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A girl held captive her entire life

After a shocking discovery, the police must unravel a mystery that horrifies the nation.

A detective condemned as a criminal

Violently abducted while searching for a missing woman, DS Abigail Boone suffered retrograde amnesia – remembering nothing of her previous life. Defying the law to hunt those responsible, she now languishes behind bars.

A monster hiding in the shadows

In desperation, police turn to Boone – who fears a connection to the disappearance of a child three decades earlier . . . and a mysterious underworld figure whose name is spoken only in whispers.

Freed from prison, what will Boone sacrifice – and who must she become – to uncover the terrifying truth?


For Keir

my big little brother



Truth, in the end, can never be spoken aloud,
For the future is always unpredictable.

But so is the past

Robert Penn Warren




PROLOGUE

Five years ago

The hunters walked with their pieces broken open over the crooks of their arms. Rough shooters, they ambled through the private woodland, dogs out ahead of them. Leaving behind a small clearing where a spring rose up, they followed the narrow brook it fed, cleaving gently down a jawbone hollow and guttering into a chain of duck ponds where occasionally there was good fishing. The dogs bounded away, disappearing into the bushy growth around the ponds, their barks echoing across the water.

Hanley Moss wore an olive paddock jacket and a dark fedora. A pipe was clamped between his teeth and its stale odour carried on the air. He walked with a slight hitch from a worsening arthritic hip that he was ignoring until he got used to the idea of being cut on. His companion, Teddy Blackborne, the last of an old name, sported a beige gilet with a tweed cap. When they had dressed that morning, neither had known it would be the final time they would select their wardrobe.

The woods were mostly oaks and ancient hornbeams, grey and twisted as if formed from wax drippings. Some showed signs of former pollarding, thick upper limbs obscuring the sun. Leaning against one such tree, Moss studied his pipe. He made a clicking sound with his mouth and searched his pockets for his tobacco pouch. Closing the break in his gun, he stood it against the tree and tapped the pipe out in his palm, peering at the burnt makings as if through some botanomancy he might read augurs, before dropping them to the ground. Looking up, he watched Teddy stride away after the dogs.

When he began carefully packing the bowl of his pipe once more, Boone stepped away from the tree where she’d been hiding. Moving easily upon him from behind, she snatched up his shotgun and retreated a few yards from him. She had a pistol of her own, a Browning Hi-Power holstered on her hip, but didn’t think she’d need it.

‘This is private property,’ Moss said, unable to conceive of the temerity. ‘Hand me back that gun.’

Boone must have been an odd sight. The hood of her oversized cagoule was drawn up, black running tights below that and trainers with the soles of a larger pair fixed underneath them. Moss frowned. She gave him a moment, seeing the realisation dawn across his face. Unhurried, she broke open his gun and loaded a single cartridge from her own pocket, a bespoke six-pellet LG shot she had made for the occasion. It would guarantee the desired outcome, and later, when the police came to the hunting lodge near the main house, they would find capping and roll turnover tools and all the ingredients for the home-made ammunition, tying a neat bow around the tragic event.

‘Sit,’ she said, indicating with the barrel of the gun to a spot between the thighs of the tree roots.

Moss looked down but didn’t move.

‘It’s all the same to me if you die standing or sitting.’

Confused, he lowered himself down against the tree. Boone pulled her hood tight around her face and sat on her haunches before him. Dilated capillaries mapped his cheeks, the whites of his eyes feathered with red veins. He was still clutching his pipe, so she held her hand out and he gave it to her. Remarkable how compliant people could be even in the most perilous of circumstances, perhaps hoping cooperation would afford them just a little more time.

‘You remember me,’ she said, not a question.

He nodded.

‘Good. Open your mouth.’

He did as he was told and she slid the barrel of the shotgun between his teeth, angling it up slightly. Just as he tried to say, ‘Wait,’ around the metal, she pulled the trigger.

Birds exploded from the trees.

The top of his head emptied out, leaving a shroud of skin resembling a face mask pulled loosely over shattered bones. His great flapping ears hung there still.

Teddy was calling and the dogs barked excitedly.

‘Hanley? Hanley? Did you take a shot?’

Boone hid behind the thick hornbeam with Moss’s shotgun. As she waited, she sprayed WD-40 inside the barrels from a small can in her pocket and produced a brush fitted with a bore guide she’d made from an emptied shell. Giving both barrels a good brushing to remove any blood, she also wiped down the outside with a cloth. As she loaded another home-made shot into the unused barrel, she heard footsteps approaching.

‘Hanley, what are you doing? Hanley . . .’

The footsteps slowed. Boone could feel Teddy staring at her friend. Swinging round the tree, she levelled the shotgun at the woman. Teddy Blackborne recognised her immediately, and for a fraction of a second her face slipped before she regained that haughty composure.

It had been almost a year since Teddy had seen her, but for Boone the older woman had been a familiar sight. First had come the healing, and then the intelligence. Knowing your quarry, learning the routines they slipped into, the follies that made them vulnerable. Boone had come to know all about Teddy Blackborne.

‘What have you done?’ Teddy said. ‘What is this about?’

What was it about? Boone barely knew where to begin – even the beginning wasn’t the beginning. Two years ago, waking up hurt and confused in a strange room, her memory obliterated, her life robbed from her. Battling to get out of the flat, away from the men who had held her for four days, barely escaping with her life. Weeks in the hospital healed her body, but months in the clinic did nothing for the amnesia. Nothing to allow her to remember her friends and family, her time as a detective sergeant with Kent Police.

But this went back further than that day.

It went back years.

This was about Jack, a husband she didn’t remember falling for, or marrying, or living with. This was about Quin, a son she didn’t remember carrying, or birthing, or nurturing.

This was about a girl called Sarah Still, born of sexual abuse and herself subjected to horrors for years before her eventual murder, body wrapped in a sheet and buried beneath an abandoned fruit farm. A girl who, in her past life, Detective Sergeant Abigail Boone had been looking for when she was herself abducted.

This was about uncovering the sexual predations of late industrialist Sir Alex Blackborne, father both to Sarah and to Sarah’s child, taken from her at birth and never found.

