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Chapter 1

The nightmare woke Ben Hope with a start, and he lay awake for the rest of the night listening to the rain drumming on the roof of the former farmhouse in which he lived. At dawn he finally gave up trying to sleep. He threw himself into his morning exercise routine, then pulled on jogging pants and running shoes and headed out to the acres of woods that surrounded his home with his dog, Storm, trotting along at his heels. Running usually helped to clear Ben’s mind, but not today. He pushed hard for five miles along the dirt tracks, three full circuits of the Le Val compound, before he stopped to rest among the ivied ruins of the old church that nestled among the trees. 

The vividness of his dream was still lingering in his mind as he sat on a crumbling wall and lit a Gauloise. Cigarettes and running didn’t go together too well, but the habit had been with him a long time and so he thought fuck it and lit one anyway. When the first Gauloise failed to settle his mind, he burned up another. The dog sat close by, watching Ben intently with his great shaggy head cocked to one side and those deep amber eyes filled with a curious expression. He was probably wondering why these silly humans did the things they did. That was a question Ben often asked himself, too.

Ben walked back home, taking his time and deep in thoughts that the beautiful late spring morning and the cheery chorus of the birds in the trees could do little to allay. The Le Val compound was situated in a quiet corner of rural Normandy, set back a long way from the narrow country road that led to it and guarded by tall gates and wire fences. The stone farmhouse at its heart dated back a couple of centuries and had changed little externally in all that time, but nowadays the place served a very different kind of function. Around the cobbled yard stood a variety of other buildings: classrooms, storerooms, an armoury and an accommodation block for the delegates who travelled from far and wide to benefit from the courses taught by Ben and his business associates, who like him were all ex-military. Le Val was a school, of sorts, but it was also a little more than that – as any visitor to the tactical training facility would soon find out when they heard the rattle of gunfire that often shattered the peace of the countryside on a busy range day. One of the more recent innovations to the compound was the killing house, constructed of thick plywood, rubber and car tyres, where Ben and his fellow instructors educated their trainees on the finer points of conducting live-fire CQB hostage rescue and tactical raid operations. 

Today wasn’t going to be one of those days. No classes were scheduled until later in the week, making for an unusually quiet period in which Ben would have no excuse to keep putting off the mountain of tax and insurance paperwork he’d been successfully avoiding. There was also some maintenance work to be done on the south perimeter fence, the classroom roof had sprung a leak, and they were low on various supplies. Returning to the yard, Ben saw that the Ford Ranger truck belonging to his friend and business partner Jeff Dekker was gone. Which meant that Jeff and their associate Tuesday Fletcher had already set off that morning to pick up materials and provisions, a round trip of seventy-odd miles that would keep them tied up for a few hours. 

With the place more or less all to himself for a while, Ben took a shower, brewed up a big pot of strong black coffee and then headed over to the prefabricated office building across from the house to face the unwelcome task of sorting through all his invoices, bills, policies and accounts. Storm met him again at the bottom of the farmhouse steps and acted as though he hadn’t seen his favourite human for weeks. Ben loved the big dog. Storm was the undisputed pack leader among the team of guard German shepherds whose job it was to patrol Le Val’s forty acres of grounds. But not all the canine residents of the tactical training facility were employed for their security capabilities. Trotting along with Storm was his adoptive little brother and his best friend in the world outside of Ben, a mongrel terrier who went by the appropriate name of Scruffy. Scruffy was really Jude’s dog – Jude being Ben’s grown-up son who until recently had been living in the States with his girlfriend, Rae. Scruffy had come to join the pack at Le Val during Jude’s absence. Pretty much a law unto himself, he spent his days foraging around the barns and buildings in search of rodents, and had formed a strong bond with his much larger companion. Tuesday adored the little guy, but Jeff had started referring to him as ‘that ugly mutt’ ever since Scruffy had twice sneaked into his quarters and cocked a leg on his boots.

Ben let both dogs into the office, glad of their company as he dug into his administrative chores for the morning. He slumped in his tatty desk chair, turned on the computer, sipped his coffee, fired up another Gauloise, and generally did all he could to procrastinate. As much as he disliked the part of his job that kept him chained to a desk, that wasn’t so much the problem. His mind was elsewhere; he was still feeling shaken by the vivid memory of the dream that had kept him awake for most of the night. 

He managed to stay focused for all of twenty minutes before the columns of figures and lines of text on his screen began to blur out and his thoughts wandered again. He closed his eyes and saw himself again on the beach with those surreal tsunami waves surging towards the shore. Ben was no kind of a psychologist but it didn’t take a genius to figure out that the deadly storm that ravaged the still waters of the sea symbolised the emotional turbulence that had lately turned his life upside down. 

