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About the Book

MP Tim Horton arrives home to find his seven year old son has been abducted by a ruthless gang of kidnappers. All they have left behind is the brutally murdered body of the Horton’s nanny.

The gang’s demands are simple: Tim must sacrifice his own life in order to save his son’s.

It’s the ultimate dead man’s gift …

ONE BY ONE

Six former school-friends have been brought together on a remote island.

They haven’t all been in contact since a fateful night twenty-one years ago, when their friend Rachel was found dead. The man arrested for her murder has now been acquitted, and the seven friends fear for their own lives.

But are they hiding from the right person? Or have they fallen into a deadly trap?

Plus three more thrillers guaranteed to keep you gripped to the page


About the Author

Simon Kernick is one of Britain’s most exciting thriller writers. He arrived on the crime writing scene with his highly acclaimed debut novel The Business of Dying, the story of a corrupt cop moonlighting as a hitman. Simon’s big breakthrough came with his novel Relentless which was the biggest selling thriller of 2007. His most recent crime thrillers include Siege, Ultimatum, Stay Alive and The Final Minute. He is also the author of the bestselling three-part serial thrillers Dead Man’s Gift and One By One.

Simon talks both on and off the record to members of the Counter Terrorism Command and the Serious and Organised Crime Agency, so he gets to hear first hand what actually happens in the dark and murky underbelly of UK crime.
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Introduction

First of all, let me say a big thank you for buying this book.

Within these pages you’ll find near enough the sum total of my novellas and short stories, most of them in physical book format for the very first time. They span more than fourteen years of work, from the short story ‘Robert Hayer’s Dead’, which I wrote in 2004 for a now-defunct American magazine whose name, frankly, I can’t remember, to ‘The Glint in a Killer’s Eyes’, which features the return of my vigilante hit man Dennis Milne, after a long absence, and which I only completed in February 2018. Fans of Dennis will be pleased to know that it was so nice writing about his exploits again that I’m planning to bring him back for a full book at some point in the next couple of years.

But for me, the main event consists of the two novellas ‘Dead Man’s Gift’ and ‘One by One’, each about one-third of a normal book in length. Both were originally released as three-part digital stories, in 2014 and 2015 respectively. My motive in writing them was to try something different. In these days of social media, with the internet at our fingertips and an ever-growing library of TV box sets, books are having to fight hard to compete, and I wanted to create the book equivalent of a miniseries, with each part ending on the type of cliffhanger that left the reader desperate to read the next part.

As we all know, this type of storytelling is nothing new. Charles Dickens was doing it more than one hundred and fifty years ago, but by the time of the release of ‘Dead Man’s Gift’ it seemed to have gone rather out of fashion. So I was really pleased (and a little surprised) to see how well the story was received by the book-buying public, and I immediately set about writing ‘One by One’. They were both designed as ultra fast-paced reads with a single linear plot, which made them quite easy, and very enjoyable, to write. Of the two, I think my favourite is ‘One by One’, which is the culmination of an idea that I had decades ago; but I’d be interested to hear your own thoughts on this, so feel free to contact me and let me know them.

In the meantime, settle back, put your feet up, enjoy the darkness within – and be thankful that you’re not one of the characters.

Simon Kernick

2018


Dead Man’s Gift


A Note from the Author

Some of the more eagle-eyed of you may notice that I’ve taken a couple of minor liberties with the layout of both the House of Commons and the Royal Middlesex Hospital. These were done deliberately, to help with the smooth running of the story, which, in the end, is always the most important thing!



Part One

Yesterday
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8.30 a.m.

In the minute before she died, Gina Kelley was thinking that she could never get used to England. It was just too damn grey, especially in winter. Another three months and she’d be gone, taking a roundabout route across Europe and Asia en route home to New South Wales. She’d miss the people, if not the place, and she’d definitely miss her job as a nanny. Max was a real little livewire; blond, cherubic, but with a mischievous streak and an ability to make her laugh out loud.

‘Does it ever get cold in Australia, Gina?’ he said as they walked from the front door over to the Freelander at the beginning of the school run.

‘Never like this,’ she answered, suppressing a shiver as an icy gust of wind whipped across the manicured front lawn.

‘I’d like to live there one day,’ continued Max, nodding to himself as if he’d just come to a very important decision.

‘Well, if you work hard and get a good job, you’ll be able to.’

‘I do work hard.’

‘That’s what I like to hear,’ said Gina, as she opened the driver’s side door, surprised she’d left the car unlocked the previous night. ‘What game do you want to play?’

He grinned. ‘I spy.’

Playing a game on the school run was a ritual of theirs. They did it every day, and it made Gina wonder if Max’s parents, with their high-powered jobs and permanently full diaries, had any idea how much fun their son was.

‘There’s a weird smell in here,’ said Max as he pulled on his seat belt.

Gina could smell it too. A powerful odour of something chemical.

Before she could answer, she heard movement behind her. In the next second, she felt a gloved hand grab her round the mouth and nose, cutting off her breath, and she was dragged back hard in the seat. She started to struggle, lashing out in panic, caught out by the brute force of her assailant, but almost immediately she felt a sharp, stinging pain in her neck, like an injection. But this was no injection. She could see the collar of her jacket turning a vivid red colour, and all the strength seemed to flow out of her like air from a deflating balloon. Still unable to comprehend fully what was happening as the blood continued to pour over her clothes, she managed to look over at Max – dear, sweet Max – only seven years old. He too was struggling in his seat as someone sitting behind him held a cloth over his face. And then, as his body went limp, Gina realized that she too was blacking out, and that this was the end. There would be no waking up from this.

