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Prologue

‘If anything happens to my precious boy, I don’t know
what 'll do ...

These are the words that no police officer ever wants
to hear. They’re delivered with such animal anguish that
Cotton and I just look at each other, knowing full well
we’re taking a real risk here. And as the senior officer of
the two of us, 'm the one whose career goes down the
pan if we fail.

The woman who utters those words is forty-six-year-old
Jenny Day. She’s in the front passenger seat of the car fifty
yards in front of ours, and she’s talking to us on an open
phone line. The man driving her is her husband, Nigel,
and they’re the parents of eighteen-year-old Henry Day,
the latest victim of a team of professional kidnappers oper-
ating throughout south-east England known by both the
media and the National Crime Agency’s Anti Kidnap and
Extortion Unit — the people who employ both Cotton and
me — as the Vanishers.

These days, kidnapping’s often considered something of
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an old-fashioned crime, and one that, in the age of cameras
on every street corner, has had its day. But nothing could be
further from the truth. There are kidnappings and abduc-
tions happening around you all the time, whether it be drug
dealers holding those who owe them money for ransom, or
parents snatching kids from their partners. The difference
is, they don’t tend to make the headlines. For a long time,
the Vanishers flew under the radar too, because they made
use of the one technological development that takes out a
huge amount of the risk involved in kidnapping.

Cryptocurrency.

Crypto is every criminal’s friend. It may not be quite so
anonymous as its proponents think it is, but it’s still very
hard for law enforcement to trace if you know how to
move it around, and it’s helped make the Vanishers’ MO
near-perfect.

They pick an ordinary upper-middle-class family, one
that’s got ready access to significant liquid savings, and then
snatch the most vulnerable member. Contrary to popular
belief, this isn’t usually a young child. The easiest to take
out are those between the ages of eighteen and twenty-
three, especially if they come from a good family. They’re
the ones making the most of the freedom that adulthood
brings them, and who are still naive enough to trust people,
as well as being generally unobservant of their surround-
ings. They’re not going to be missed quickly, especially if
they’re at uni, and if the abduction’s done swiftly and effi-
ciently (potentially when they’re inebriated), no one’s going
to notice a thing.
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When the Vanishers have their victim safely stored, one
of their number calls the mother (it’s always the mother),
using the victim’s phone, and explains the situation. As long
as the family cooperate and don’t involve the police, then
as soon as a ransom is paid into a specified crypto wallet
in bitcoin (the amount varies but is usually equivalent to
about half a million pounds), the son (it’s been a son in
every case so far) is released unharmed. However, it’s made
very clear that if they don’t pay, or are foolish enough to
involve the police, then they’ll never see their child again.
As an added security measure, the caller warns them that
if they contact the police after the victim’s release, they’ll
be targeted again.

It may or may not come as a surprise to find out that
almost everyone cooperates and pays the ransom without
involving us, and it’s for that reason that we still don’t know
the exact number of kidnaps there’ve actually been. But
it appears that in every instance, the Vanishers have been
true to their word and have released their victim unharmed
within twenty-four hours of receipt of the money. It’s only
afterwards that the truth has begun to seep out. When
someone’s been the victim of a trauma like a kidnapping,
it’s very hard for them to keep quiet about it to those
around them, so word ends up spreading. In one case, a
nineteen-year-old man who’d spent three days locked in
a basement tried to commit suicide three months later,
causing his family to finally report what had happened to
the police, even though they were still terrified of being
targeted again, and the media to pick up on the story. As
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a result of the press coverage, three other families came
forward anonymously, which is how the NCA’s Anti Kidnap
team, which I head up, finally built a picture of what had
been happening. The four cases we know about for sure
took place over a period of just under three years, and the
problem’s been that the trail on all of them has long gone
cold. The bitcoin ransoms have disappeared into the ether;
the CCTV footage has been wiped; and there’s no longer
even any DNA evidence of any kind.

