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Chapter 1

Conflicting Destinies
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SUNDAY 1st January

Sergei lit another cigarette. It was one of his few pleasures. Though supposedly he was not allowed to smoke inside the chalet - he resented that. He opened the window a crack to blow the smoke out. It was freezing. Why should he care about smoking in the room? They would not be here much longer anyway, stuck in amongst these self-satisfied Western tourists and their damn ski gear. Dmitry was sleeping. It always seemed to be Sergei who got the uncomfortable jobs. Staying awake, watching out of a window for hours waiting to see their mark appear. They had tossed a coin to decide who should wait up - but Sergei had suspicions about Dmitry's coin tossing. Their intelligence boss had told them that it should be sometime during this night. Sergei had been watching for 5 hours now. To get a good view of the car he had to lean over from his seat, so he was cold and stiff, and on to his last pack of decent cigarettes. Next week he could get back to smuggling cigarettes across the Ukraine/Romanian border - good brands like St. George or Ronson - easy work, just driving, no tedious uncomfortable waiting and watching out of a window all night. This made good money, true, but risky if they got stopped by the police - back home, smuggling, he could pay off the police if he got stopped, and still turn a profit for the night. Yes, this damn boring, uncomfortable job was not worth the trouble. His rambling resentments were suddenly replaced by rapt attention to the car. Now the adrenaline was flowing. There she was, opening the boot to load her bag, at long last. Sergei stubbed out his cigarette on the windowsill in a final act of disrespect, and rushed to wake Dmitry, who was sleeping in his clothes ready for a quick start. It only took a minute or so. They were out of the door just as an unsuspecting, and otherwise preoccupied Betty was driving off, away from Heiligenblut.

Maxim Kuznetsov was controlling the operation from a hotel room in Constanţa, on the Romanian coast. He was looking out of his hotel room window at the marina below, where the yacht was all prepared to spirit the English woman away across the Black Sea. His agent in Paris had phoned to confirm that they were ready to furnish the substitute body and coffin as soon as he gave the order. This was an excellent scheme - the English intelligence service would not even be aware that they had lost a key scientist with vital secrets. At least, his organisation assumed she had big secrets - they had been tipped off that something special was happening in that annexe building to GCHQ. He had been patient for months, understanding her moves and intentions from monitoring her phone calls and messages, waiting to identify an opportunity. The attempt to isolate her from her employers, by getting her fired from GCHQ itself had failed - but in retrospect that just seemed to confirm how valuable she was to them - if they allowed her to carry on working there after breaking the rules on drugs. And now, finally knowing that she was to holiday in Austria, where she would be vulnerable to an intercept. But it was incredible luck that he then learned she was going to seek voluntary euthanasia in Zurich. That created the opportunity to disappear her without the English even knowing. And then yesterday she had booked the flight to Zurich. But now it all depended on his Romanian hirelings to get the intercept right. He wondered for a moment whether he should have brought in some more experienced and skilled agents. But the Romanians had done a previous job for him without any problem; there was no point in exposing valuable agents to risk unless it was absolutely necessary.

It was almost dawn - he glanced at the laptop screen again. Ah, the tracked phone had now been turned off, but the car-tracker was showing movement out of Heiligenblut. The final pieces were falling into place. He felt a flash of concern whether the Romanians would be on to it - should he phone them to make sure? No, better not to disturb them at this point - they should have seen the car preparing to leave even before Maxim could detect it anyway. He took a deep breath and went to fix some breakfast - the Romanians had been instructed to phone confirmation to him as soon as they had secured the intercept.

Betty was driving extra carefully, hoping that she would not experience any involuntary jerks on the road to Salzburg. It had happened to her only four times in the last five days, and, as a mathematician, she could not help but figure that gave her over 80% chance of getting the 2.5 hours to the airport without an incident. 