Behind her, the killer moved fast. His name was Phil Vermont and he was a big man. Taking a deep breath, he carefully removed the knife from the au pair’s neck, wiping it on a tissue, and got out of the car, stretching. They’d been waiting in the back of the Freelander for the last half hour and the cold and discomfort had played havoc with his back. Opening the driver’s door, he hauled the au pair out of the car, careful to avoid getting blood on either the seat or his clothes, and dragged her round the side of the double garage. He wasn’t worried about being seen from the road. The Hortons’ house was hidden behind security gates and a high hedge. It was supposed to make the place secure, but all it did was make it easier for people like Vermont and his accomplice to operate.

He dumped the au pair out of sight behind the recycling bins. After fishing out her mobile phone, he covered her body with tarpaulin and hurried back to the car. He was feeling pumped up. This was only the second time he’d killed someone, and he’d been nervous right up to the moment he pushed the knife into her neck. The price of failure would have been far more than he could ever have paid, but in the end he’d come through, and now he was going to be a hell of a lot richer as a result.

His accomplice was a cold-eyed skinny chick called Celia, who’d once been a real looker but had spent the best part of her twenties on the pipe, and now looked like she’d missed her thirties altogether and gone straight to the wrong end of forty-five. Together, they tied the kid’s hands behind his back with duct tape and used another strip to gag him, then manhandled him into the boot.

‘How long will he be out for?’ demanded Celia, getting into the driver’s seat after checking there was no blood on it.

‘At least an hour,’ said Vermont. ‘That’ll give us plenty of time. You wait here fifteen minutes until the school run’s all done and the street’s empty, then head straight to the rendezvous.’

‘What if he wakes up?’

Vermont shrugged. ‘He’s seven, and he’s tied up, so there’s nothing he can do. Just don’t hurt him, all right? I know what you’re like, but right now he’s precious cargo. We need him alive and compos mentis.’

Celia grunted. ‘He’d better not piss me off then. I don’t like screaming brats at the best of times.’

‘You’re just going to have to be a bit patient for once.’ Knowing he had to keep her on side, he bent down to the car window and kissed her hard on the lips, trying with only limited success to put some enthusiasm into it. She kissed him back just as hard, letting out a small moan to let him know she was horny. But then violence always seemed to do that to her.

Not wanting to give her any encouragement, he pulled away and forced a smile. ‘We’re going to be rich after this, baby. Rich beyond our wildest dreams. Fifteen minutes, okay?’

He blew her a kiss and turned away, moving swiftly across the lawn towards the back of the house and the gate to the track where the car they’d come here in was parked.

So far it had all gone exactly to plan, and the Hortons had no idea what was about to hit them, and how helpless they were to do anything about it.
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4 p.m.

As the security gates to his house opened, Tim Horton spun the Porsche into the driveway in an angry screech of gravel. He was in a foul mood. His wife had called him at a very sensitive time and demanded that he come home immediately. She’d told him it was extremely urgent and concerned Max, but wouldn’t give him any further details, even after repeated requests, which was typical of Diane. She loved to make things complicated. He’d almost decided against coming back at all – he wasn’t due back from London until Thursday and couldn’t see why she couldn’t just discuss it over the phone – but because it concerned his son he’d given her the benefit of the doubt.

This had better be good, he thought as he opened the front door and stomped inside.

The house was silent, which was a surprise at this time of day. Max was usually back from school, and he and Gina always made a racket. But there was nothing like that at all.

‘Diane?’ he called out, stepping further into the entrance hall.

‘I’m in here,’ she answered, a strange calm in her voice.

Tim walked into the dining room and was surprised to see her sitting rigidly in one of the antique chairs, a mobile phone and one of the landline handsets on the table in front of her. Her face was pale and she looked like she’d seen a ghost.

‘What’s wrong?’ he asked, still standing in the doorway.

‘They’ve got Max, Tim.’

‘Who?’ he demanded. ‘Who’s got him?’

‘I don’t know. I got a call at work on Gina’s mobile. It was a man. He had one of those things that disguise your voice. He said that they’d killed Gina, and taken Max.’

‘Taken him where?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘What do they want, for Christ’s sake?’

‘Jesus, Tim, I don’t know. I don’t know anything right now.’ Her face seemed to crumple and it was clear she was trying to stop herself from crying.

Tim took a series of deep breaths, forcing himself to calm down. He wasn’t a man given to panic. He was a senior politician, a man with real power. ‘How do we know he’s got Max?’ he asked quietly, conscious that he was still keeping his distance from Diane, which would have told any observer about the poor state of their marriage.

‘He sent me this.’ She picked up the mobile, pressed a couple of buttons and slid it across the table towards him.

Tim stared at the photo filling the screen, feeling his chest tighten. It showed Max in his school uniform, blindfolded, gagged and tied to an unmade bed in a darkened room. Even with his face half-covered, Tim could see that his son looked absolutely terrified.

For a few moments Tim couldn’t speak. When he finally found words, they sounded cracked and defeated. ‘We’ve got to call the police.’

Diane shook her head emphatically. ‘No police.’

‘What do you mean, no police? Someone’s kidnapped our son. They’re torturing him.’ He held up the phone accusingly. ‘We’ve got to do something about it. We can’t just sit here.’

‘They’ve got cameras all over the house.’

‘How do you know?’