The Vanishers have left clues behind, of course. There
was no way they could avoid that. We know for a fact
that there are at least two of them: a man who liaises
with the victims while they’re being held (although because
they’re always blindfolded, there’s no description of him
other than that he talks in a London accent and sounds
like he could be in his thirties or forties, which doesn’t
exactly narrow it down); and a woman aged somewhere
between twenty-five and forty-five, who’s taken an active
part in all four abductions. They like to snatch their tar-
gets from the street at night. According to the victims,
the female kidnapper approaches them pretending to be
drunk or distressed, and unsteady on her feet. As they
go to help her, she jabs them with a needle containing a
powerful sedative, and in every case the next thing they
can remember is waking up in a locked basement cell,
where they’re kept for the duration of their stay. During
that time, they’re fed and given water by the male, but
they have no real communication with him. At the end of
their ordeal, they’re injected with a sedative again, always
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without warning, and the next thing they know, they’re
waking up in the middle of nowhere (an abandoned quarry
in one case; a field in the middle of the countryside in
another), often only minutes before they’re discovered by
their family members, who’ve been given the coordinates
of where they are. All four known victims were released
within an area of approximately fifty square miles around
south-west Surrey, which suggests that the Vanishers have
connections to the area and are keeping their captives
somewhere in the vicinity.

But that was it. And it wasn’t much to go on. The media
made a big thing of the story when it first broke, but when
it became clear that the Vanishers weren’t going to be identi-
fied and arrested any time soon, interest faded away. Which
meant we had to wait and hope and keep alive in the
minds of the public the fact that there remained a dangerous
kidnap gang out there somewhere, and if anyone else fell
victim to them, it was imperative they contact the police
straight away so they could finally be brought to justice.
But our big problem is that the Vanishers are almost too
reliable: every prospective victim knows that if they pay
the ransom, they get their loved one back in one piece,
whereas if they call the police, there’s no guarantee that
they’ll achieve the same result.

And then three days ago, we finally got our break when
we received a phone call from property developer Nigel Day
to say that the Vanishers had their son, a student at Reading
University, and were demanding a ransom in bitcoin just
short of half a million pounds.
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The first thing we did was get hold of the council camera
footage for the previous twenty-four hours covering the
street where Day lived. And that was when we got break
number two. At 7.23 p.m. the previous night, Henry Day
had walked out of his front door, turned left and gone
approximately fifteen yards before a woman approached
him from out of shot, appearing to ask him a question. As
he paused to talk to her, she jabbed him with something.
He then stumbled, and she put her arm round his shoulders
and led him to where a grey Chrysler people carrier had
pulled up. She slid open the rear passenger door, pushed
him inside, and the car drove off.

We knew it was the Vanishers. The woman matched the
basic description we’d been given of the female kidnapper,
although it looked in the footage like she was wearing a
long blonde wig. The driver of the Chrysler was wearing
a cap, glasses and the criminal’s other best friend, the face
mask. As soon as we ran the car’s plates through the ANPR
system, we saw that they were fake. So we now had a con-
firmed kidnapping in progress, although the suspects had
again made sure they were hard to recognise and track.

Our plan with the Days has been to keep a low profile
and let them pay the ransom before simply following its trail
to the kidnappers. And that’s what the couple have done,
paying the whole sum into a crypto wallet in the name of
a non-existent individual called Arthur11138. Theoretically,
any wallet can be traced back to its real owner, because
every transaction is recorded on a public ledger called a
blockchain. However, this process can take months, or even
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years, if the owner is tech-savvy enough to set up virtual
barriers: fake IP addresses, logless VPN, etc.

But that doesn’t matter to us, because our plan is to wait
for the Vanishers to grab the money from the wallet, at
which point we’ll be able to watch as they move it round
the system. Because here’s the thing. Eventually they’ll want
to turn it into hard cash — the type you can actually spend —
and in order to do that, they’ll need a bank, which means
identifying themselves and setting up accounts. And that’s
when we’ll pounce.

So for the last twenty-three hours, we’ve been waiting for
Arthur11138 to take the money out of the wallet, which
any self-respecting kidnapper would want to do as soon as
possible so he can start the process of making it disappear.

Except it hasn’t moved.

Which is something of a worry.

But then just over an hour ago, one of the kidnappers
got in touch with the Days via text, using a burner phone
that was then immediately switched off, acknowledging
receipt of the money and telling them where they could
find their son.

That’s where we’re heading now, to an abandoned barn
two miles south of the village of Ockham, in the same gen-
eral area where the other victims have been released. We
haven’t had time to put a surveillance team in place, nor
have we told the local police what’s going on, in case they
inadvertently do something that tips off the kidnappers.

“Your son’s going to be okay, Mrs Day,’ I tell her. “We’re
almost there now.’

9781472292407_The First 48 Hours - 3rd proofs.indd 7 21/06/2023 13:46:32



SIMON KERNICK

‘Then why is he not answering his phone?’ she replies,
an almost hysterical edge to her tone. “The man said he
would have his mobile phone with him. I’ve just tried to
call it

Henry Day’s mobile phone started pinging from the loca-
tion we’re heading to approximately five minutes after the
kidnappers’ call to the Days, but they were under strict
instructions not to call it until 10 a.m., which was two
minutes ago.