The real reason for Ben’s downcast mood was a woman called Grace Kirk. Someone who’d become very important to him over the last several months, after a chance meeting brought them together. Grace was a police officer who lived and worked in the Highlands of Scotland. Ben’s reasons for visiting the region last winter had been as unexpected as their romance, which had blossomed quickly and led him back north to see her again several times. He had been badly hurt in the past by the ups and downs of his love life and could be reticent about opening up to emotional attachments; but he’d really thought that he and Grace might have a future. 

As it turned out, he’d been wrong. 

Ben stubbed out his cigarette, and lit another. He knew he was smoking too much, but at least it was better than hitting the whisky this early in the day. Enough of the damn computer, he decided. He turned it off, leaned back in his chair with a sigh and tried to empty his mind, but couldn’t. For the ten thousandth time, he replayed in his head the phone conversation he’d had with Grace eleven days ago. 

Grace had been upset, but she was a strong person and had told him it straight. Her decision to call an end to their relationship had been a tough one to make, and taken her a few weeks to affirm in her own heart before telling him. It wasn’t that her feelings for him had cooled, or that she felt he cared any less about her. It wasn’t anything he’d said or done to hurt or betray her in any way. 

‘Then why?’ he’d asked her.

‘Because it’s you, Ben. It’s just who you are. Do you understand what I’m trying to say? That’s why this will never work.’

And he knew she was right. 

Ever since Ben came into her life, Grace had been exposed to danger. She’d been kidnapped once and almost a second time, threatened, witnessed violent deaths and come close to it herself, and all simply because she was involved with a man whose life orbited around trouble and conflict. His was a world of risk. They both knew it wasn’t about to change any time soon. And as deeply as she cared for him, she had come to the heartbreaking conclusion that she couldn’t be a part of it any longer. 

The last escapade had resulted in her having to be evacuated from Scotland to France and placed in the protective care of a former client of Ben’s, the billionaire Auguste Kaprisky, whose vast luxury estate was ringed with armed guards. It was a gilded cage, but still a cage, and Grace had deeply resented being whisked away from her life and kept under effective house arrest in a strange country, just because her attachment to Ben made her a target of his enemies. Her sudden and unexplained absence from home had nearly cost her her job, too, something else she wasn’t inclined to give up. 

‘When does it end, Ben?’

‘I don’t know,’ he’d replied after a long pause. He didn’t want these things to happen. They just did. Trouble didn’t want to leave him alone. 

‘And what will it be next time?’

‘I don’t know,’ was all he could repeat. 

They’d talked for hours on the phone. Grace had cried, and Ben had wanted to cry too.

‘I understand why you want it to be this way,’ he’d said at the end, when both of them were worn out with emotion. ‘It’s right for you. I’m okay with that.’ 

As okay as being mangled in a combine harvester. Or having your innards ripped out by a rusty iron claw. 

‘I’m going to miss you so much,’ she told him.

‘Grace—’ His voice was a whisper.

‘Please don’t say it.’

‘So long as you know.’

‘Me too.’

‘Friends?’

‘Always,’ she said. But he knew he probably wouldn’t see her again. Afterwards he’d put the phone down and stood there for a long time staring at it. ‘Goodbye,’ he’d said to himself, because he couldn’t say it to her. The word sounded as crashing and final as a suicide gunshot.

Now, as he reflected back over the symbolism of last night’s dream, he thought about the unseen loved one he’d been powerless to save from the raging ocean. It struck him as a terrible irony that the thing he’d feared so desperately when he had to save her from danger in real life had happened anyway, now that she was lost to him.

She’s alive, he reminded himself. 

That was what mattered most. But it still didn’t stop him from feeling as though that iron claw had plunged inside his chest and left him with a big red ragged hole where his heart used to be.

As Ben sat, Storm uncoiled himself from where he and Scruffy had been lying curled up together on the office floor, and came over to him. Ben ran his fingers through the dog’s fur as a big sloppy tongue affectionately washed his cheek. Ben said, ‘Yeah, I love you too.’

The dog looked at him. 

‘You think I’m feeling sorry for myself, don’t you?’ Ben asked him.

The German shepherd panted hot breath in Ben’s face but didn’t reply. Probably just being diplomatic.

That was when the landline phone on Ben’s desk rang. He stared at it for a couple more rings, not really in the mood to talk to anyone. But then he changed his mind and picked up on the fourth ring. Said, ‘Le Val.’

‘Dad?’

Scruffy looked up with a cocked ear, as if he’d recognised the familiar voice on the other end of the line. Jude sounded breathless and agitated. For him to call Ben ‘Dad’, something had to be wrong. Ben hadn’t heard from him in over a week, and he’d sounded perfectly normal then.