‘Because the man who first called me on Gina’s phone rang me on the landline the moment I walked in the front door. He knew I was back, Tim. He knew I was back.’

‘How can they have planted cameras in here? We’ve got a bloody state-of-the-art alarm system.’ He looked round with a growing sense of fear and frustration. Then stopped.

The landline was ringing.

They both stared at the handset on the table. It rang twice before Diane picked it up. She listened in silence before sliding the phone over to Tim. ‘It’s for you.’

Gingerly, Tim picked up the phone, terrified of what he might hear.

‘We bypassed the alarm system,’ said the caller, a man with a disguised, robotic voice like something out of the movies. ‘That’s how we were able to plant cameras all over your house. It’s not very difficult when you know how.’

‘What do you want?’ asked Tim.

‘Firstly, I want to set some ground rules. If you call the police, or do anything to try to locate your son, we will kill him. Slowly. Do you understand?’

‘Yes.’

‘But if you do as we say exactly, we will release your son, unharmed, tomorrow afternoon.’

‘Listen, I can get you money, if that’s what you want.’

‘It’s not what we want.’ The voice was controlled and confident, and utterly cold, which made him far more difficult to deal with.

Tim took a deep breath. ‘Then what is it you do want?’

There was a long pause.

‘Your life, Mr Horton. We want you to trade your life for that of your son.’

For a full five seconds Tim didn’t speak while the caller let the silence hang heavy in the air.

‘I don’t understand,’ he said at last. ‘You want me to kill myself?’ The words sounded so bizarre as to be almost ridiculous when he spoke them aloud. He noticed Diane staring at him, open-mouthed.

‘In a manner of speaking, yes,’ said the caller. ‘We’ll be back in touch later with more details. In the meantime, why don’t you go outside to the alleyway next to your garage, where you keep the recycling bins? Take a look at what’s there. Then you’ll see how serious we are. And what’ll happen to your son if you don’t do exactly what we say.’

Tim started to speak but the line was already dead. He slowly put down the phone, trying and failing to come to terms with what he’d just been told.

Diane got to her feet, hands clutching the sides of the chair, her face frozen into an expression of total fear. ‘What do they want, Tim?’ she asked quietly.

Tim told her what the caller had said, unsure how his whole life could have been turned upside down and torn apart in the space of a matter of minutes.

‘What are we going to do?’

‘What can we do?’ he said, turning and leaving the room, and walking back out into the cold, grey March afternoon.

He found her sprawled under some tarpaulin behind the recycling bins, as the caller had told him he would. Tim Horton had never seen a dead body before, let alone someone he knew, and he had to steady himself against one of the bins and take deep breaths to stop himself from throwing up. Gina’s eyes were closed and her expression was blank rather than peaceful. Her neck and clothes were covered in dried blood, and it looked like her throat had been cut. A horrible thought struck Tim as he wondered whether Max had witnessed the murder, and the terror he must have felt, if he had done. Tim couldn’t let them kill his son. He’d die in his place if he had to, he was sure of that. Any father would.

But who would want him dead? Who?

He put a hand to his mouth as he continued to stare down at Gina’s body, aware of his sheer impotence. The man, or men, who had his son would kill him without a second thought if he didn’t do exactly what they said, and he could tell they meant it. The caller had been cold and matter-of-fact. This wasn’t about revenge, or jealousy. This was about something else.

But what? He was just a mid-ranking politician in a mid-ranking country. Surely not important enough to suffer like this.

And then it struck him. Just like that. Why they’d targeted him and what they wanted him to do.

And he was filled with a cold, stinging dread.
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Frank Bale sat back in the driver’s seat of his Jag and stretched, trying to ignore the angry itch from the growing patch of eczema tucked into the fold of flesh beneath his belly. He’d made the call to Tim Horton’s landline while parked on a residential street in north London, a good twenty-five miles from where the kid was being held. Frank switched off the mobile he’d used – a disposable bought in cash by someone else a few weeks back in Oxford Street – and switched on a second, keying in a number he’d learned by heart.

‘Everything all right with the kid?’ he asked, when Phil Vermont picked up at the other end.

‘He’s secure and doing what he’s told,’ said Vermont, sounding surly. ‘You spoken to Horton yet?’

‘Just now.’

‘How’s he taking it? Is he going to pay up?’

That was all Vermont was interested in. The money he was going to make from this job. He had no idea what Tim Horton was going to have to do to get his son back, and Frank wasn’t going to bother enlightening him. Vermont and the psychotic bitch assisting him were just the hired help. ‘Course he’s going to pay up,’ said Frank. ‘He knows what’ll happen to his boy if he doesn’t. Now you need to sort out the next stage of the operation. Our little London friend.’

‘Does she really have to die?’ There was a hint of regret in Vermont’s voice.

‘Don’t use that word over the phone,’ snapped Frank. ‘And yes, she does.’

Vermont sighed. ‘Okay. I’m on it.’

‘Let me know the moment it’s done,’ said Frank and rang off. He poured himself a lukewarm cup of coffee from the Thermos on the seat next to him, unable to resist reaching under his belly and having a quick, satisfying scratch, wiping the sweat on his trouser leg. He’d enjoyed riling that arrogant bastard, Horton. He’d seen the guy on the TV more than once, interrogating people on his parliamentary select committee. Like all politicians, Horton thought he was above everyone else. Now he was finding out the hard way that he wasn’t. Frank didn’t care about Horton dying, or any of the other people who were going to die with him. One way or another, they all deserved it. But he did feel sorry for the kid. It wasn’t his fault he had an arsehole for an old man. He knew the kid was going to have to die, though. The people he worked for didn’t like loose ends. More than that, they wanted to make a point. And the point was a simple one. They were totally and utterly ruthless.