‘He’s almost certainly been drugged before release,’ 1
explain, ‘because that’s what happened with the other vic-
tims. Which means he’s probably still suffering the effects
of it

‘Will he be all right? They won’t have given him an
overdose, will they?’

‘I very much doubt it, Mrs Day. None of the other victims
suffered any tangible side effects.’

‘None of the other victims’ families involved the police,’
she says, her voice shrill. Contacting us was her husband’s
idea, and Jenny Day has been something of a reluctant
participant, who clearly would have kept quiet about the
kidnap if she’d had her way.

‘These people don’t know you’ve involved the police,
I say, exchanging another look with Cotton. ‘We’ve kept
everything completely under wraps. Only a handful of
people are aware of what’s going on.’

‘They could have been watching.’

‘They weren’t watching, Mrs Day, and even if they were,
they would never have seen us together. And neither your
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phone nor your house was bugged, so they wouldn’t have
known about any phone calls either. It’s going to be okay.

‘It will be,’ I hear her husband telling her. “We’re nearly
there.

And we are. We have a tracker on the Days’ car, and
we can see on the dashboard screen that they’re pulling up
to a T-junction, having moved a little further ahead. Now
they turn right. It’s only another two hundred metres to
the barn from where Henry’s phone is sending its signal.

‘I’'m going to try him again,” says Mrs Day, and inadvert-
ently or otherwise, she ends the call with us.

‘Do you think it’s a good idea to let them go first, Fish?’
asks Cotton, now that we’re not being overheard.

“We’ll let them pull up outside. If he comes out to greet
them, fine. Otherwise they wait for us to go inside.” Our
plan has always been to let the Days arrive first while we
stay back, just in case the kidnappers are watching the
barn — although doing so would again represent the kind
of needless risk that the Vanishers tend to avoid. But like
all hastily made plans around kidnaps, you never know.

We’re at the T-junction now, and I use the radio to tell
the convoy of unmarked vehicles following us that our ETA
is only one minute, and that they should keep a mile back
and wait for further instructions.

Mrs Day comes on the line again, sounding worried.
‘He’s still not answering.’

Cotton looks at me. He mouths the words: ‘I don’t like
this.

I know exactly what he means. All four prior victims
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we know about were drugged before release, but they’d all
woken up before their families got to them. Also, none of
them were in possession of their mobile phones. It’s always
a dangerous move for criminals to keep hold of traceable
mobile phones, because even switched off, we’re able to
track them. And yet they’ve turned Henry’s back on. Which
is not like them.

And still the ransom money hasn’t moved from the
account.

The combination of all these things makes the atmos-
phere in the car tense. I’'m ultimately responsible for this
operation, and it’s my head that’s going to be the one rolling.

I can see from the tracker signal on my phone that the
Days’ car has turned onto the short track leading to the
barn and is pulling up directly in front of it. I call their
mobile phone, and when Mr Day answers it, putting us on
speaker, I tell the two of them to stay in the car. ‘Can you
see any sign of Henry?’ I ask.

‘No, we can’t, he says. “The place looks empty and the
doors are shut.

‘I need to go in there,’ says Mrs Day. ‘I need to find him.
It’s freezing. He could die of exposure.

I hear the passenger door opening. ‘Please stay where
you are, Mrs Day. I don’t want either of you contaminating
the scene. There may be clues we can pick up about the
kidnappers.’

‘T don’t care, she answers. ‘I just want my boy back.

‘Please stay put,’ I tell her firmly. Then, to Cotton: ‘Pull
in next to them.’

10
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Cotton nods and slows down as he comes to the turning
at the end of a high hedge running along the road. The barn,
a large one-storey structure with a dilapidated roof, sits
behind a piece of potholed waste ground. I look round as
we stop next to the Days’ car, and Cotton cuts the engine.
The ground here is flat and open, interspersed with hedges
and fences that divide the fields all around the property,
and although there are a couple of outhouses and residen-
tial dwellings in the distance, there are no obvious vantage
points from where we can be observed.

‘The Vanishers aren’t going to be watching this place,
I say, before getting out of the car and shivering against
the wind. It’s a dreary, cold December day, the kind that
makes you wonder why you live in this country, with sleet
forecast for later.