This was about former MP and peer of the realm Hanley Moss, who used his position for decades to hide his and Blackborne’s abuse of countless children, many of whom never made it out alive.

This was about Blackborne’s widow, Lady Theodora, the real power behind the family company, complicit in covering for her husband and Moss.

This was about Teddy murdering her own son when he learned the truth, staging it as a hunting accident, and escaping justice for that and all her past crimes.

And this was about Roo. Trafficked into a life of misery, escaping from the flat that day with Boone, only to be lost again to the same men who had tried to kill them before.

Most of all, this was about Roo.

Boone would have done anything to swap places with her, would have gleefully given her own life in exchange so the world could hear Roo’s voice once more. She had stoked within Boone feelings she couldn’t remember having, feelings she thought had been lost for ever with her memories.

‘This is about the dead whore, isn’t it?’ Teddy said.

She must have caught a flicker of something in Boone’s face, because she smiled. Boone took a step closer, shotgun aimed at Teddy’s chest. The dogs gambolled about them, not realising the kind of hunt it had become.

‘Oh look at yourself,’ Teddy said. ‘Here in the woods with a gun, and still no real idea how you got here. Would you like me to tell you? Would you like me to tell you what I told you two years ago when you first came here? Before your accident? When I told you—’

Boone fired, nearly cutting Teddy in half.

She was thrown back in a heap, making low moaning sounds, barely audible. The shot hit in a tight cluster just under her chest, riding up her gilet with the impact. Boone leaned over to examine Teddy’s gun and, satisfied it was unloaded, left it where it had fallen. Kneeling beside the woman, she slipped a handful of the shells she’d made into the pocket of the shredded and bloodied gilet.

Returning her attention to Moss, she took a dozen or so cartridges and carefully put them in his jacket, trying not to disturb it too much. His pipe, which had been safe from spatter in Boone’s pocket, she also slid in there. Briefly inserting the ends of the barrels into what remained of Moss’s mouth, she let the shotgun fall into his dead lap.

Behind her, the hounds moiled around their mistress’s lifeless body, already a feast for flies. A rabbit hung slack between the jaws of one. Not finding Teddy accommodating to their ministrations, they turned instead to their prey, the bunny torn apart amid the in-fighting.

When they were done, one of them approached the old man, nosing at his boots and hand, licking his ruined head. Another returned to his mistress’s corpse. It started to rain. Walking through the mulched leaves to the treeline above, Boone debouched onto a quiet lane to the sound of the dogs lapping at gunshot wounds.


PART ONE

IN THE FUTURE PERFECT
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Present day

This was home.

A carelessly flung corner of land on an island clinging to the skirts of Europe, charmed by ocean currents that favoured the planting of vineyards at latitudes where other nations watched for polar bears. At various times an occupied territory inhabited by grubby and roadless pagans, and a seat of great empire holding Christian sway over the farthest reaches of heathenry.

Barb’s feet were cold inside her wellies. She had the wrong socks on again.

‘So where exactly were you when you saw her?’

‘Like I said, Constable, up there.’ The man pointed. ‘On the ridge, just the other side of the fence.’

Three times already she’d explained she was a detective inspector, but what did it really matter? The lane was cut low into the land between shallow ditches, little more than damp ruts really. Banks rose on either side to the surrounding fields, so the tops of the fences bordering them were above head height if you were standing in the road, as they were.

‘She was down there,’ he said, pointing to the ditch on the other side of the road, a nearly grassed-over depression. ‘She was lying there curled up in a ball.’

His name was Cameron, and though he didn’t sound as if he’d spent a day of his life in Scotland, the first thing he’d worked into conversation was that he owned a lochside cabin in the Trossachs (‘I was out walking, you see. I enjoy walking. Take a break every summer to my place on the shore of . . .’).

‘And you didn’t see which direction she came from?’ Barb asked.

He shrugged.

‘So a barely clothed child turns up on the side of a country lane, miles from anywhere, and you didn’t see anything until you tripped over her?’

‘It was more like the foetal position,’ he said, upon reflection.

‘Right.’

‘Of course, she was on the other side of the road, you understand, Constable.’

‘And?’

‘I walk inside the fences so I can look out over the fields and not see roads. Not see anything man-made.’

‘There’s a barn right there,’ Barb said, pointing a few fields over. ‘And I can see a water tower in the distance.’

‘They’re a long way off.’

She pinched the bridge of her nose.

‘I put my coat over her, see. She flinched when I touched her shoulder, but she let me do that, with the coat. Didn’t feel right, just leaving her there like that. You know?’

‘Boss.’

Detective Constable Barry Tayleforth walked over. The once rising star of Kent Police, his career progression had come to a shuddering halt following a formal reprimand for engaging in a reckless pursuit that conjoined his unmarked vehicle with a cherry tree. Blown radiator blessing the scene like an aspergillum, pink blossoms mottling the roof and crumpled bonnet.

‘Will I be here long, sir?’ Cameron asked Barry.

‘Yes, will Mr Cameron be here long, sir?’ said Barb, smiling sweetly.

Barry waited.

‘If you could excuse us for a moment, Mr Cameron,’ Barb said, leading Barry aside. ‘I’m not going through this again with dickbeans over here. Sir, he calls you. Fucking sir.’

‘Search hasn’t found much,’ Barry said. ‘There hasn’t been any rain for a couple of weeks, so there are no footprints.’

‘Mean to tell me you can’t trace her movements by way of broken twig and upturned leaf?’

Barry was the sort who always carried on like witty repartee wasn’t happening.

‘Uniforms have conducted a line search of the immediate fields and come up with nothing,’ he said. ‘We’re pushing it out further.’

‘She was only wearing a slip. Barefoot. Cuts and scrapes. Must have left some trace. I mean, how far had she come? There’s not much out here.’

‘I’ll get a few bodies and go back over the perimeter of the fields. They’re hedged, but it’s cut away in a few places. If she came across the fields, she could only have come through those gaps. We’ll take a closer look. I’ve sent a car off in either direction to check the properties they come to. If she walked the road, there are only so many places she could have started.’