For a few moments, he wondered how he’d ended up in this position. It wasn’t quite what he’d had planned when he’d been a kid himself. But that was the way it worked out sometimes. Greed, and a few wrong decisions, and you ended up doing things that would have made your old self’s hair stand on end. And the thing was, they came all too easily when there was big money involved, like there was now.

In twenty-four hours, he was going to be a rich man. It was this thought that drove him on as he put down the coffee cup, started the engine and pulled onto the road.

Life had been crap for Celia Gray. Non-existent father; mother who peddled her for sex to support her crack habit, until social services had intervened and put her in a succession of children’s homes; streetwalker at fourteen; first stint in prison four years later … You couldn’t make up a grimmer story if you tried. Not that anyone ever had tried with Celia, and she’d learned not to try with them, either. She knew she was a hard-hearted bitch, constantly paying the world back for everything it had done to her, and men in particular. Celia hated men. Even the young ones, like the little brat they were babysitting. Just looking at the rich, spoiled little bastard made her skin crawl, but for the moment she was under orders to make sure he was okay.

They’d tied him to the bed in the downstairs bedroom, and she went in there now and yanked the duct tape from his mouth. ‘Don’t say a fucking word,’ she hissed as he started to speak.

He immediately shut up, his bottom lip quavering, as if he was about to cry. Celia grabbed him by the back of the head as she pushed a bottle of water to his lips, making him drink. He gulped greedily until she pulled the bottle away and let his head fall back.

‘Can I have something to eat, please?’ he asked in a small, whiny voice.

‘What would you like, rich boy? Some caviar or something?’

‘No, anything … Please.’

‘Fuck you,’ she said, feeling a twinge of pleasure at the power she had over him, and roughly replaced the duct tape over his mouth, resisting the urge to smack him hard round the face.

She left the room, locking the door behind her. Shoving a cigarette in her mouth, she stared at her reflection in the hallway mirror. She was still good-looking, her pale blue eyes just as enticing as they’d ever been; but at thirty, the years hadn’t been kind to her, and her face was taking on a gaunt, haunted look, the lines on her forehead etching ever deeper. It didn’t matter. She was being paid thirty grand for this job, enough to give her a new start somewhere warm and all the plastic surgery she could ever need. Maybe even a decent boob job.

She stepped onto the front porch to smoke her cigarette. Phil had banned her from smoking in the house. He said it was something to do with DNA, but she knew that was bullshit. He just didn’t like the smell. She looked out across the front garden to the line of trees beyond the gate. They were right out in the country here, miles from anywhere, which made her uncomfortable. She liked the city with its lights and noise. Not this place, where you couldn’t hear anything at night.

She didn’t see the old woman passing the front gate until it was too late. She knew the rules. Avoid being seen by any of the other locals, not that there were any round here. The nearest house was a hundred yards away. She stepped into the shadows but it was too late. The old bitch was waving and walking up the driveway, dressed in a tweed suit like Miss fucking Marple, only ten yards away now.

Celia knew she had no choice but to say hello, so, dropping the cigarette on the ground out of sight, she put on her best face and walked up to the woman.

‘You must be the new tenant,’ said the old bitch, shaking her hand. ‘I’m your landlady, Mrs Bates. I live just down the lane.’

‘Hiya, I’m Roxy,’ said Celia, using her old streetwalker name because she couldn’t think of a better one off the top of her head.

‘Are you going to be living here, Roxy?’

Celia wasn’t sure what to say. She hadn’t planned for this. ‘Yeah, sort of. For a bit at least.’ She was conscious of the old bitch carefully appraising her as she spoke, as if she didn’t think that someone like Celia was good enough to be living in her draughty little cottage in the middle of nowhere. Celia felt like giving her a slap but instead kept up her smile, looking the old bitch right in the eye.

‘Well, it was nice to meet you. I always like to meet my tenants. I hope you’re happy here.’

Celia grunted something as the old bitch turned away, and watched as she walked back out of the gate and out of sight. Phil had made a mistake when he’d rented this place off Miss Marple. The last thing they needed was her sniffing around, not that Celia was panicking. Phil had said that if they had to do the kid, they’d do it somewhere else anyway, so the old bitch would never be able to connect them to the murder.

Even so, she was going to have to be careful. She thought about saying something to Phil but knew he’d only have a go at her for being spotted in the first place.

Far easier just to keep her mouth shut – a lesson she’d learned a long time ago.
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The shrill ringing of the landline roused Tim and Diane Horton from the dark thoughts enveloping them both.

Tim was the first to reach across the dining-room table for the phone.

‘Put the phone on loudspeaker,’ ordered the man who’d kidnapped their son. ‘I want your wife to hear this.’

Tim did as he was told. He could hear his heart beating rapidly in his chest. Diane sat opposite him, staring straight ahead, her face wet and flushed from crying. For the last hour they’d stayed in this room, the scene of so many happy moments in the earlier days of their marriage – dinner parties, Christmas celebrations – now like a prison cell. Some of the time they’d talked, in sporadic, hopeless bursts, about the situation they’d found themselves in; other times they’d sat in heavy, fearful silence, waiting to hear what would happen next.

And now it seemed they were about to find out.