It would be her last ever drive. Then, her last ever plane flight. She had decided to walk out on her life, rather than live on in a compromised way. That had always been her plan - ever since she was diagnosed with the gene. It was clear - her thoughts were always clear. Except suddenly it was all feeling surreal - choosing to die was not a straightforward, clear choice. Suddenly the clarity was gone and the tears started to come. She pulled over in a lay-by and let the sobs come, better to let the sadness pass through her now than try to suppress it for the next two hours. She doubled over the steering wheel feeling the waves of regret welling up from deep in her belly, ending as pain in her throat as she let out some loud howls. She knew how to cry - she even did that well, but this was more primal, and not so quick to pass.

A flash of lights caught her eye over to the right, and momentarily distracted, she looked over, shocked to see a vehicle toppling over the barrier at the hairpin bend some way back. It then plunged down the side of the mountain onto a lane that was just a little way to her right. Her hand came up to her mouth as she gasped in horror at the sight. An urgent wave of shock and concern washed away her previous self-absorbed feelings. Since the lane was narrow and snowy, she left the car in the lay-by and took to the lane on foot. It led down to a chalet. A light went on in a downstairs window as she approached - the owner woken by the sound of the crash. The vehicle, a black van, had somersaulted down the slope and landed right-way-up in the snow to the side of the chalet, its windows broken and its bodywork dented and deformed, squatting, strangely silent. Urgency pushed Betty to try to run the last 50 metres to the van but the snow was too deep and instead, she had to make large, slow sensible strides to cover the ground as fast as she could. Finally arriving at the van, she yanked at the driver-side door, but it had jammed in the crash. The window, though, was shattered, so she banged away the fragmented glass with her gloved hand. The driver, she saw, was slumped sideways across the steering wheel. Betty felt his neck for a pulse. His face was bloody and there was a strange black line running up the side of his face. He had no pulse. But there was a moaning sound from a man in the passenger seat. Betty worked her way around the van through the thick snow to reach the other door. It swung open all too easily and the bleeding passenger slid sideways off the seat, his head landing on the snow, his feet still in the van, so that he was upside down. He was writhing in agony and trying to talk, but it was unintelligible, not so much because the language was foreign, but because the muscles of his mouth did not seem to be working properly. He also had a black line running up one side of his face, Betty now noticed, as he tried in vain to right himself. 

At that moment a sturdy man came stomping out of the chalet shouting in German "Was zur Hölle ist hier passiert?" (What the hell has happened here?) He had a torch in one hand and his phone in the other, and was already calling the emergency services. Betty explained in German, as best she could, what little she knew so far. As the injured passenger struggled, the fact that he was upside down caused the contents of his trouser pocket to start spilling out onto the snow - a packet of cigarettes, money... Reflexively Betty reached down to gather the items and found her hand on a gun. For a second it ran through her mind that they might be police officers, though there was no such indication from their clothing. But then, with the injured man writhing about, safety considerations prevailed, and she quickly lifted the gun and offered it, grip forward, to the man from the chalet. "Gewehr!!" (Gun!) he exclaimed in alarm taking a step back, and refusing to accept it. She slipped it into her own pocket instead. He shone his torch directly down onto the injured passenger, and Betty saw that amongst the other things spilling from his pocket was a photograph. As she again bent over to gather up the items spilling out, she realised with astonishment, as the torchlight played there, that it was a photograph of herself. For a few seconds a surreal feeling cut in again, and she wondered in quick succession whether perhaps she was dreaming or already dead - a photo of herself made absolutely no sense in this setting. But in Betty's sharp mind, the realisation slammed home pretty quickly that a gun and photo of her, in a vehicle following her, added up to a serious menace to her personally. Apparently, by providence, her immediate danger had been averted, but it may have been only partially or temporarily deferred. She placed the contents of the man's pocket on the floor of the van, but slipped the incongruous photo into her own pocket. 

The man from the chalet was now wrenching at the side door of the van, to see if there were any other casualties inside. The door protested with an ugly grinding sound as it jammed halfway open. There was only a jumble of blankets and luggage inside. The man from the chalet tugged at the blankets and gently put a bundle underneath the head of the injured passenger. Betty pulled out another blanket, revealing some broken glass and a strange smell - ether, she wondered. She laid the blanket over the injured man. The potential scenario was now unfolding in detail in her mind - she knew what information they would have wanted from her - this was extremely serious. But how had they known that she was party to invaluable technological knowledge, to the i-vector theory? And how had they known to find her, on this road, at this time? 