‘This Cameron man is useless. Little girl, you’d think she magically sprouted out of the ground the way he tells it.’ She scanned the scene for the other coppers. ‘Who’s got the log going?’

‘Mackintosh.’

A water carrier, but he always got the paperwork right and didn’t need telling the basics. Barry followed her thoughts.

‘He can handle the searches too. I’ll get uniforms to take Cameron back to the Shed. Tell him we need a formal statement, best to give it when fresh in the mind. Nice cup of tea, bit of time to settle. He might remember more.’

‘Okay, yeah. Good. Thanks, Barry.’

She gripped the lapel of his jacket between finger and thumb momentarily before releasing it. The spectacular grounding of his career was going to be the making of him as a copper, pruning the political ambition and turning him back to the job for the foreseeable. She thought of a few others in desperate need of a car crash.

Crossing the ditch near where the girl had been discovered, she scrambled up the bank to the edge of the rapeseed field above. A patchwork quilt of yellows and greens stretched out for miles around, seamed with hedges and the odd copse.

Behind her, she heard Cameron putting up futile resistance to going to the nick, Barry easing him into the back of his car and pushing the door shut. Heard his boots trotting back toward her. He joined her on higher ground and handed her a pair of binoculars.

‘Just happened to have them with you?’

‘In the boot.’

‘Do I want to know why?’

‘You never know.’

Barb looked out over the fields. ‘Any ideas where she might have come from?’

He pointed to a short horizon. ‘Nearest village is over a mile if you have wings, longer by any reasonable route you might walk. Few houses a way off. What looks like an old farm.’

‘Checking them?’

He nodded. ‘Knocked on the houses. They saw nothing. The farm looks like it’s been abandoned for years. We’re trying to trace the owner now. Couple of uniforms standing by.’

‘Tell them to have a butcher’s round the outside,’ Barb said. ‘Discreet, mind. Windows and doors only. Don’t want the owners turning out to be real citizens and getting all upset.’

‘I reckon she must have been dropped off.’

‘Her feet were in a bit of a state.’

‘A lot of her was, but it wasn’t any walk that did it.’

‘Yeah.’

‘You going back to talk to Cameron?’ he said.

Barb shook her head. ‘Anyone can deal with him. Make sure everyone knows what’s what with the search, checking the surrounding properties, so forth. Then you’re with me. We’ll go see the girl.’

He bounded down the slope, easing to a more practised walk on the flat of the road. Barb ran the glasses over the land again, looking at nothing in particular. Somewhere church bells pealed, and the time was the same as it always was.

This was the hour the dog returned to its vomit.

This was the end of the world.


2

A looming Victorian pile, the hospital in Margate had grown several shinier new wings connected by gleaming glass and chrome walkways. Barry pulled Barb’s Audi into the car park and instinctively went to reach for the log to put in the windscreen.

‘Shit,’ he said.

Barb shook her head. ‘Every time.’

He spread his hands out, the lack of a police book triggering some existential parking dilemma.

‘I’ll get a ticket,’ she said.

She hated driving. The hum of the engine lulled her into something approximating thoughtfulness, wherein she only wanted to watch the scenery glide by rather than look out for traffic and head-on collisions and likely death. She liked keeping Barry close at hand for driving duties.

She also hated faffing about for one of the diminishing stock of squad cars, so had taken on the crushing paperwork required to clear her own vehicle for force use. What that really meant was her own seat covers, her own bags of fruit pastilles and her own CDs. She’d put on Julianna Barwick for the drive. Wasn’t even sure how she felt about it, music not being something she had ever had a particularly strong reaction to, but she thought it wouldn’t be mocked or criticised by younger ears, so that would do.

Returning with a two-hour ticket, she slid it down inside the windscreen.

‘Only three quid,’ she said cheerfully. ‘All goes to the hospital.’

Barry gave her the same look he might an old bag lady showing her arse in the street.

‘Come on,’ Barb said.

The children’s ward was pretty much the most awful place, Barb was certain, and rubber-footed plods filling the corridors weren’t going to improve anyone’s day. She arranged for a PC outside both entrances to the ward and a couple more down in the cafeteria to relieve them later.

She recognised the woman from child social services sitting on a modern-looking leather sofa outside an observation room. Two sofas were angled in the corner, a low coffee table with magazines between them.

‘Hey, Beth.’

Beth Chapel noticed Barb and Barry and stood.

‘Inspector.’

‘You know DC Tayleforth?’

Beth nodded to Barry.

‘You’re taking the case?’ she said.

‘Until we know what it is,’ Barb said.

‘There’s an officer from the child sexual exploitation team here.’

Barb nodded. ‘We’re happy to be hands-off with the girl. You guys and CSE know the best way of handling that. But since we don’t have suspects, or even a crime scene yet, Serious Crime is going to set up an incident room.’

The three of them looked through the blinds into the private room. The girl was sedated, tubes running to her arms and nostrils. Malnourished, she was that tiny Barb felt she’d fit in her hand.

‘Christ,’ Barry said.

We don’t have punishment enough for this, Barb thought. She turned to Beth. ‘Has she said anything? Given her name?’

‘We haven’t got anything coherent out of her.’

‘What have the doctors said?’

Beth took a deep breath. ‘Well, there was a bit of a fuss.’

They took seats, Barb and Barry on one sofa, Beth on the other. An expensive leather jacket was draped over the back beside her.

‘Yours?’ Barb asked.

‘No. That’s what I was saying, there’s someone here from CSE. I’ve worked with her before. She’s great, but—’

She fell silent as footsteps clacked down the hall. A woman approached with a steaming machine coffee. She moved with purposeful elegance, not gliding but prowling, like a big cat. Placing the cup on the table, she sat next to Beth.

‘Smells something like coffee, so I’m going to leave it there and inhale the fumes, but don’t let it fool you.’

Barb and Barry glanced at one another. She was tall and lithe, this woman, in dark tailored trousers and a ribbed cream turtleneck. Perfectly white hair cropped short pixie style with wispy bangs on one side, looking soft as down even though it was spiky on top. In tandem with her glacially blue eyes, it left a striking impression. Barb would have guessed early forties, but from her hands she was probably past fifty.