‘So you saw what we can do?’ said the voice.

‘You didn’t have to kill her,’ said Tim. ‘Gina had nothing to do with any of this.’

‘It helps to focus the mind, Mr Horton. The fact that we won’t hesitate to murder an innocent young woman tells you that we won’t hesitate to murder your son, either.’

Diane let out a small, painful moan and Tim gave her the most reassuring look he could muster.

‘How do I know he’s not dead already?’

Diane moaned again, fighting back tears.

‘We sent you a photo. We’ll send you another one later.’

‘You could have already taken them. I need some guarantees.’

‘Shut up, Horton.’

The command was like a slap, reminding him suddenly of being back at school in the headmaster’s office, utterly powerless.

He took a deep breath, looking at Diane, who was bent over in the chair with a hand on her mouth.

‘You need to calm down,’ said the voice, sounding more conciliatory. ‘Now listen carefully. Your son hasn’t seen our faces. He has no way of connecting us to his abduction – just as you haven’t. Therefore there’s no reason for us not to keep him alive, nor release him once you’ve done what you have to do.’

‘Tell me what I have to do.’

‘I’ve already told you, Mr Horton. You have to die. It’s as simple as that.’

‘Why can’t I just give you money? We’ve got plenty. I’ll give you everything we’ve got. Just let us have our son back. Please.’

‘We don’t want your money. We want your life. I know it’s hard to accept, but it means that your son lives. Your life for his. Call it a dead man’s gift.’

Tim felt dizzy, his heart thumping like a hammer now, as panic fought to take hold. He turned away from Diane so he didn’t have to look at her. ‘How?’ he asked. ‘How am I meant to … to die? And when?’

‘The “when” is easy enough. At eleven a.m. tomorrow. I’ll give you the details of the “how” when you need them, and not before.’

‘I’m attending a House of Commons select-committee hearing at eleven,’ said Tim, as if this somehow made everything else irrelevant.

‘We know,’ said the voice coolly.

And that was when Tim realized who the ‘we’ the voice kept referring to were. It took all his self-control not to throw down the phone and run and hide somewhere – anywhere – because now he realized who he was up against, and the complete hope-lessness of his situation. ‘You want me to do it there?’ he asked incredulously.

‘As soon as we have confirmation of your death,’ said the voice, ignoring his question, ‘your son will be released in a quiet, safe place not far from where you live, and you, Mrs Horton, will be informed where to find him. In the meantime, you need to keep an eye on your husband, make sure he doesn’t do anything that puts your son’s life at risk. Do you understand?’

‘Yes,’ said Diane, and Tim detected something in her voice, even though she was trying to hide it. Hope.

‘Good. From now on you’re both to stay where you are, in the dining room, with your phones in front of you on the table. You will sleep in this room. You will not leave it at any point—’

‘What if we want to go to the toilet?’ demanded Tim, his voice unusually shrill. ‘For Christ’s sake, don’t make us do it in here!’

‘You can go to the toilet, but if either of you leaves the room more than once in any four-hour period, your son will suffer.’

‘Okay. I understand.’

‘If anyone phones you, you will act normally. You will give no hint of the pressure you’re under. You will make no phone calls of your own. If you break either of those two rules, and put our operation in jeopardy, your son will die. And he will die painfully. Just like the nanny.’ He paused to let his words sink in. ‘And remember this. We’re watching you. Always.’

The line went dead, and Tim put down the receiver. He didn’t sit down.

‘What are you going to do, Tim?’ Diane asked.

You. The choice of word was deliberate. What are you going to do? Tim knew then that he was on his own. However much his wife loved him – and he wasn’t at all sure how much that was these days – her priority was always going to be Max, and if Tim had to die to secure his release, then she wasn’t going to do anything to stop that. He was suddenly intensely jealous of her. She just had to sit tight for twenty-four hours. He wasn’t even going to be alive then. He wanted to scream. To smash up the whole room to pieces. To scream at his fucking wife until he was blue in the face …

No. That wasn’t what he wanted. What he wanted was to live. To see his son grow up; to enjoy the world; to be happy. He looked at his watch: 5.30 p.m. If all went according to the kidnappers’ plans, he had less than eighteen hours left on earth. The thought tore him to shreds.

‘Tim? What are you going to do?’

The mirror on the opposite wall showed perfectly the defeat that was written all over his face. ‘I don’t know,’ he said.

‘You’ve got to do what it takes to free Max. You will, won’t you?’ She paused. ‘We can’t let him die.’

Tim sighed, the sound filling the room. ‘I won’t let our son down, okay?’

Diane ran a hand roughly over her face. ‘I can’t believe this is happening.’

‘Neither can I. But it is.’

The room fell silent. The only sound was the ticking of the antique railway-station clock on the wall.

Ticking away the seconds until his death sentence was carried out.

And then an idea struck Tim. A possible way out. Slim at best. But surely better than walking, lemming-like, to his death?

He shook his head wearily. ‘I need to go to the toilet.’ He looked round the room, wondering where they’d hidden the camera. ‘I said I need to go to the toilet, okay?’ he said more loudly, so anyone watching remotely could hear him.

‘You’re not going to call the police, are you?’ said Diane, frowning at him.

‘Of course I’m not. I just need to go, that’s all.’

There was something in Diane’s expression that made it clear she didn’t trust him entirely, and he wondered if whoever was watching could see it as well. He wanted to yell at her to stop looking at him like that, but resisted the urge. In the end, she was an innocent party too, and it was essential that he kept calm and used his time to work on the plan already formulating in his head.