‘Dad, I’m in trouble. Terrible trouble. I can’t talk long. Tried to call you on your mobile but—’

‘Slow down. What are you talking about? What trouble?’

‘I’ve been arrested for murder.’




Chapter 2

It was destined to be a short call, because Jude had the legal right to let someone know where he was but wasn’t allowed to speak for long. Ben felt numb and cold as he listened and tried to digest what he was hearing, but Jude was gabbling so fast that he could hardly understand. 

‘Whoa, Jude. Slow down, you’re not making any sense.’

‘Tell me something new. None of this makes any sense!’

Ben tried to keep his voice steady and calm. He asked, ‘When did this happen?’

‘Yesterday evening. I’ve spent the whole night being grilled by the cops. I’m in custody at Abingdon police station.’

Abingdon was one of the bigger towns near the former vicarage that was Jude’s family home, situated a few miles south of the city of Oxford that Ben knew very well. A million years ago in a different life, he’d been a student there and attended the same college as Jude’s future mother, Michaela Ward. 

Ben asked, ‘So you’re back home again?’

‘Yes, and no sooner do I get back here but this guy’s murdered and now they’re saying I did it!’

‘Stay calm. What guy?’

‘Duggan! Carter Duggan!’

Ben was blank for a second, then recognised the name, remembering something Jude had told him a few months ago. Carter Duggan had been renting the vicarage through a letting agency while Jude was living in the States. Ben had a dim recollection that Duggan was Canadian, but he knew nothing else about the man. Other than the fact that he was now dead.

‘The tenant? You’re saying your tenant has been murdered?’

‘Oh, he’s been murdered all right. He was stabbed to death.’

‘Where did this happen?’

‘In the house,’ Jude said. ‘Dude was lying right in the middle of the kitchen floor, all kind of crumpled up, with the handle of a bloody great carving knife sticking up out of his chest. If that’s not murdered, I don’t know what is.’

Ben knew the old vicarage well, had stayed there many times, and had a strong emotional attachment to the place. The idea of something like this happening there was unthinkable, like a violation against something sacred. Jude’s description was so graphic that Ben wondered how he could know those details. ‘What are you saying, you saw him there?’

‘Saw him? It was me who found him! That’s why they think I did it. I might … I might have touched something. I don’t know any more. I’ve told the story so many times I don’t even know what’s true and what isn’t. I’m losing my mind. You’ve got to help me, Dad!’

Ben’s mind was swimming as he tried to get a handle on the situation. Storm and Scruffy were looking up at him with anxiety in their eyes. Their acute sense of smell was picking up the stress pheromones he was giving off. He centred himself, controlling his breathing to lower his blood pressure and pulse rate. 

Deep in his heart he knew that Jude would never deliberately hurt a soul. Not like his father had. That was part of Ben’s DNA that Jude just hadn’t inherited, to Ben’s great relief. For a time Jude had talked about going into the Navy with a view to trying out for the Special Boat Service, Jeff Dekker’s old unit. Ben hadn’t been able to imagine his son as a trained killer. 

But Ben also knew that things could happen in the heat of the moment. Fights, accidents, crimes of passion, freaks of circumstance. He had to ask. ‘Jude. Tell me the honest truth. I only need to hear it from you once, and I swear I won’t ask again. You didn’t do this, did you?’

Jude exploded on the other end of the line. ‘No!’ he yelled. ‘I’m innocent! How could you doubt me?’

‘I don’t doubt you, Jude. I just needed to hear you say it.’

‘What am I going to do? I’ve never been arrested for anything before. I don’t want to go to jail.’

Ben asked, ‘Have they charged you for this?’

‘Not yet, but I know they’re going to. There’s this plain-clothes guy in charge, some prick of a detective who keeps screaming at me like I’d shot the Queen or something. They’re going to lock me up and throw away the key. I’ve got to get out of here! I can’t live like that!’ Jude’s voice was at breaking point. 

Ben said, ‘Jude.’

‘What?’

‘Stop. Close your eyes.’

‘What for?’

‘Just do it.’

A pause. ‘Okay, they’re closed.’

‘Now take a few breaths. Slow and deep, through your nose. Let the tension flow out of your muscles.’

‘I’m breathing.’

‘Now open your eyes and listen to me like you’ve never listened to anyone before in your life.’

‘I’m listening.’

‘You are innocent, Jude. You have nothing to worry about. This whole thing is just some terrible mistake and everything’s going to be okay. Do you hear me?’

‘I hear you,’ Jude replied. But he sounded anything but convinced. Then he said, ‘I’m out of time. I’ve got to go.’