A passing nurse recognised the woman.

‘Doctor,’ she said.

The woman smiled before turning back to Barb.

‘DC Storm Mathijsen,’ she said, pronouncing it like Mike Tyson.

‘DI Bowen,’ Barb said, taking Storm’s hand. ‘This is DC Tayleforth.’

‘Barry,’ said Barry, shaking.

‘Bowen?’ Storm said. ‘Barbara Bowen?’

‘I—’ Barb hesitated, foolishly feeling the impulse to deny who she was. ‘Yes?’

Storm nodded, half a smile.

‘I won’t ask who you’ve been talking to,’ Barb said.

‘I’ve heard about you only in glowing terms. And from someone who generally doesn’t have a good word for anybody.’

‘And you’re a doctor?’ Barb said, interrogation her best tool to rebalance things. ‘I thought you were CSE?’

‘I’m both. I was a clinical psychologist before I joined the police.’

‘Detective constable doesn’t seem like an upgrade from there.’

‘Depends what you want to do.’

‘Storm’s a hell of a name.’

‘My mother read English at Somerville and was quite mad.’

Barb nodded, as if that cleared everything up. ‘I was just telling Beth, Serious Crime is setting up an incident room. I don’t want to step on any CSE toes, though.’

‘We’re happy with that,’ Storm said. ‘We don’t even know what we’re dealing with yet.’

‘Have you spoken to the girl?’

‘She was conscious when she came in but didn’t respond to verbal communication. She’s severely malnourished and was dehydrated. Do you have a name for her?’

‘No. She was found on a roadside out in the middle of nowhere. Didn’t speak to anyone at the scene. We haven’t been able to match her to any missing children reports, but we weren’t sure how old she was, so it’s difficult.’

‘She weighs less than fifty pounds,’ Storm said. ‘From her size, you might think she was seven or eight. But accounting for the fact that she’s unhealthily underweight, I think ten or eleven might be more accurate.’

‘Good God,’ Barb said, standing to look at the girl.

‘She hasn’t uttered a word. A few grunts and some screaming, but nothing comprehensible.’

Barb shook her head. ‘Have you ever seen anything like this?’

‘Once,’ Storm said, not elaborating.

‘Her injuries?’ Barry said.

‘Almost too many to count, and many of them are historic. The fresh cuts and scrapes look like they’re from being outside within the last twenty-four or thirty-six hours, but there is bruising on top of bruising. There’s also evidence of broken bones, some of which didn’t set properly.’

‘Sexual abuse?’ Barb said.

‘Almost certainly. She hasn’t been fully examined yet. A nurse tried, but she became wild, began attacking herself.’

‘They sedated her then?’ Barb said.

‘Yes. But there was something else before that.’

‘Beth said there was a fuss?’

Storm nodded. ‘Dr John entered the room. He’s a consultant paediatrician. He’s around here somewhere. When she saw him, her behaviour changed radically. He was the first male who saw her in here. She pulled up her gown and began . . . well . . . it was almost Pavlovian.’

‘Christ,’ said Barb.

‘What’s the score now, in terms of protecting her?’ said Barry.

‘We’ve applied for a court order,’ Beth said. ‘Even if we find a legal guardian, state she’s in she would be removed into care. She’ll be kept here for the time being. She needs to be fully assessed, fed and hydrated properly.’

‘DNA?’ Barb said. ‘How do we deal with consent?’

‘Depends on what the court says, but I imagine we’ll be able to take samples later today,’ said Beth.

‘Here he is,’ Storm said, standing.

Tall, dark-skinned, with a mane of treacle-black hair streaked with silver, Dr John wore a corduroy sport coat and carried a well-garnished burger in one hand.

‘Ravi,’ Storm said. They kissed on both cheeks. ‘Dr Ravi John, this is Detective Inspector Bowen and Detective Constable Tayleforth.’

‘Excuse the beef,’ Ravi said. ‘I was here on call all night, and then they brought the girl in. First chance I’ve had to stave off the fainting. Do we know anything more about her?’

‘Nothing,’ said Barb. ‘Like she fell out of the sky.’

‘More likely she climbed out of a hole,’ he said.

‘How’s that?’

‘This is, without doubt, the worst case of abuse I’ve ever seen. Aside from the obvious malnourishment, she has other, serious health problems. Her joints are in bad condition, like she’s never used them, and her ribcage is undersized. She doesn’t seem capable of focusing on anything more than a metre away. It’s like she’s been kept in a dark, confined space for a very long time. Years, I would say.’

‘Storm said she hasn’t spoken,’ Barb said.

‘No, and her reactions to both verbal and non-verbal stimuli were not promising. Could be shock, some form of dissociation. Hard to tell until she comes round again.’

He turned to Storm. ‘I’m glad you’re here. We have to be very careful how we handle her. She is incredibly damaged.’ He smiled at Barb. ‘Storm and I used to work together. I have a clinic near Canterbury for traumatised children and adolescents. Nobody’s better. Then she ran off to solve crimes in London.’

‘Purely so I have some idea of timescale, when do you suppose we might be able to speak with her?’ Barb said.

Ravi shook his head. ‘Even if I thought she would be capable of having such a conversation, my sole concern right now is her well-being. We’ll take it day by day, hour by hour even, but I cannot allow anything to upset her. I understand that this isn’t the result of an accident. Someone has done this to her, and that someone needs to be held to account. But immediately, right now, trying to acclimatise her to new surroundings is the priority.’

He excused himself to spend some alone time with his burger, and Barb turned back to the observation window. The girl hadn’t stirred.

‘She was incredibly clean,’ Storm said.

‘Clean?’ said Barb, puzzled.

‘For someone who appears to have been kept in confined quarters, other than the dirt on her feet and hands from being outside, she was very clean. Freshly bathed, even. Her hair was soft and shiny. I mention it only because I thought it so incongruent to her general condition.’

‘Doesn’t feel right, not having a name for her,’ Beth said.

