s quite aggressive and she finds getting around too difficult.”

“That’s awful. Do you have children?”

“I’m afraid not. God never chose to bless us that way.”

“That’s a shame. Is it okay to call you Leopoldo?”

“Just Leo, and I’d be honoured.”

While they’d been speaking her phone had buzzed with an incoming text from Jacques. He’d checked in and had wangled the room across the hall from her own. She knocked on his door on the way back to her room.

“Pepper, how are you, my friend?”

“I’m good thank you Jacques, and you?” They exchanged cheek kisses.

“I’m really good. Since we last met, we’ve had some great successes in France and Spain.”

“Fantastic! I’m sorry to be a pain but I need you to do me a big favour before we sit down to talk.”

“Sure, what do you need?”

“I’ve got some incriminating evidence in my car that I need to temporarily transfer to yours, out of sight of hotel cameras.”

“No problem, if you go somewhere in your car and text me the address, I’ll meet you there.”

“I’ll go right away. We can find somewhere to eat while we’re out.”

As she drove out of the car park, she spotted a police car pull into the turning circle at the front of the hotel. Turning in the opposite direction, she found a restaurant a few hundred yards away. After parking she texted Jacques, who joined her five minutes later. Her phone rang just as she had transferred everything incriminating to Jacques’ car.

“Hello... Hi Leo... What’s up, we only just spoke? ... Really? ... No problem... I’m not far away, I’ll come right back... Of course not, I’ll be with you in a few minutes.”

“If you can get us a table Jacques, I’ll be right back. The cops want to speak to me.”

“No problem.”

A few minutes later she was back at the hotel. She went straight to the front desk, and Donna showed her to Leo’s office. Two plain clothes police officers were waiting with him.

“Scusi Signorina Gregson, these two officers would like to speak to you.”

“Of course. But as you know, I don’t have very good Italian, could you or somebody help out?”

He jabbered away at the officers for a few moments.

“They say it’s okay. This is Senior Sergeant Pisano and Senior Constable Marchesi.

The sergeant showed her two photographs. “Do you know these men?”

“I know this one,” she said pointing at Tomasso, “he assaulted me yesterday, twice. I don’t know the other one.”

“Tell me about the assault.”

She described the incident, while Leo gabbled her responses to them, pointing at his computer screen from time to time. 

“I told them that it was exactly as you described. I’ve already shown him the security footage of the incidents in the fitness room and pool. The sergeant asks how you know how to do that to Tomasso.”

“Tell him I take self-defence classes.”

The sergeant replied to Leo.

“He says he wants to know about the assault in the swimming pool.”

Once again, Pepper described the events just as they happened.

“The constable asks why you didn’t employ the self-defence tactics in the pool to stop them taking your bikini off. He said they’ve seen an underwater video of the event.”

“Do you mean there was a third member of the gang?”

“He says they don’t know.”

“So, who took the video? Do you have underwater cameras in your pool?”

“No, no, Signora. Now he says you haven’t answered his question.”

“Tell him it was because I was too busy trying not to drown. Perhaps the constable would have preferred that. He would have then been able to get a better look at my vagina during the autopsy.”

Leo coloured up and repeated what she’d said. The constable looked suitably embarrassed.

“Why didn’t you want the police called?” the sergeant asked in English.

“I don’t know, sergeant. Perhaps it was because I wanted to avoid an interrogation like this. What do you think. It’s the same the world over, whenever a girl gets sexually assaulted, the police try to make it look as if it was her fault.” She turned to Leo, “Can you ask them what this is all about? I was the one who was assaulted, and I didn’t even make a complaint.”

“He says he’s investigating an allegation against you of committing serious physical assault.”

“Who am I supposed to have assaulted and when and where was it supposed to have happened?”

The sergeant showed her two more photos of the Romano brothers, this time showing them the tattoos.

“What’s that on their chests?” 

“It says, I am a paedophile. They say you did it to them.”

Pepper laughed, “Are you serious? I’m pretty good at self-defence, but tell me how I could have overcome them, held one down while I drew that on the other. Did the second one stand around to watch?”

“The men say you drugged them with chloroform, tied them up, and you did it while they were unconscious. One of them says you had a gun.”

“And where was this supposed to have happened?”

“In their flat.”

“Where’s that?”

“About five kilometres from here. At about 1am this morning.”

“Let’s get this straight, I enter the country via Brindisi at 9am yesterday morning. Arrive here at 2pm and have lunch. Sleep for an hour or two, have dinner. Then get assaulted by a neanderthal halfwit in the gym and go for a swim. All before I’m assaulted a second time by the same guy and his brother in the pool. Somehow in the next few hours, I acquire myself a gun and some chloroform. Miraculously I then guess where these guys live, go there, knock on the door, and say Hi guys fancy a bit of bondage? Draw something on their chests in a language I don’t speak, then come back here as if nothing happened. I’m beginning to wonder if it’s these two who’ve been inhaling something.”