‘Jude, I’m coming over there. I’ll be with you as soon as I can.’

Then the call was over. Ben sat back in his chair. Picturing his son being marched back to the interview room where the police would continue to grill him until they either let him go or charged him with the crime of murder. Ben wanted to believe it would be the former, but a terrible feeling was building inside him. This wasn’t good. 

‘Jesus.’ 

He lit a cigarette, reached for the phone and called Jeff’s mobile to tell him what had happened and that he had to take off. Jeff was still on the road, in-between stops about twenty miles away. It was like Ben’s old friend and business partner to be all serious efficiency in a moment like this. He replied that he and Tuesday were returning to base immediately. ‘You need me?’

‘No, I’ll handle this. I’ll be gone by the time you get back.’

‘Copy that. Good luck, mate. Give my best to Jude, tell him to keep his chin up, and keep us in the loop.’

‘Thanks, Jeff. Talk later.’ Ben hung up the phone. He stubbed out his unfinished cigarette, launched himself out of his chair and raced for the door. The dogs leaped to their feet and followed him outside and across to the house. ‘You can’t come with me, guys. You need to stay and look after things until your uncle Jeff gets back.’

Scruffy looked peeved, but Storm seemed to understand. Ben rushed upstairs and started stuffing essential items into his old green canvas bag. He was no stranger to having to rush off like this, and could be packed and ready to go in three minutes flat. He kept thinking he was dreaming. How the hell could something like this have happened to Jude, of all people?

This was like nothing Ben had had to deal with in the past. If Jude had been kidnapped or was being threatened by dangerous armed assailants, Ben would have known exactly what to do. It had happened before, the time when Jude had found himself a hostage aboard a container ship hijacked by pirates off the coast of Africa. On that occasion, Ben and his comrades had acted decisively and brought him home safely in the end. Their way, playing by their rules. But in this kind of situation Ben knew he was completely outside of his area of expertise. This was a world of courts, judges and lawyers he knew nothing about. He could no more spring his son from a British police cell than he could bust him out of prison, in the worst-case scenario that Jude was remanded in custody. 

Maybe it won’t happen, he told himself over and over. Maybe by the time he got to Oxfordshire this terrible mistake would have been seen for what it was, Jude would have been released without charge, he’d be back home celebrating his regained freedom and the police would have hauled the real killer into custody. 

But the reassuring voice in Ben’s head was doing little to alleviate his thumping heart and the tightness in his shoulders as he threw his bag into the back of his car, leapt behind the wheel and took off in a wild spinning of wheels and clouds of dust.

Back on the road again. Heading into the unknown. Ben had no idea what awaited him at the end of his journey. But nothing could have prepared him for the reality.




Chapter 3

Ben’s car was a high-performance BMW Alpina, the latest in a succession that had sometimes ended their service at the bottom of rivers, crashed or shot to bits. It was metallic blue, not that he cared since he had never cleaned it anyway. Its one main attribute, as far as he was concerned, was speed. Blistering, scorching, eye-watering power that it delivered in buckets – and he made uncompromising use of that capability as he hurtled away from Le Val and made the journey across northern France to the ferry terminal at Calais. Zipping past traffic as though it were standing still he whittled a four-hour drive into three, broke a ton of speed limits and would probably come home to a stack of fines, but he didn’t give a damn. 

Before long he was rolling the Alpina onto the car ferry; some ninety minutes later he was roaring off again on British soil. The last time he’d made this crossing, he’d worried about the customs authorities catching him with the firearm that circumstances had forced him to smuggle across the sea. On this occasion he had other concerns on his mind, but there was nothing he could do to update himself on Jude’s predicament until he reached his destination and tried to pry that information out of the police. 

He was to be disappointed. After two more hours of manic driving he screeched to a halt in the car park of the Thames Valley police station in Abingdon where Jude was being held. The two-storey modern red-brick building looked to him more like a primary school than a law enforcement command centre, set back from the road on the edge of town amid trees and neat hedges. Trying not to look like a maniac desperado he made himself walk, not run, from the car to the main visitors’ reception desk. Some people sat in a waiting area nearby. A desultory-looking female civilian staffer fixed him with a blank gaze from behind a security screen as he explained who he was and why he was here. The staffer spent a long while noting down the details, tapping keys on a computer and made him repeat himself several times while he gritted his teeth and willed himself to keep his patience. 

‘Your name is Mr Hope?’

‘That’s correct. Ben Hope.’

‘Ben short for Benjamin?’

‘Benedict.’

‘How do you spell that?’

He spelled it for her.

Tap, tap. She had black fingernails. 

‘And the person you’re enquiring about is Mr Jude Arundale?’