‘I’ll try to speak with her,’ Storm said. ‘When she comes round. I won’t question her, but I’ll try to make a connection, get her talking.’

‘You’re staying here?’ Barb said.

Storm nodded. ‘I’ll discuss it with Ravi, but I’d like to be available to her whenever she wakes up. Someone should be here around the clock anyway.’

‘Okay, good,’ said Barb. ‘You’re based out of HQ in Maidstone?’

Storm nodded.

Barb fetched a card out of her jacket pocket and handed it to her. ‘We’re in the Shed, so we’re neighbours anyway, but anything happens, whenever it happens, you can call me on this mobile.’

Storm studied the card, flashed that half-smile again.

‘All right, Detective Inspector Barbara Bowen.’

‘What do you make of Storm?’ Barb said, stretched out with her seat pushed right back as Barry drove them to Maidstone.

‘I’ve heard about her.’

‘Ooh, gossip. Spill.’

‘She joined the Met’s detective recruitment drive. No time on the streets. Transferred to Kent after a couple of years.’

‘Okay, I buy that. Previous experience as a psychologist gives her a sought-after skill set.’

Barry said nothing.

‘Don’t tell me; she can’t be a real copper,’ Barb said.

‘It’s not that. I mean, there will be loads that’ll say that. I don’t see how it can be bad getting people with her qualifications into the force, though.’

‘We select detectives from a small and brackish pool. What is it then?’

‘Well, she was a clinical psychologist. That must have taken years. You don’t do that unless you’re completely into it. And I bet she was well compensated. Now she’s on a DC’s salary and putting up with all the shit that comes with it?’

‘Doesn’t seem the type would give a single baked fuck what anyone said about her.’

‘No shit. What about that hair?’

‘You’d give at least two toes to have hair like that, Barry.’

‘In fact, I would.’

Serious Crime was housed in a new-build tucked in behind headquarters in Maidstone on what had been a bowling green. As was fitting for its award-winning ecologically friendly design and vaguely Scandinavian all-wood exterior, it was known by all as the Shed.

The main work space, the bullpen, was open plan, with Barb’s small office to one side. Mackintosh was perched on the edge of his desk, flipping through a file, waiting for them with a practised nonchalance.

‘Anything from our Mr Cameron?’ Barb said.

‘He was useless in terms of information about the girl. Out for a walk, there she was. Couldn’t give me any more than that.’

‘Believe him?’ Barry said.

Mackintosh nodded. ‘I was minded to anyway, and then I noticed he has one of those fitness bands on his wrist. He let us download the data, and it shows his whereabouts for the last week.’

‘Or the band’s whereabouts,’ Barb said.

‘Aye, but it matches what he told us,’ Mackintosh said. ‘And he has a wife who says he was home all night and confirmed what time he went out for a walk this morning. If he was messing around with that girl, I dunno when he’s supposed to have been doing it.’

‘You let him go?’ Barb said.

‘Thought I’d wait for the nod from you.’

Barb nodded.

‘I’ll find someone to drop him home,’ Mackintosh said.

‘Doesn’t feel like our man,’ Barb said, when he’d gone.

Barry shrugged. ‘Sometimes you can’t tell. Keep an eye?’

‘Oh yes. Beady little ones.’
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It was dark when Barb got in. She lived a ten-minute drive from the Shed in a small village east of town. She’d bought the flat when she made sergeant, her father helping out with a substantial deposit. It was a two-bed set out over two floors in what had been a coal merchant’s shop. An entrance hall led to a large living space with a kitchen just off, one bedroom downstairs and the master up. Light and airy, with high ceilings, she loved it. She usually did anyway.

Barb saw living alone as a perk. Eat what you like, when you like. Don’t have to share the TV, or get dressed at the weekend, or clean up if you don’t feel like it (but if you do, things are still tidy the next day). Some days, though, the place seemed to echo with loneliness.

She flicked the lights on and drew the curtains, using a rod to pull the blinds on the angled skylights. Turning the news on, she found a report recorded earlier in the day, a correspondent standing on the roadside behind the police cordon, a few hundred yards from where the girl was found.

‘—side of this quiet lane in the Kent countryside. Police haven’t named the girl, or even confirmed if they have identified her at this stage. What we do know—’

She changed the channel, finding another piece on the girl, this time live from a reporter outside the hospital.

‘Christ,’ she said, switching the television off. Fiddling with her phone, she sent a message.

You awake?

Took it with her upstairs to the master bedroom, putting it on the bedside cabinet as she undressed. The vibration when the reply arrived dragged the handset close to the edge.

Yep. You okay?

She ran through a couple of replies, trying for funny before deciding on plain old honest.

Come over?

He was online and read it immediately.

20 mins.

Cool.

She showered and washed her hair, then found clean pyjamas. Baggy elasticated bottoms and a long-sleeved top. He was exactly twenty minutes, and she opened the door before he knocked.

‘Hey,’ Barry said.

‘Hey.’

She led him down the hall to the living room and hovered about the entrance to the kitchen as if about to prepare something. Without saying anything, he wrapped his arms round her and she nuzzled into his shoulder.

‘Shit day,’ he said.

‘Shit day.’

‘How were the brass?’

Barb had endured a late briefing of the behatted ranks after Barry left the office.

‘No matches to missing persons, and they were rightly sceptical about a child apparently materialising out of nowhere. Court granted the care order, though, so I think there will be samples ready for the morning.’

‘I’ll pick them up first thing and run them back to be rapid-tested.’

‘What do you reckon the chances are?’

‘State she was in, I doubt the parents are law-abiding subjects of the realm. Familial match would not be a surprise.’

‘You see the news?’

‘We knew that was going to be a circus, especially with how little information was in our statement.’

She peered up from beneath his arm. ‘You want wine or anything?’

‘Nope. I want you to sleep, because tomorrow will be longer than today, and probably even shitter once we get a full report from the doctors.’

‘Ugh.’

Barb trudged upstairs as Barry turned the lights out. She sat on the bed waiting for him to undress, not wanting to get under the cool covers without him.

‘Cameron?’ she said.

‘Uniforms dropped him home. He owns the house. Another car is sitting outside.’