He left the room without another word and walked through the hallway to the downstairs toilet, the silence ringing harshly in his ears. Even before he stepped inside, locking the door behind him, he had doubts about what he was going to do. It was all well and good trying to save his own life, but if he messed up, his son would die, and he’d have to live with that for the rest of his life. He tried to think what it would be like without Max. He’d never wanted children. It had been Diane who’d pushed for them, shortly after her thirty-third birthday, when her biological clock began ticking in earnest. He’d always feared that a child would get between them, and his fears had been confirmed when Max had finally been born three years later after two miscarriages. Emotionally exhausted by the whole process, he and Diane had grown further and further apart, and now they were little more than strangers living under the same roof. But even after all that, Tim loved his son more than life itself. He couldn’t let him die. He wouldn’t.

He looked round, wondering if they’d planted a camera in here. If they had, then he was taking a huge risk with Max’s life. But he was fairly certain they hadn’t. They might have been well organized, but he very much doubted if they’d put a camera in every room – still less that they were being constantly monitored.

Lifting the toilet lid, he pulled down his trousers and sat down. At the same time, he slipped his spare mobile out of his trouser pocket and bent over, so it was hidden from view, just in case he was being watched. Taking a deep breath, he scrolled through the contacts folder, praying he’d stored the one he was looking for, feeling a twinge of excitement when he saw that he had.

It was a long shot. Jesus, it was a long shot, but it was potentially the only way he could save his own life. He wrote a very quick text, pressed Send and stood up, replacing the mobile as casually as possible as he flushed the toilet, praying he hadn’t just sentenced his son to death.
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Everyone except his old man called him Scope. They always had. He liked the name. Thought it suited him, being simple and to the point. Once upon a time, he’d been a career soldier with a wife and daughter. Now he was a drifter, doing odd jobs here and there, and his wife and daughter were dead. For the last eight months he’d been renting a cottage on the western edge of the New Forest, working as a painter and decorator. Life had been quiet and, if he was honest with himself, pretty dull.

And now it looked like all that was about to change. He put down the axe he’d been using to chop wood and stared at the phone, reading the text for a second, then third, time. It was from his former brother-in-law, Tim Horton, and it read like something out of a thriller:

 
Am in terrible trouble. Max kidnapped. Being blackmailed. No police. Please come to house. Park fifty yards away out of sight then text me on 07627 533901. Don’t come in. They have cameras. They are watching. This is no joke. Please help!!



Tim was a high-flying, public-school-educated politician who’d married Scope’s wife Michelle’s sister, Diane, and the two men had never seen eye-to-eye. Scope had always felt – with plenty of justification – that Tim had looked down on him, even though he’d always tried to hide it behind his smooth, easy patter. But the facts spoke for themselves. Since Michelle’s funeral, close to five years ago now, Scope had only seen Diane and Max once and hadn’t clapped eyes on Tim at all.

But now it seemed they were in serious trouble, although it was odd that someone would target the Hortons for a kidnapping. They had money, but not huge amounts, and there were plenty of people out there richer. Scope knew, though, that the text wasn’t going to be a practical joke. Tim wasn’t that kind of guy, and anyone who’d pinched his phone wouldn’t know his relationship to Scope anyway. This was genuine.

Even so, he didn’t owe Tim anything. Right now he owed nothing to anyone. He didn’t have to get involved.

But he was always going to. He remembered Max as a very young child. He’d been driving past the village where the Hortons lived once, a long time back, and had stopped by to visit on the off-chance they were in. He’d always liked Diane. She was something of a social climber, but her heart was in the right place and she could be fun when the mood took her. She’d been there with Max when he’d turned up, and he’d stopped for a coffee and played with the boy. Max had been a sweet-looking kid – barely two years old then – with a very loud laugh.

Scope liked kids. He hated to think of them suffering, and Max Horton was still his nephew.

Replacing the phone in his pocket, he headed back towards the house, knowing he had a long drive ahead and not much time to do it in.
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The silence in the room was so intense Tim Horton felt as if he could almost touch it. Diane had been crying silently for what seemed like a long while, but she’d stopped now. Neither of them had left the room since Tim had returned from the toilet close to three hours back, and they’d hardly spoken. As far as he was concerned, there was very little to say. Tim had been thinking about dying. He’d never really appreciated how lucky he’d been in life: a beautiful family, plenty of money, and a career that held what he’d always assumed was real power. Now he stood to lose all of it, and there was nothing he – Tim Horton, handsome, confident government minister – could do about it. He was totally reliant on someone else – a man he didn’t even like, and who probably liked him even less – to save his life, and if he failed, then tomorrow would be the last day that he ever saw. It was an utterly terrifying prospect, one he still found almost impossible to comprehend, and he told himself that if he somehow got through this, he’d change his life, devote more time to others, including his beloved son, and try to repair the relationship with Diane.

On the table his phone vibrated. He’d received a text. Leaning over as nonchalantly as possible, he checked the screen.

It was Scope, saying that he was parked down the road close to the pub.

‘Who is it?’ asked Diane, watching him with something akin to suspicion in her eyes, as if she didn’t trust him to go through with this.

‘Jenny,’ he said, trying to keep his expression as neutral as possible. ‘She wants to know if I need to see her before the prehearing meeting tomorrow.’ He texted ‘Out in ten’ and replaced the phone on the table, conscious that he could be getting a call at any moment from the kidnapper, demanding that he show the text to the camera, which would effectively destroy everything.