‘Arundel.’ He spelled that for her as well. ‘A-R-U-N-D-E-L. As far as I know, he’s still being held here. I just want to know if he’s been charged yet.’

She paused the tapping and frowned at him. ‘Have either yourself or Mr Arundel had a name change?’

‘No, those are our names.’

‘But you say he’s your son.’

‘We have different surnames. Look, it’s a long and complicated story that I don’t have time to go into right now.’ In his rush to get here Ben hadn’t foreseen the issue the disparity between their names might flag up, but now he could see where this was going. Welcome to the wonderful land of bureaucracy. 

‘Are you able to provide any documentary proof of relationship, such as a full birth certificate showing your identity as parent?’

Ben sighed. ‘No, I don’t have anything like that.’

‘Do you and your son live together?’

He was about to reply truthfully, ‘No, we never have, not for any great length of time,’ then realised that answer would just make things worse. ‘He’s his own person. He owns a home here. I live in France.’ He took out his driving licence to show her. She gave it only a cursory glance.

‘If you could have provided something like a utility bill to show you’re both resident at the same address, that might have been something. Is there nothing you can show me to prove that you’re related?’

‘Not really,’ he admitted. That sense of being out of place and helpless was coming back strong. This just wasn’t his world.

‘Then I’m sorry, Mr … uh …’

‘Hope.’

‘I’m sorry, Mr Hope, but without proof of relationship I’m not allowed to give you the information you’re asking for.’

‘I just want to know if he’s been charged, that’s all. A simple yes or no. It’s not much to ask.’

‘I’m sorry, but I just can’t. Look at it from my position. You could be anybody.’

‘Please. You could tell me by nodding or shaking your head. Nobody would even know.’

‘It’s my job.’

‘He’s my son.’

Her lips tightened into a firm line and her eyes hardened with a look of finality. This conversation was over.

Ben stared at her. The people in the waiting area were all craning their necks to watch the minor drama playing out at the reception desk. He felt his shoulders sag and knew he had to give it up. ‘Fine,’ he said, and turned away from the desk and walked out of the reception area feeling stupid and frustrated. 

Back outside, he lit a Gauloise and turned to gaze at the police station, wondering where Jude might be inside. He imagined that the custody suite would be somewhere in the bowels of the building, comprising interview rooms and cells, some of them probably painted pink to make for a less threatening environment for vulnerable detainees or folks of a special snowflake disposition. Which did nothing to soften the harsh predicament of a person condemned to spend the next indeterminate period of their life behind bars. If charged with the murder of Carter Duggan, Jude would find himself being transported to a real prison that didn’t look like a primary school surrounded by pretty gardens, and didn’t coddle its inmates with the fake comfort of pink cells. For all Ben knew, Jude was already there. 

One thing was for sure: unless he was prepared to break in through the police station roof, abseil through a window or camp outside the building on the off-chance of getting a glimpse of Jude, he wasn’t going to find out anything more here. The afternoon sun was beginning to sink in the sky. He finished the cigarette and flicked the stub into the bushes, then thought fuck it and stalked irritably back to his car. 

With nowhere else to go he drove west and north across Oxfordshire, a dogleg route of twenty-two miles that took him from Abingdon to the village of Little Denton. It was a familiar road that always filled him with bittersweet mem-ories. The village was one of the few in the area that had remained unspoilt by developers. The houses were mostly Cotswold stone and many older cottages retained their thatched roofs. The little church where the Reverend Simeon Arundel had once delivered his sermons still rang its bells on a Sunday morning as it had been doing for centuries. Ben turned off by the village pub, wound his way along a twisty lane running parallel to the Thames, and arrived at the ivy-covered vicarage that stood surrounded by trees behind a high stone wall. He sighed as he reached the place. Before it had become Jude’s, this had been the home of two very dear friends whom he still missed badly. 

When Ben told people that the family background to his relationship with Jude was a long and complicated story, he wasn’t just giving them the brush-off. It was also a story fraught with pain and sadness. 

Jude’s mother Michaela and her husband, Simeon, had raised the boy with a secret that was revealed to nobody until after their tragic deaths in a car smash. For most of his life, Jude had been under the natural impression that his dad was Simeon Arundel, the much-loved vicar of Little Denton, whom his mother had married before he was born. The truth was that Jude’s biological father was the wild young theology student and future soldier with whom she’d had a short, turbulent and passionate fling when they were all at university together: Ben Hope. They’d been something of a gang, the three of them, but the unhappy breakup of Ben and Michaela’s whirlwind relationship had ended all that. He’d been just too much of a handful, back in those days. Soon afterwards, when Ben’s unpredictable life path had led him to veer away from his studies and join the army, Michaela had confessed to Simeon something Ben had no clue about: that she was pregnant. 