‘Discreetly.’

‘Discreetly. Bowman and Hiller wanted the overtime.’

‘Good.’

‘Five hours,’ Barry said, setting the alarm on his phone.

‘Yippee.’

Tucked up with her head on his chest, Barb felt tiny and protected. It was exactly that feeling that had worried her about getting involved in the first place – she was the boss when they were at large. The dynamic had never felt weird, though. He had been the high-flyer, expected to be fast-tracked to inspector, but her career had leapt ahead of his, largely on the back of a few big cases, one in particular. The uncovering of a network of cannabis grow-houses and the arrest of the ringleaders of the Vietnamese gang that operated them. Nothing had happened between them until after that, and Barry had been completely different to how she’d imagined. They’d never really dated, but it had never felt casual either. From the off they’d been close and comfortable, and the idea now of being with someone else was unthinkable.

The Vietnamese case had been big news at the time: drugs, people-trafficking and mobile phone footage of Barb tackling one of them when he tried to flee the scene on foot. It had earned her a lot of currency in the force. It had been more fortune than anything, though. An anonymous tip had handed her a gold mine, but she’d closed it out effectively and sent down the major players on long tariffs. They’d never identified any well-organised rivals to the operation, and Barb had always suspected someone on the inside sold them out.

This new case, though, this girl, the television already had it and it would be splashed over the morning’s front pages, exploding it nationally. She needed movement, anything to show progress. Currency depreciated quickly with the brass.
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The day waved green as the trees and grass yielded to the morning breeze. It was before eight and Barb was in her wellies again, standing in a field in front of what used to be a dairy farm. A more modern cottage, 1960s probably, stood near it. Both were empty.

‘It’s apparently owned by a Constance Bobb,’ Mackintosh said, reading off his phone.

‘Constance Bobb. Good old Connie Bobb.’

‘You know her?’

‘No.’

‘Nor does anyone else. Checked with the neighbours, such as they are, and nobody had heard of her or knew anything about what goes on here. One bloke reckoned there might have been some building carried out about four or five years ago. He remembered a digger being brought in. But he also said that might have been a different place as he, quote, ain’t one to be keeping records of other folks’ affairs.’

‘No other trace of her?’

‘Checking tax and social, but nothing yet.’

‘Probably a ghost.’

Barb surveyed the plot of land. She knew nothing about acres or hectares or any of that stuff, but reckoned it to be about three football pitches’ worth. Could have been five or six, though. From what she could make out through the windows of the cottage, the place hadn’t been lived in for a while. The other building, the one locals referred to as the dairy, was harder to peek into. The windows were higher and covered in filth, some papered over from the inside. It was a sprawling structure, fifty yards at its widest, including an old barn, and at least half that deep. The cottage was much smaller, four rooms from what they could tell.

Crime took the colour grey in her mind. The walls and skies of Gillingham and Swale and Ramsgate and Dartford. Stabbings, pub fights, rapes, murders. Its smells were synthetic, man-made. The scent of the free land seemed to Barb to come in cycles with the sun and the moon, conducting some kind of order. Yet for all that, at the last house she’d called on in the middle of nowhere she had found her friend Boone lying broken and mutilated, and went on to excavate the remains of eight bodies. Eight who had reached personhood, anyway. Countless others that hadn’t amid the waste of a ghastly backroom surgery.

Land was never what it appeared.

Thick woods hid the buildings from the lane a couple of hundred yards away. The unmarked entrance sported a rotting wooden gate, and the drive curved through the trees so nobody could look down it. A small team of SOCOs were examining the mouth, which they were treating as public highway, for tyre marks, but it seemed to be a popular spot to pull over and let cars pass on the narrow lane.

On two other sides, dense rows of junipers provided cover, with an unbroken hedge on the fourth. It was a woodland arena, almost completely obscured from prying eyes. Ideal place for funny business. Barb felt that familiar, gathering sense of purpose that grew within her when a case started to gain its own momentum. This place, Barry off fetching samples taken from the girl at the hospital; they were on the brink of something, she knew it.

‘They’re not finding anything at the gate,’ Mackintosh said. ‘You want me to draw up a Section 8, apply for a warrant?’

‘Be very specific,’ Barb said. ‘We’re not going to get permission for a fishing expedition. Not practicable to communicate with any person entitled to grant entry, so forth. Make it clear we’re only looking for evidence of the girl’s presence, given there’s fuck all else around here.’

Mackintosh was furious with the taking of notes.

‘Keep on trying to track down this Constance Bobb,’ Barb said, ‘and leave a couple of uniforms here. I don’t want anyone coming in without us knowing about it. I’ve spoken to the farmer who owns the fields to the east and south, and he’s happy for us to walk them, so tell the uniforms to keep a constant eye out round the back too. Not just on the gate.’

Mackintosh nodded. His phone rang and he stepped away to answer it.

‘Your phone, boss?’

Barb fished it out of her pocket. ‘Left it on silent.’ Three missed calls from Barry. ‘That himself now?’

Mackintosh nodded, at the same time listening to his phone.

‘Okay, yeah. Hold on.’ Then, to Barb, ‘Boss, we staying here or you want to go to the hospital? Barry wants to meet up.’

Barb looked about. ‘You get on the warrant,’ she said. ‘We get it, you look after the breach and the search. Keep it all in hand. I don’t want a case going to shit because we overstepped. Tell Barry to head for the hospital and I’ll meet him there.’

Storm Mathijsen was wearing the same clothes as the day before, and from the way her jacket was folded up like a pillow on one of the sofas outside the girl’s room, Barb supposed that was where she’d slept. Still looked better than Barb would after the greatest night’s kip of her life. It was times like this that she really needed another woman on her team, someone to talk to about other people behind their backs.

‘DI Bowen.’

That half-smile. Did everyone get that, Barb wondered, or was she especially amusing? ‘Storm.’

They shook hands.

‘And it’s Barb,’ Barb said.

‘Barb it is. No bagman today?’

‘Meeting Barry here. Had to drive myself, for heaven’s sake.’ She looked through the window at the girl in her bed. ‘Still asleep.’