The Days are out of their car too, both looking at me. Mr
Day, early fifties, dressed too young for his age, is clearly
working hard to stay stoic and calm. Mrs Day, a short,
intense woman brimming with nervous energy, and the
look of someone who’s used to being in charge, is almost
bouncing up and down on her feet. ‘He’s going to freeze
in this. Get in there if you won’t let us in, she says. ‘T’ve
called his name. There’s no answer.’

‘We’re going in now,’ I say, putting on a pair of evidence
gloves and motioning for Cotton to follow me. I repeat
the instruction for the Days to remain where they are. 'm
feeling anxious now, although I try not to show it.

But I know Cotton can see my tension. He looks wor-
ried too. We’ve worked together in Kidnap for close to

11
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six years and we know each other well. Every case is very
different, and you can usually predict the way it’s going to
go. But there are alarm bells sounding all over the place
with this one.

We get to the barn door. I can feel Nigel and Jenny Day’s
eyes boring into my back. Once again Jenny calls her son’s
name, her voice rising above the wind.

I knock loudly and call his name too, asking if he’s in
there and all right.

No answer.

There’s no point hanging about. If Henry is lying in there
unconscious, he will be at risk of hypothermia, so I open
the door and step inside, Cotton following.

The barn is empty. Completely. Even the cobblestoned
floor is comparatively clean. I look up, as if 'm going to
see him there, but there’s nothing but cobwebs between the
beams, and a hole the size of a suitcase that looks straight
out onto a relentlessly grey sky.

‘The phone’s got to be in here somewhere,” says Cotton,
glancing at his own phone as he walks across the room.
‘The signal’s coming from south of the barn.

‘But where the hell’s Henry?’ I say, conscious of the help-
lessness in my voice. ‘This isn’t how these people operate.
He should be here.” But the fact is, ’'m not missing anything.
He isn’t here, and that’s the end of it.

‘Here’s the phone, says Cotton, crouching down at a
spot in the corner of the building.

Then he says something that stills the room. “There’s a
note with it

12
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I’m at his side in two steps as he stands back up, unfolding
a piece of A4 paper with gloved hands.

We both stand in silence for a moment as the bold type-
written words on the page sink in.

YOU SHOULDN’T HAVE INVOLVED THE POLICE.
NOW YOU’LL NEVER SEE HENRY AGAIN. CHECK THE
PHOTOS SECTION. PASSCODE 999911.

It’s me who picks up the phone. I do it instinctively,
wanting to get this over with. Without speaking, I punch
in the passcode. The home screen comes up with a photo
of Henry Day looking mean and moody in a hoodie

‘How could they have known, Fish?’ says Cotton, in-
credulous. “We kept it tight. We kept it fucking tight.

I don’t answer. I find the photo icon, open it up, and there
it is. The first picture I see. It’s a close-to-full-body shot of
Henry lying on a bare stone floor in the foetal position, a
thick puddle of blood pooled beside him, emanating from
what look like a number of stab wounds to his abdomen.
His mouth is gagged, his hands tied behind his back. This
photo is not faked. When you’ve seen as many dead bodies
as I have, in twenty-one years of police work, you know
what a dead person looks like. This is definitely Henry. And
he is very definitely dead.

‘Oh Christ,’ says Cotton. ‘They really did it.

Because he knows a dead body when he sees one too.

‘Have you got an evidence bag?’ I say, my voice quiet,
constricted. The words an effort to get out.

13
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He reaches into his coat pocket and takes one out, and
I hand him the phone, not wanting to look at the picture
any more as the barn door opens and Jenny Day strides
inside, followed closely by her husband.

“Where is he?’ she demands as I turn to face her. “Where’s
my son?’

But as I walk towards her, not sure how I’'m going to
say this, she must see the expression of defeat etched into
my face, because she lets out an animal howl and comes at
me. ‘Where is he? What’s happened to my boy?’

‘We don’t know yet for sure,’ I say, and I could take the
coward’s way out and not elaborate until I’'ve got more
information, but I don’t, because I owe them the truth.
‘The kidnappers found out we were involved,’ I continue.
“There’s a possibility he may have come to harm.

She goes for me then, and who can blame her? She slaps
my face, tries to scratch me, and though I put my hands up
to defend myself, such is her fury that she just keeps coming,
her nails cutting my cheeks, until finally Mr Day grabs her
with both arms in a bear hug and pulls her backwards, his
eyes flashing a cold fury as they meet mine.

I stumble outside, just keep walking into the blessed
biting cold, knowing that this whole thing is on me. That
I have failed.

And I'd say that this is going to be something that haunts
me for the rest of my life. But that wouldn’t be true.

Because, you see, I planned the whole thing.

14
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