One of the kindest and most principled men Ben had ever known, Simeon Arundel had been there for Michaela all those years, and been honoured to bring up Jude as his own son. Had he and Michaela not met such an untimely end, they might have told him the truth one day; but the secret had gone with them to their graves and only a posthumous letter from Michaela had revealed the secret to Ben and, accidentally, to Jude. 

At the time, it had been hard to tell which of the two of them was more shocked by the bombshell discovery. For Ben, it had been the crushing guilt of learning that he’d inadvertently left Michaela in the lurch all those years earlier, combined with the stunning strangeness of becoming a parent for the first time in his life. As for Jude, the poor kid’s whole world had been turned upside down and inside out, and he’d had a hard time dealing with the fact that this person he barely knew, and then only as a distant friend of the family, was actually his father. The relationship between Ben and Jude had started out pretty rocky and gone through a lot of ups and downs before they’d gradually been able to come to terms with the impact it had made on both their lives. More than a son, Ben felt that he’d gained a friend.

And now this.

It felt very strange not to drive up the crunchy driveway to the house. Ben’s reason for parking the Alpina outside the gates instead was that the vicarage grounds were already full of vehicles. Thames Valley Police had invaded. The Arundel family home was now the scene of the crime, festooned with blue and white POLICE LINE DO NOT CROSS cordon tape. A forensic investigation van was parked close to the front door with a squad car on each side. Ben noticed that one of the squad cars was crushing part of a rose bed that Michaela had planted long ago, and which Jude had lovingly tended in his mother’s memory. Ben didn’t like that very much.

As he stepped out of the Alpina and walked through the gates towards the house, he noticed something else. Not all four vehicles parked outside the house were painted in blue, white and lurid yellow livery with the shield emblem of Thames Valley Police on their bonnet. The odd one out was unusual. Very unusual. An ordinary unmarked cop car would have caught his eye but this one stood out like an elephant in a sheep enclosure. It was a massive black 1970 Plymouth Barracuda, as long and wide as a canal barge. The American muscle car made the police fleet vehicles look like Dinky toys. But what really drew Ben’s attention was that he’d seen it before. 

He paused beside the huge car, peered in the window and was greeted by a furious barking and a flurry of black and tan fur and snapping teeth from inside. The big German shepherd was better than any anti-theft alarm, that was for sure. Ben smiled at the dog. ‘Hello, Radar.’

Continuing towards the house, Ben ducked under a tape cordon and spotted a uniformed cop emerge from the front door and head for the squad car that was parked on Michaela’s roses. The officer saw him, stopped and fixed Ben with an icy stare. ‘Hey, you. Can’t you see this is a crime scene? No access to members of the public.’

Ben kept walking. He said, ‘Where’s McAllister?’ 

Which completely threw the cop off his rhythm. He blinked at Ben and stammered, ‘H-how … w-what … w-why …’

Ben had come to Little Denton wanting to see inside the house, but now he’d changed his mind. Partly because he knew the police wouldn’t let him in, partly because the forensic people would already have found anything worth finding, and partly because the presence of the big black Barracuda told him who was presiding over the crime scene investigation. He said to the uniform, ‘Tell him that Ben Hope is here and wants to talk to him.’

The officer stared at Ben for a beat longer, then nodded without another word and disappeared back inside the house. 

Ben lit up a Gauloise as he waited outside. A few moments later, the owner of the muscle car, Detective Inspector Tom McAllister, stepped out to meet him. 

McAllister was a big guy, broad-shouldered and ugly, but possessed of a rugged kind of charm. His Ulster accent was only a little softened by all the years he’d spent on the Thames Valley force.

‘Ben Hope. I thought it must be some kind of frigging joke. How come you’re not dead by now?’

‘Nice to see you again too, Tom.’




Chapter 4

Ben had first crossed paths with DI McAllister a while back, when a trip to Oxford for a reunion event at his old college had brought with it the inevitable trouble that seemed to dog him everywhere he went. It had been the start of, if not a beautiful friendship, then at least a particular sort of unusual relationship.

Ben’s past experiences as a freelance kidnap and hostage rescue specialist had ingrained in him a certain mistrust of law enforcement officers in general, and he often didn’t get along too well with them. Grace Kirk had been one notable exception to that rule. Thames Valley Police Detective Inspector Tom McAllister had been another. Ben had found the Northern Irish cop to be a rough diamond and a straight shooter. He was also a dyed-in-the-wool maverick who thought outside the box, tended to bend the rules now and then, and had had his own run-ins with his superiors who regarded him as a loose cannon. Ben could resonate with that.

‘I’m still alive,’ he replied. ‘And I see you’re still in the game. Not quit the force to open your own restaurant yet?’ 