‘Only just asleep. We had a hectic night.’

‘Get anything from her?’

‘Learned a lot about her, but not what you would call pertinent details. She’s completely non-verbal. Her cognitive skills appear to be those of an infant, at best. It was impossible to make even basic instructions clear to her.’

‘Retarded?’ Barb said, immediately regretting the word. ‘Or whatever.’

‘No, I don’t think so. The problems with her faculties are symptoms, not a cause. I believe she has lived a life utterly without stimuli. If I had to make an educated guess, I’d say she’s been kept in a confined space since birth by someone whose only interactions with her constituted the vilest abuse and occasional feeding. For all intents and purposes, she’s feral.’

‘She’s been kept in isolation for her whole life? How is that even possible?’

‘I don’t know. The effort and discipline it would take to do that to someone is terrifying.’

‘And it’s not just that she can’t talk – she can’t understand either?’

Storm shook her head. ‘Look, it’s very early. We don’t know what she has experienced exactly, and perhaps this could be a post-traumatic reaction.’

‘But you think otherwise.’

‘From what I’ve seen, I don’t think she has ever acquired language.’

‘Will she learn? Is that possible at her age?’

‘I really don’t know. I’ve seen children who have suffered terrible things, but never anything quite like this. The world as we know it, in terms of our daily experiences and social activities, is heavily reliant on the language habits of our group. The way we learn about things, the way we comprehend or tell others what we know, these things are to a large extent predisposed by our common tongue. It isn’t as simple as there being a monolithic, objective world that people interact with in different languages. Those languages make their own worlds. And she has no language. No method of forming ideas. I can’t even begin to imagine what world she lives in.’

‘She could be like this for ever then.’

‘This is the beginning. It’s going to be a long process. It could be we make very little progress, or it could be she picks things up quickly. At this point I wouldn’t like to hazard a guess.’

‘But in terms of getting information from her about who did this . . .’

Storm pursed her lips. ‘Certainly not in the short term. And even if she does develop communication skills, who’s to say what she will be able to tell us about her past, the things that happened to her before she had such skills? It could be like us trying to recall what happened when we were nine months old.’

‘And physically – has she been fully examined now?’

‘The good news is there’s no identifiable brain damage. The malnutrition and dehydration are easily treatable. Her bones and joints, we just don’t know. Her muscles will build up with use, coupled with a proper diet. But her bones are very weak and misshapen or undersized in places. She may have long-term or permanent difficulties with mobility.’

‘What about other stuff?’

‘There is extensive physical evidence of historical abuse. Sexual.’

‘Forensics? You said yesterday she was surprisingly clean.’

‘Yes. There were no usable biological samples.’

‘Someone fastidious about removing trace evidence?’

‘Could be. Her hair was shampooed and conditioned, though. Combed.’

‘Someone keeping her pretty?’

Storm raised her brows.

Barb moved closer to the glass, watching the sleeping child. ‘She’s holding something.’

Storm smiled. ‘My sock.’

Barb frowned.

‘I had fresh socks in my bag, anticipating possibly staying overnight. When I wasn’t getting very far with her, I decided to use one as a puppet. It was the only reaction I got. Wouldn’t say it was a smile, but it was something. She took it from me. It isn’t much, but a sense of possession is better than nothing, so I left it with her. Or it would be more accurate to say she hasn’t let go of it since and threw a tantrum when a nurse tried to take it when changing her.’

‘There was a toy at the scene. She was found with a stuffed dog or something. It’s with Forensics.’

‘That’s interesting. Given to her as a distraction probably, but it suggests she has previously had some notion of ownership, even on an instinctual level.’

‘When the guys and gals at the lab are done with it, I can get it back for her.’

Storm considered this. ‘It might give some indication of her memory and recall. Might also remind her of what happened when she had it, which mightn’t be helpful. We can ask Ravi what he thinks, see how it goes. We have to be careful with her.’

‘You said tantrum?’

‘She lashes out, much as an irritated or scared animal might.’

Barb nodded. ‘She had on some kind of nappy when we found her.’

‘Yes. We’ve had to maintain that. Her incontinence is severe, both when awake and asleep.’

‘The result of physical trauma, or . . .’

‘I don’t think so. It’s more like she’s never been shown how. Never been shown how to do anything, as far as I can see. She can’t even chew. We tried small pieces of fruit, but she sat there with it in her mouth and then spat it out. She’ll only take soft food, baby food. Given the state she’s in, it wouldn’t surprise me if that’s all she’s ever had, and barely enough of it.’

‘Jesus,’ Barb said. ‘What is going to become of her?’

‘She’ll be here for a few more days at least. Make sure her cuts and bruises are okay. It can be hard to diagnose problems when the patient can’t communicate. They’ve done a few X-rays, but Ravi would like more. She wasn’t terribly cooperative, though. After that, we’re having discussions with safeguarding and local authorities. If we can’t identify her or find a responsible family member or carer, I’ve spoken to Beth Chapel about the LA placing her at Ravi’s clinic. They have a residential wing and can care for her there.’

‘And study her.’

‘The two aren’t mutually exclusive. The more we can learn about her, the more we can help her. I suspect she would progress a lot faster in a properly supervised environment than she would going home with people who don’t have the resources at the clinic’s disposal. I used to work there, Barb. It’s a fantastic place.’

‘Not going to be a happy ending, though, is there?’

‘It’ll be better than how it was, I can promise that.’

‘Listen, I’ve spoken to your DI. We’re running the case out of Serious Crime, but I want someone with more experience of cases like this. If you’re interested, I’d like to second you for the investigation, put you to work out of the Shed.’

‘Definitely.’

‘Yeah? Good. I don’t know what your workload looks like right now, but speak to your DI and take the rest of the day to smooth things out. I’ll see you in the Shed tomorrow morning.’

‘I appreciate that, Barb. I’d like to see this one through.’ Storm’s eyes moved past Barb. ‘DC Tayleforth is here.’

Barry was at the entrance to the ward in conversation with the constable on duty there. He had a file with him and carried himself with the demeanour of someone orchestrating crucial affairs.