She straightened and told the chalet man, "Ich muss zum Flughafen kommen." (I must get to the airport.) He shrugged and nodded, obviously not relishing having to shoulder the responsibility on his own, but Betty had already realised she owed absolutely no obligation to this injured man, and now needed to consider her own safety as a priority. She took a last careful look at the faces of the two in the van, noticing that the driver had the strange thick black line up this side of his face as well as the other, just in front of his ears, although the passenger only had a black line up one side. It didn't seem to make sense, but stirred at something in her subconscious. 

She strode off quickly back up the lane to her car, regretting that her legs were now wet and cold from the depth of the snow above her boots. It was just beginning to get light. Her foremost thought was to drive as fast as possible to the airport to be safer in the crowds and civilisation of the city. But a few paces from the car the realisation hit her - George was still sleeping back at the chalet in Heiligenblut, and he might also be in danger. True, he did not have the technical knowledge that the abductors were after, but that would not protect him if the abductors did not realise that. She would have to go back. No, she could phone UK security from here, now, they would look after George. But could they get to him in time? She should phone UK security anyway, now. She had turned her phone off when she had left the chalet because she wanted to avoid having to deal with an emotionally difficult call from George, when he realised that she was gone. She took out her phone, but stopped again. No one had known that she would take this road now, except for a single phone message she had made to the airline yesterday. Her phone calls were maybe... probably, being monitored. She cursed. It was difficult to make correct decisions when you did not know all the variables accurately. She took a deep breath. Weigh the probabilities. She paused for a moment. Best to get back to Heiligenblut, find a different phone to talk to UK security. And unknown to the adversary, she also had a gun in her pocket. Ha! Not that she knew how to use it - but she was technically adept - she could work that out. She turned the car around and headed back to Heiligenblut. 

Motivation had now flooded out her earlier feelings - indeed, when she briefly thought about it, she now found it difficult to connect with the reasons for her journey to end her life. But that could all be sorted out afterwards. What to tell George? Hopefully he was still asleep; hopefully he had not found the 'goodbye' letter?

She was relieved to get the few minutes drive back to Heiligenblut without any incident. She parked the car in the same spot as before. It was a little after 6:15 am. Damn, she had left behind her key-card for the front door of the chalet, not thinking she would need it again. She tried the door - it was locked. And the church where she played the piano would also still be locked. She would have to wait in the car until the chalet cook arrived to fix breakfasts - was she a sitting duck in the car? How many other hostile agents might be here? She sat down low in the driver seat of the car, anxiously looking around and keeping an eye on the rear-view and wing mirrors, whilst furtively checking out the gun in her lap. It was not obvious how it worked - she could make a guess at the safety catch, but she did not know if it was even loaded. Still, it could buy her time in an emergency just by revealing it - judging by the reaction of the man from the chalet - "Gewehr!" She laughed gently, remembering the look on his face. She hadn't even meant to walk away with the gun, but it certainly gave a feeling of power, of reassurance. She checked the mirrors again. Anyway, later she could get details about the gun from the internet, or phone Harriet, a military colleague back at GCHQ, for advice. Someone was trudging up the snowy slope on the other side. Bundled up unrecognisably, but who wouldn't be on this cold morning? Betty gently slipped the key back in the ignition ready for a quick getaway if necessary, and closed her hand on the gun, waiting, as the figure got nearer. He walked past, appearing not to notice her sitting in the car. She maintained her readiness, watching intently in the rear-view mirror, until he finally walked into a chalet entrance further up the hill. She took a long breath, realising that her heart had been pounding. 

She took another look at the handgun she was holding. It had a brown handgrip with a small five-pointed star design engraved on it. That should make it easy to identify, she considered. The brown handgrip and the star brought back memories of the toy cowboy gun her brother had played with as a small boy, though this gun was clearly a pistol rather than a revolver. He had gone through a phase of running around with his friends; pretending to fire at each other, recreating a cowboy western adventure. She had been rather disdainful of those games of the younger boys, and had never wanted to join in, but the memory brought back a feeling of fondness for her brother and his enthusiasm.