McAllister scowled and shook his head. ‘So, if I may ask, what the frig are you doing here? You may have noticed that you’re walking into a restricted area.’

‘So have the wizards at Thames Valley worked out who killed him?’

‘Killed who?’

‘Come on, McAllister. No need to play those games with me. Carter Duggan. The guy who was stabbed to death here last night.’

McAllister’s face crumpled up into an expression of curious puzzlement. ‘Certainly seem to have the inside track, Hope. In which case you ought to know that they already have someone in custody.’ 

Ben noticed the ‘they’, instead of a ‘we’. Ever the outsider, that McAllister. He replied, ‘I was aware of that. The problem is that they’ve got the wrong person.’

‘And so you’ve come to confess that you did it, is that right?’ McAllister said with a nasty grin.

‘Actually, I was more hoping that I could prevail upon the forces of law and order to see the error of their ways and nail the real killer. Or else I might have to give them a helping hand.’

Cops generally didn’t like it when civilians threatened to get mixed up in their investigations, especially ex-Special Forces soldiers with a known talent for mayhem and bedlam. McAllister didn’t seem especially perturbed but said, ‘I’m a little fuzzy on your involvement in this case.’

It was time for Ben to come clean. ‘The suspect in custody for killing Duggan is my son. That’s why I’m here.’

McAllister frowned. This was news. ‘Hold on a minute. Jude Arundel is your son?’

‘That’s what I said.’

‘Bullshit. Arundel’s parents were Simeon and Michaela Arundel and they’re dead.’

Ben held his eye. ‘Tom. Look at me. Am I the kind of person who would bullshit you about something like this?’

McAllister returned Ben’s look for a long moment, then nodded. He glanced back at the house, peering through the open doorway at all the activity that was taking place inside. He turned back to Ben and said, ‘Walk with me a minute. I don’t want those eedjits inside to overhear.’

McAllister descended the steps from the front door and the two of them strolled away from the house. ‘You’re serious, aren’t you?’ 

‘I’ve never been more serious in my life,’ Ben said.

‘Your son?’

‘It’s a long story. You just have to believe me.’

McAllister heaved a sigh. ‘You might be a lot of things, Hope, but you’re no liar. I believe you. Okay, so how much do you know?’ 

‘When I talked to Jude earlier he hadn’t been charged with it yet. I’ve just come from the Abingdon station. Tried to find out what’s happening but they wouldn’t talk to me.’

‘I hate to be the bearer of bad news,’ McAllister said. ‘They charged your boy with murder late this morning.’

Ben felt a great weight pull at his heart. He took a deep breath. ‘How bad does it look for him?’ 

‘Not good. His prints are all over the handle of the knife, for a start. Results came through this morning. That’s what clinched it.’

‘There has to be some other reason for that.’

McAllister shrugged. ‘No sign of forced entry, suggests the killer had a key to the house. And it wasn’t a robbery, either. Duggan had two hundred quid cash in his pocket and was wearing a fancy Tag Heuer watch that your average opportunistic crook would’ve whipped off his wrist faster than you can say Jack Robinson. Plus, there are two witness statements that he was seen having a hell of an argument with the victim earlier in the day. About what, I can’t tell you. In fact I shouldn’t be saying any of this to you.’

Ben remembered what Jude had told him about the grilling he’d received in the police cells. ‘Were you one of the interviewing officers?’

McAllister shook his head and replied, ‘No, I’m a latecomer to this party. Just come off the case of the Rose Hill polka-dot underwear rapist, who I’m happy to say is now behind bars. The chiefs didn’t put me on this assignment until this morning, after Jude was charged. Lucky me, eh?’

Ben wished that he knew more, and that Jude had had time to tell him about it. ‘He’s headstrong. And he can be a handful to deal with.’

‘Just like his old man?’

‘But he’s not a murderer. He did not do this.’

‘Tell that to the judge.’

‘Who was Carter Duggan?’ Ben asked. 

‘I only know what I know,’ McAllister replied. ‘Canadian citizen, native of Ottawa, here in the UK on a temporary visitor’s stamp. Fifty years old, six-one, sixteen stone. He’s an ex-cop who spent seventeen years with the Ontario Provincial Police, retired in 2012 with the rank of detective staff sergeant.’

‘What was he doing here in Little Denton?’

‘I’m looking into it.’

They had walked as far as McAllister’s car. McAllister opened the door and cranked down the window to give the dog some more air. Radar stuck his head out and painted his master’s face with a huge pink tongue, the same way that Storm did with Ben. McAllister patted him lovingly, in a way that made Ben suddenly yearn to be home again.