‘He’s found something,’ Barb said as he walked towards them.

Holding the file out to Barb, he greeted Storm.

Storm smiled. ‘He was a verray, parfit, gentil knyght.’

‘I don’t—?’

‘Don’t worry about her,’ Barb said. ‘She’s weird and clever and on her way back to HQ.’

‘Maybe a shower first,’ Storm said, making her excuses and leaving.

‘Now, what have you got?’ Barb asked Barry.

‘We got a DNA hit on the missing persons database.’

‘You could have called with that.’

‘I could have, but you never would have believed me, and I wanted to see your face.’

‘Why wouldn’t I believe you?’

He handed Barb the file and she flipped it open, scanning the report. She frowned. She looked up at him.

‘This has to be bollocks.’

He shook his head. ‘We had two samples. I ran both of them. It’s right. There’s a full array going to the lab just in case, but think about it. It would be too much of a coincidence to be a mistake.’

‘Mary’s fanny. You know what this means?’

‘Yep. You can go. I’m not.’

‘Fucking hell,’ Barb said. ‘I hate prisons.’
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Barb drove alone to Sheppey. She made a call to the governor of HMP Brabazon explaining the situation, and arrangements were made for her visit. Giving them a couple of hours to get sorted, she decided to make a stop along the way.

Years since she’d been out on the headland; didn’t look like much had changed. The charred remains of the caravan still sat in a black scorch in its field. A little lower than she remembered, perhaps, the final standing side collapsed now and the rains having pounded the whole thing into the ground again and again over the years.

A quarter-mile further along, she turned into the winding drive lined with mature trees and parked outside the cottage. A Mercedes sat along the side, wheel-less and up on bricks. An American-style double-cab pickup, only slightly smaller than a Chieftain tank, sat beside it. The smell hit Barb as soon as she opened her door. Something rotten catching the wind so that it was there and it was gone and it was back again like you might be losing your mind.

She saw Tess through the kitchen window, sitting at the table with her back to her, and rapped on the door with two knuckles. Tess turned and considered her for a moment impassively. Barb wondered if she didn’t know who she was, but she got up and opened the door.

‘DS Bowen. What brings you out here?’

‘It’s Detective Inspector now, but that’s by the by. How are you, Tess?’

Tess smiled obscurely. ‘Coffee?’ she said, going to the counter and pouring a cup anyway.

‘Sure.’

Out the other window, Barb could see Mickey Box. Cannabis kingpin and mobster of the Kentish marshlands. Or used to be. She was taken aback at the sight of him. In the few encounters they’d had, he’d always seemed remarkably virile, despite his calm exterior, a raw energy simmering just beneath, suggesting nothing was capable of stopping his progress. The man she saw now was a husk. Pale and wizened, he sat slumped in a deckchair on the patio, staring out over the creek that ebbed back into the Medway. He wore the look of a man who’d surrendered, who could cut the white flag from his own hide. A reminder of the dreadful sloth that overtakes all haste eventually.

Tess caught her looking. ‘Sits out there for hours sometimes.’

A couple of hundred yards at its widest, the creek was once busy with traffic when a shipyard operated at its foot. Now all it did was separate Mickey Box’s headland from the pumping station and sewage works that squatted behind the saltings on the peninsula across the way, whose effluence had once foamed the water.

‘Nice view, I suppose.’

‘Not really,’ Tess said, dropping a coaster on the table and setting down Barb’s coffee. ‘I don’t know what it is he looks at.’

Barb eased into the chair across from her.

‘Thanks.’ She blew on the steaming mug and sipped. If nothing else, Mickey Box always taught his people how to make proper coffee.

There it was again, that smell. Tess noticed Barb’s reaction, a slight movement of her head or quiver of the nostril perhaps.

‘It’s the pile.’

‘The pile?’

‘Mick doesn’t run the scrapyard any more. Started a refuse collection service, taking away the sort of stuff you can’t put in the bins or be bothered to take to the tip. So much of it, it just piled up.’

She ducked down low, looking through the window into the sky and pointing.

‘See that?’

Barb followed her finger, finding a dark wisp rising and fading away in the clouds.

‘The smoke?’

‘That’s the pile. Usually it’s on fire in at least one place. Smouldering, Mick calls it, on account you can’t actually see the flames because they’re inside the pile somewhere.’

‘On the laundry list of fucked-up shit your dad gets up to, I’m sure this only reaches the middle, but all the same. How the hell is that allowed?’

‘I’ve asked him to sort it out. It’s not good for Jim, and it’ll only get worse. I even called the council once. Without telling him, obviously. Think someone came and had a look. Nothing happened. We were in Sevenoaks, I’m sure the fire brigade and the SAS would have been dispatched.’

As though aware he had been talked about, a young boy charged into the room wearing a pirate’s hat and brandishing a plastic cutlass.

‘Hello,’ he said.

‘You must be Jim,’ said Barb.

‘What have I said about talking to strangers and the police?’ Tess said.

Barb gave her a look. The boy clenched his teeth and stood en garde with his sword held flat beside his head, blade pointed at Barb.

‘Attaboy,’ Tess said.

‘Can I do a treasure hunt?’ Jim said.

‘Pop Pop’s outside. He’ll help you.’

The boy flew outside and snuck up on his grandfather, Mickey Box feigning fright as Jim challenged him with his cutlass.

‘My God, how old is he now?’ Barb said.

‘Coming up six. Unless you meant Mick.’

‘Can always look him up.’

Climbing out of his chair, Mickey Box chased the boy around the garden, waving an obviously home-made cutlass of his own and crabbing along as if struggling with a wooden leg. The child squealed with delight as he evaded his grandfather’s clutches. Barb smiled, watching him gallivanting around. The boy would have no idea who he was, just his grandfather to him. How old was Tess when she knew who Mickey Box really was?

‘Best friends,’ Tess said, also watching the two of them. ‘Fighting sea monsters and fending off scurvy knaves. Serious business that. There’s maps and buried treasure and ooh arrs. He’s different with Jim.’

‘Hmm.’

Barb noticed, draped over the back of
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