Leo smirked and translated what she’d said. “Tomasso says you told him you were an assassin for the mafia.”

“And they believed it? Give me strength.”

“I’d still like to search your car and your room,” the sergeant said.

“Go ahead, but not without me being present.”

They went out to the garage and Pepper handed over her keys.

“Why have you got so much luggage?”

“It’s not luggage, it’s everything I own. I’ve been living in Turkey for the last year, and I’ve decided to spend some time in Italy.”

“Why?”

“Why not? I’d heard it was a nice country, although I’m beginning to wonder now. Just be careful, it took me an age to fit it all in, and the case from my room has yet to go back.”

It was obvious that their hearts weren’t in it as they conducted a perfunctory search of the car. Then they adjourned to her room, where they quickly went through her things. 

Via Leo, the sergeant offered profound apologies, and they left.

“I’m so embarrassed, Pepper. It was such a waste of time,” Leo apologised.

“Don’t worry about it Leo; it wasn’t your fault. I was about to meet a colleague for dinner when you called. Would you mind if I leave you now?”

“Not at all. Go ahead.”

When she finally got to the restaurant, Jacques was pleading with the waiter to give him another ten minutes before being asked to leave. Pepper tipped him fifty Euros and thanked him for his patience. They both ordered the first things off the menu and got down to talk.

“I don’t suppose you’ve had time to look at the stuff that Harry’s emailed yet, have you?” he asked.

“No, not yet.”

“I don’t think it’s as straightforward as it looks. We need to establish what these trips to Libya are all about before we make a move.”

“Is there a pattern?”

“It seems to be approximately once every four weeks. The last trip was two weeks ago so I’m guessing the next one will be about ten to fourteen days away.”

“How do we know that they go to Tripoli rather than Tunis?”

“We’ve had a tracker on board for three months.”

“Couldn’t we just sink it?”

“Not as easy as pouring five litres of petrol in the engine compartment with this one; the boat is a lot bigger.”

“You heard about that?”

“You’re becoming something of a legend among our small circle of operators.”

“What’s this boat like then?”

“It was a fishing trawler operating out of Hull until two years ago, but the company went bust after the bottom fell out of the North Sea fishing industry. It’s only ten years old and had been quite well maintained when the Timkos bought it. They got it for a very good price, but it was still a hefty sum to pay for a boat to haul relatively small quantities of wine back and forth across the Med. Apparently, they still had to have a significant amount of work done to it, to make it suitable for dry cargo.”

“Have you got any theories what the Libyan trips are about?”

“Just a guess for the moment, but I’d imagine girls on the way out, and arms on the way back. If I’m right, it may put them out of our league.”

Pepper shook her head, “So what are we going to do about it. We can’t just walk away?”

“That’s true, but we may have to just gather evidence, shove it in front of Interpol and say, ‘Over to you.’ How long they’d take to respond is another thing though.”

“Not if we force their hands.”

“How do you mean?” 

“Like with Celek.”

“That would involve locating and penetrating an arms cache, and like I say, out of our league.”

“Penetrating maybe but locating it maybe not so much. Let’s see what a bit of surveillance reveals.”

Jacques nodded, “Okay, let me have a little reconnoitre of the boat first. Then I’ll get back to you.”

“That sounds good. If I’m going to base myself here, I’ve still got to find somewhere to live.”

“Do you want to transfer your things back to your car before we return to the hotel?”

“Good idea, but I suggest we keep our relationship quiet for the time being,” she replied.

“Agreed.”

Back in her room, but this time with her knife and a gun, Pepper showered and gratefully climbed into bed. She lay thinking about how they might find out more about the Timkos. Two hours later she was woken by a scratching at her door. Her bedside lamp was on, but dimmed, enabling her to see the handle move.

Picking up her phone she texted Jacques, Somebody’s trying to break into my room.

She got out of bed and quickly arranged the pillows under the sheet to make it look as if someone was asleep. Then, after slipping her feet into trainers she grabbed her knife and gun. With no space to hide beside the door she stood behind the curtains on the low windowsill.

The intruder eventually succeeded in opening the door. In the dim light through the narrow crack in the curtains, it was difficult to make out who it was, but the trespasser crept toward the bed. The guy looked down, kicked off his shoes, loosened his belt, and dropped his pants and underwear to the floor. Before he could step out of them, Pepper said, “Hi again Tomasso, we must stop meeting like this.”