Ben curled his fingers and offered his hand for the dog to sniff. He asked, ‘So what happens next?’

McAllister replied, ‘His bail hearing is set for tomorrow morning at Oxford Magistrates’ Court in front of District Judge Crapper. That’s moving along pretty fast. He might’ve had to sit waiting a lot longer. Means he gets to enjoy the hospitality of the Abingdon station custody suite for another night. Nothing anyone can do until the hearing.’

Ben dreaded asking. ‘How likely is he to be granted bail?’ 

McAllister shrugged. ‘Letter of the law? According to Section one-one-four, paragraph two, of the Coroners and Justice Act, bail may not be granted unless the court’s satisfied that there’s no significant risk of the suspect trying to make a break for it or hurt anyone else. So technically, the kid could be freed tomorrow as long as someone’s willing to enter into a recognisance.’

‘Speak English, McAllister.’

‘In layman’s terms, it means to act as his guarantor and cough up a large amount of cash if the suspect breaks the conditions of his bail.’ 

‘He won’t break them,’ Ben said.

‘That’s up to you to persuade the court,’ McAllister replied. ‘Though I wouldn’t get my hopes up, pal. In real life it all hangs on what the Crown Prosecution Service push for. This was a nasty killing and I don’t see the CPS taking a light touch here. They’ll already be leaning on Judge Crapper to side with their decision.’

‘But Crapper still gets the final say, doesn’t he?’

McAllister made a noncommittal yes-and-no kind of gesture. ‘Aye, he does in theory, but he’s got a reputation for being a weak auld bugger. He knows if he grants bail against the Public Prosecutor’s recommendation, then it’ll get automatically appealed to the High Court and that could drag on for ever and make him look bad if the appeal’s upheld. I’d expect him to take the path of least resistance, cave in to the Crown like he generally does and order your boy to be remanded in Bullingdon Prison until his trial date. Which could be months away.’

Another heavy weight tugged harder inside Ben’s chest. He felt a numbness spreading through him. ‘Where’s Bullingdon?’

‘Arncott, near Bicester.’

Ben knew the old market town because of MoD Bicester, the Ministry of Defence’s biggest ordnance depot. He’d been there once when part of the regular army, prior to his SAS days. It was about twenty miles away from Little Denton. But once Jude was banged up inside, he’d be so far out of Ben’s protective reach that it might as well be on the moon. 

‘You said this was a nasty killing,’ he said. ‘Just how nasty are we talking about?’

‘Murder weapon was a large cookery knife. Belongs to a matching set from the block on the kitchen counter. Nice ones, too. Misono.’ McAllister was a keen chef in his home life. Ben had once seen him take time out at a murder scene to admire the victim’s collection of copper saucepans. He knew a thing or two about cookery knives, as well. ‘Sharp’s not the word. You could chiffonade basil with it and the leaves’d feel like they were coming off in perfect ribbons in your hand. So you can imagine what a bit of determined hack and stab work did to this poor bastard.’

Ben didn’t have to imagine, because he’d seen similar or worse done to people in the past. For Jude to do something so brutal and violent to another human being, he’d have to have lost his mind and been on hallucinogenic drugs. It was simply unthinkable.

Ben was about to reply when the patter of tyres on gravel made them both turn and glance towards the gates, to see another unmarked police car turning in off the road and rolling up the vicarage drive. McAllister looked at the approaching car with a dismal expression. ‘Oh, shite.’




Chapter 5

‘It’s Forbsie,’ McAllister said. ‘What the hell is that wee skitter doing here?’

Forbsie was Detective Superintendent Alan Forbes, McAllister’s superior and nemesis. Ben had met him once before, too. And another time long before that, back when Ben was a student and Forbsie was still in uniform, an occasion that had resulted in Forbsie getting covered in human excrement. That, too, was a long story, and not one that had done anything to endear Ben to the man.

‘You’d best get out of here,’ McAllister warned him. ‘There’ll be hell to pay if he spots you hanging around.’ 

A row of conifer trees stood next to McAllister’s Plymouth, planted there by Michaela a long time ago. Ben stepped behind them so that Forbes wouldn’t see him. ‘Thanks for the advice, anyway, for what it’s worth.’

Forbes’s car reached the top of the driveway and rolled to a halt. The Detective Super was the only person inside. He looked just the way Ben remembered him, a reedy-looking individual with a dyed black comb-over and a moustache that bristled like the hairs on the back of an angry cat.

McAllister seemed about to go over to meet his superior, but then paused and instead moved behind the trees closer to Ben, so that Forbes couldn’t see him either. With a thoughtful twinkle in his eye he asked, ‘Where are you staying?’

With all the rushing around, Ben hadn’t given it an
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