He sat back in the chair, praying he hadn’t overplayed his hand.

Diane was still staring at him.

‘What is it?’ he asked.

‘I know this must be so hard for you, I really do …’

‘Do you? Do you have any idea what it’s like to know you’re going to die in the next twenty-four hours and there’s nothing – absolutely fucking nothing – that you can do about it?’

‘Yes,’ she said. ‘I do. Because if anything happens to Max – if he dies – then that’s it for me. I’ll die too, because there is no way on earth I want to live without him.’ Tim sighed. ‘I know, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to raise my voice. I know we’re both under pressure.’

‘Please don’t do anything stupid, Tim. Like involve the police or anything.’

‘Of course I won’t,’ he lied. ‘Max is my son too. I want him to live just as much as you do. Even if it costs me …’ His words trailed off. He couldn’t bring himself to finish them aloud.

Diane leaned across the table and squeezed his hand. Her touch felt warm and their eyes met. ‘I love you,’ she said, fighting to keep her voice steady. ‘I know I haven’t said that for a long time, but, you know, whatever happens, it’s true.’

‘I love you too.’ But he wondered how she’d feel if she knew he was betraying her.

The room fell silent again and Tim waited, counting down the minutes, still clutching his wife’s hand, wondering what kind of inhuman bastard could sit watching this scene remotely and not feel some kind of pity for the people involved.

After what felt like a long enough interval, he stood up. ‘I need the toilet again. I feel sick.’

Diane looked at him suspiciously once more, and Tim wondered what the hell she thought she was playing at, doing the kidnapper’s job for him.

‘Wouldn’t you feel sick if you knew you were going to die?’ he demanded, before stalking out of the room.

The moment he was inside the toilet, he opened the window into the back garden and squeezed himself through it, toppling hands first onto the patio. As he got to his feet and started across the garden, keeping as close to the fence as possible, he knew he was taking a huge risk, but gambled that, though the kidnappers almost certainly had sensors on the doors, they wouldn’t have put them on the toilet window. Of course he could have been wrong, but there was nothing he could do about that now. He climbed over the back fence and jogged down the road in the direction of the pub, feeling a strange sense of liberation.
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Scope sat in darkness in the car, wondering what the hell he was getting himself involved in. He was concerned at the risk he was taking, but intrigued too. He missed the danger of his old, longago life in the army, and the possibility of some kind of action – in whatever form it took – was a welcome prospect after months of painting walls and brooding.

He’d kept his eye out driving past the Horton house in case there’d been anyone else hanging about watching the place, but hadn’t seen anything out of the ordinary, so had parked under a tree next to an imposing Edwardian property further down the road. Wedged behind the driver’s seat was his overnight bag. As well as clothes, it contained among other things a prosthetic make-up kit, lock picks, a knife and a number of miniature tracking devices – tools of a past trade that until tonight he didn’t think anyone else knew about. Now he wasn’t so sure.

In his rear-view mirror, he could see a dark figure – medium height, slight to medium build – jogging purposefully in his direction.

Tim Horton stopped by the window, saw Scope and got inside the car, the fear etched hard into his otherwise boyish features. ‘Thanks for coming,’ he said breathlessly, putting out a hand. ‘I haven’t got much time.’

‘Tell me what’s going on,’ said Scope, shaking it quickly.

‘We got a call this afternoon. Max has been kidnapped. We have no idea by whom exactly, but I think there’s more than one. They killed the nanny and left her body behind.’ He paused. ‘I’ve seen it. They cut her throat.’

Scope nodded slowly, taking in this development. ‘What do they want?’

Tim exhaled with an audible moan, his whole body stiff with tension. ‘They want me to kill myself. My life for Max’s.’

‘Jesus! Who’s got a motive for wanting you dead that badly?’

‘I’ve been thinking non-stop for the last four hours and I think I might have an idea who’s behind it.’

‘Go on.’

‘Tomorrow I’m one of the MPs on the Culture, Media and Sport select-committee hearing. The subject is match-fixing in football games. This is a huge worldwide problem, Scope. There are a number of Asian betting syndicates who we believe are bribing officials and players to fix the results of various matches, both in this country and abroad. It’s a much bigger problem than most people realize and the amount of money involved is phenomenal. We’re talking billions of dollars. At the hearing tomorrow we’re interviewing a very well-connected football agent who’s currently under police protection at a secret location. Very few people know about this, but we’ve been told to expect some major revelations about the extent of match-fixing in this country – including Premier League games. What I’m saying is that there are people with a huge amount of power and money who won’t want him to get the chance to talk.’

‘But what’s this got to do with you sacrificing your life for Max’s?’

‘The main kidnapper – the man I’m talking to – hasn’t given me any details of what I have to do exactly, but he let slip that I’m going to have to do it at the same time as the committee hearing. I think they want me to do something dramatic that brings the hearing to a very rapid end. And maybe something that also neutralizes the sports agent as a threat, but right now I have no idea what it is.’

Scope sighed. It was pretty obvious to him what they wanted Tim to do, but he didn’t say anything. ‘What’s the security like at these hearings? I seem to remember some guy getting into one and chucking a custard pie at Rupert Murdoch.’

Tim grunted. ‘It’s not good. You have to pass through a metal detector but you’re rarely body-searched, and people are in and out of the Commons all the time. If you’re well organized, as I believe these people are, then you’d be able to bypass it easily enough.’ He paused and looked at his watch. ‘Listen, I haven’t got much time. They’ve got cameras in the house, watching us. I had to say I was going to be sick, to leave the room. They’ll expect me back very soon.’