Tomasso spun around, tripped on his clothes, and fell in an undignified heap at Pepper’s feet as she stepped from behind the curtain.

“You think you’re a fucking clever bitch don’t you, but...” Fabio started to say from the doorway. It was as far as he got before Jacques felled him with a karate-like chop to the side of his neck.

After taking Fabio’s gun from his hand, Jacques rolled him into the room and closed the door.

“What kept you? Isn’t that what I’m supposed to say now?”

“Sorry but I sleep without clothes and threatening someone when you’re in that state just didn’t have the gravitas the situation demands.”

“So Tomasso, what are we going to do with you and your brother eh? We tried giving you some advice, and despite my warnings you mentioned me to the police.”

“I sorry, Fabio and I will move to Napoli to live with our cousin like you say. Fabio was angry you send video to our mother; he say we must make revenge.”

“Is that a good excuse, Jacques. What do you think?”

“I don’t know, Pepper. When you warned them, was there any room for interpretation?”

“Not exactly. I told them I’d slit their throats like I did those guys in Turkey.”

“That’s a great idea, but we can’t do it here, it’s too messy. Let’s have a think about where to do it. Have you got any more of that tape you’re so fond of?”

“Yes, it’s over there in that little backpack.”

He retrieved the tape and there was still plenty to secure the hands and gag the two attempted rapists.

“Aren’t you going to tape their feet?”

“In a minute.” 

She watched Jacques remove the laces from their trainers, then looked on curiously as he knelt beside Tomasso and tied one around his genitals.

“There, that should do it. In about six hours his tackle will be completely useless. Good luck in your rapist career after that Tomasso.”

The younger of the two brothers was crying and making begging noises from behind the tape.

Pepper thought it was hilarious, “I’d never have thought of that.”

Jacques moved over to Fabio and awkwardly removed his trousers before repeating the process. By the time he’d finished, Fabio was starting to come round. “The problem now is what do we do with them?” he said.

“I wonder if they’d like a boat ride.”

“How do you mean?”

“Maybe a little trip to Libya might give them some time to reflect.”

Jacques looked pensive for a moment. “That’s an interesting thought. To save us the trip you mean? What would the capo think about that idea?”

“He was okay when we sent those other guys into Syria. He gave one of them a job after that, he’s working for Castrogiovanni as an enforcer now.”

“Yeah, but that Syrian job was dangerous. This would be a piece of cake. All we need them to do is find out whether it is guns being transported, or something else. Maybe they wouldn’t even need to wait until the boat sailed.”

Pepper thought about it. “I don’t think these guys have got the balls for a job like this.” Then she laughed. “Well, they won’t in a few hours anyway.”

Tomasso was nodding desperately, trying to indicate he’d do anything to hang on to his testicles, Fabio was looking dazed. He hadn’t caught up with what was being said.

“Shall we ask them?”

“Nothing to lose,” she said.

“You do it, you’re good at this sort of thing.”

“Okay. Right then you two pathetic assholes. I did try to warn you, but you’re dumb as a box of rocks and wouldn’t listen. Have you joined the conversation yet, Fabio?” 

He nodded. 

“Good, now listen very carefully because there are three potential outcomes if you get it wrong. During your ridiculous attempts to molest me, you and your dipshit brother stumbled upon a bit of family business, and by family I think you’re beginning to get the idea what I mean, yes?”

They both nodded, their eyes as wide as saucers.

“Jacques and I are contractors who’ve been brought in to resolve an issue for Messina Dinaro. Your interference has been fucking irritating, especially after you decided to talk to the police. My instinct is just to slit your throats and tip your bodies off the side of a boat, but Jacques here thought that a little poetic justice might be a better option. Must be his Latin blood. He thinks that separating you from your balls will turn you into reformed men.

“Me, I doubt that, but I’m prepared to give it a try. We’re proposing that we sneak you on board a boat that’s planning a little trip to Libya in the next week or so. We want you to tell us the nature of the cargo. The capo is of the opinion that these guys are trying to step in on their territory. We’d give you a mobile phone, for you to take photos and send them back to us with any other information you can find. What do you think?”

Tomasso was nodding enthusiastically but Fabio was shaking his head.

“Jacques, I think Fabio wants to say something.” Her colleague peeled the tape back from his mouth.

“Why should we do anything for you after you castrate us?”

“He’s right you know Jacques, perhaps they need an incentive. How about this, if you agree to do this for us, we won’t kill you with or without your balls. If you don’t agree to do this, we kill you and dump your bodies on your mother’s doorstep. If you betray us, we kill you, your mother and the rest of your family. I mean your little sister, the one that stayed at home to look after your mother. Oh, in case you think we wouldn’t do that, just remember who we’re working for, what our job is, and why it’s us who are doing
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