‘You need to go to the police, Tim. Call them in now. They’ll know how to handle this.’

Tim shook his head vehemently. ‘No way. Not the police. They’re too damn slow, and there are too many things that could go wrong. These betting syndicates are run by organized criminals. They’ve got ears everywhere.’

‘Then you’re going to have to help me out here, because I’m one man on my own, and I’m no detective, either.’

‘But you know how to find people, don’t you? I know about the men who sold drugs to Mary Ann.’

Scope bristled at the mention of his daughter, and the fact that Tim knew something about what had happened afterwards. ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about,’ he said.

‘Look,’ Tim continued. ‘I’ve never said a word to anyone about it, but I know that the man who sold the heroin that killed Mary Ann was found dead, and that the man who sold him the drugs ended up with a bullet in the head as well. I’ve kept that information to myself for years and I always will do, but it’s the reason I called you and not the police. You’re prepared to get things done.’

Scope didn’t say anything for a few seconds. It was true he did get things done. And he wasn’t afraid to kill, either, when circumstances warranted it. It angered him that Tim knew that he’d gone after the men who he held responsible for his daughter’s drugfuelled death, aged only eighteen, killing them one by one, and had chosen to mention it only now. ‘Whatever you might think, I can’t find Max if I don’t have a clue where to look for him. And I don’t. I’m not a miracle worker, and I’m not a vigilante, either.’

‘I’ve got a lead to go on. This isn’t easy for me to say, but I’ve been having an affair for the past two months.’

Scope wasn’t surprised, and doubted it was the first time, either, but he didn’t comment.

‘The girl’s name’s Orla. I met her during a House of Commons tour for members of the public. She was a striking girl and she made it quite clear that she was interested in me. We managed to exchange numbers at the end of the tour, and I’ve been seeing her ever since. Believe it or not, I was with her today.’

‘I believe it.’

‘I was a fool. I thought she genuinely liked me, but now I’m sure she’s something to do with this.’

‘Why do you think that?’

‘The killers have definitely got cameras in the house, so they’d have needed to bypass the alarm system. I took her back home once for a night, when Max and Diane were away. I didn’t want to, but she insisted. Said it would show some commitment.’ He shook his head angrily. ‘Christ, I should have known something was up. She was always asking questions about the family, about our comings and goings. At the time I just thought she was curious, but in hindsight she must have been gathering information.’

‘So what do you want me to do?’

‘She never wanted to go back to her place, but I insisted, so I’ve got her address and I’ve got her home number. I’m going to text it to you now. Plus a photo. She never liked having her photo taken – which should have got my suspicions up – but I lifted one from her phone anyway.’ He pulled out his own phone and started pressing buttons. ‘I want you to pay her a visit.’

Scope grunted. He wasn’t going to make it easy for his former brother-in-law. ‘And then what? Beat a confession out of her?’

Tim fixed him with a desperate look. ‘Do anything you have to do. Not for me. I’m realistic enough to know you’ve never liked me much, and I don’t blame you. I’ve always been a pompous arsehole around you. But for Diane. She and Michelle were very close. And do it for Max, too. Please. He’s only seven years old and they’ve got him strapped to a bed in some filthy, dark room. They’ll kill him, Scope, without your help. I know they will …’

It was shameless emotional blackmail, but Scope let it go. He sighed. ‘I can’t guarantee anything, but I’ll see what I can do.’

‘We haven’t got much time.’

‘I’ll start work right now, and I’ll contact you by text when I can. If you get any more information, make sure you contact me.’

Tim nodded, pressing another button on the phone. ‘Thank you, Scope. I owe you for this. If all goes well …’

‘If all goes well, you’ll forget me in an instant. Look, I don’t want your gratitude. Now get back to Diane before anyone wonders where you are.’

Scope watched as Tim ran up the quiet, tree-lined street, past all the big, rich people’s houses in the direction of his own, before disappearing from view. He checked his phone. Tim had sent him an address in north London, a good hour away, along with a photo of a woman in her mid-to late twenties with straight peroxide-blonde hair and a knowing expression in her big blue eyes. Putting the phone down, he turned the car round and pulled away.

It was already 8.30 p.m. and it looked as though it was going to be a long night.
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The girl, identified by Tim Horton as Orla Reilly, didn’t show up anywhere on the Net when Scope googled her name. There were plenty of Orla Reillys on Facebook and LinkedIn, and all those other places where individuals advertised their presence to anyone who cared to look for them, but none who matched the photo. This didn’t necessarily mean anything, of course, but it roused Scope’s suspicions.

The address he’d been given for her was a flat in one of a row of tall, slightly rundown 1960s townhouses across a main road from an estate of even more rundown tower blocks, somewhere on the border of Stonebridge and Harlesden. Traffic was light, but there was nowhere to stop on the road, so Scope continued past, seeing lights on every floor inside the house he wanted. He found a parking spot two roads down and got out of the car, memorizing the location. The night was cold and it had started to rain steadily, keeping people off the streets, which suited Scope well enough. Slipping on a pair of gloves, he pulled up the collar on his jacket and started walking.

From the width of the house, he guessed there was only one flat per floor. Orla lived in Flat B, which was unlikely to be at ground level. It was a pity he couldn’t ask Tim, but that was the problem he had now. He was operating alone, and with very little information. He’d already decided not
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