Her attention returned to the gun. But this gun did not have a belly like a revolver - it seemed to be the type of gun into which you loaded a magazine of cartridges, through the heel of the grip. She glanced in the mirrors and looked ahead again - Nothing. Back to the gun. There was a small up/down catch on the left-hand side of the gun - presumably the safety catch - but was up, or down, safe? Fascinating. Betty, as a scientist, found her interest being naturally drawn toward the mechanism of the handgun; and she could begin to understand why military types like Harriet were interested in weaponry. Another quick glance around. Someone else was trudging up the snowy hill. Betty tensed again. But this time she recognised the blue and red coloured logo of the holiday company staff. Ah, the chalet cook for the breakfasts, at last. Betty waited until she was close, then stepped out of the car. 

"Hi Hannah, I got myself locked out." Hannah clearly recognised her, and let them both in through the front door. The staff were mostly student age, working a season here, enthusiastic and eager to please, no reason to be suspicious of anything. "Hey Hannah, would you mind lending me your phone for 10 minutes - I need to make a call and my phone is very low on battery?" Betty hated having to lie - but it was only a small white one, in a good cause, she considered.

Betty retreated to the corner of the empty lounge with Hannah's phone, briefly turned her own phone back on, and copied the GCHQ UK security number out of it. She then turned it off again and buried it under a cushion in case it was bugged. It would be even earlier, by an hour, in the UK, but security staffed the place round the clock, and indeed she was not kept waiting.

"Hello, this is Betty Gosmore, from project BH9, top security. I am on holiday in Austria and there has been a failed attempt to kidnap me. I need advice and help urgently." Betty was concise and clear as always, packing the most relevant information into minimal sentences. The security officer on the other end, however, was used to dealing with local issues and was immediately out of his depth. After asking Betty to repeat some of the details, his protocols were clear enough to him that he knew he had to pass this on to MI5 immediately, and he told Betty to wait for a call back from them. There was a painful wait as the information was passed up the chain to duty officers, and finally to someone with authority. Betty waited tensely as Hannah made a few bustling appearances, kitting out the table with the usual inviting array of breakfast food. Betty was also painfully aware that George would be awake soon, and she desperately wanted to remove the 'goodbye' letter before he saw it, otherwise there would be emotional complications added to an already scary situation. Writing and leaving that letter to George now seemed like a memory from a different world. Finally, someone called Tom Wheatley rang her back on Hannah's phone. Although he sounded as if he had just been woken up, his voice nevertheless conveyed reliability and clarity along with urgency.

"So, I understand I am speaking to Betty Gosmore, top secret clearance, GCHQ, on holiday in Austria, and there has been a kidnap attempt, is that correct?"

"Yes." The reassuring depth in his voice, finally satisfying her undeclared need for emotional support, found Betty giving a couple of sobs of relief.

"OK, tell me the basic details of what happened," he requested gently.

"I set off to drive from the ski resort to the airport, Salzburg, and about 10 minutes into the journey, a van came off the road at a hairpin bend behind me and crashed down the hill. I rushed over to where the van had landed, out of concern - there were two men, one was dead, the other badly injured, and he had a gun."

"OK, but why did you think they were out to kidnap you?" asked Wheatley failing to see any connection.

"Oh, well he had a photo of me in his pocket," explained Betty.

"But how could you possibly know that - do you mean you went through his pockets?" Wheatley sounded just slightly sceptical.

"No, no, he fell out sideways when I opened the door, and stuff started sliding out of his pocket. I was just trying to be helpful by gathering the things up. Oh, and there was an organic smell of ether or chloroform or something from a broken bottle in the back of the van."

"Was the injured man aggressive toward you?"

"No, no, he was very badly injured - delirious, and unable to move much." Betty shuddered slightly at the uncomfortable memory.

"OK Betty, well it sounds like we got very lucky this morning then. Firstly, lucky that they crashed, and secondly, even more fortunate that, because you attended the crash, we found out about the plot. So where are you now?"

"Back in Heiligenblut, the ski resort."

"But why didn't you just drive on to the airport?" questioned Wheatley.

"Oh, well, I have a colleague with me here, I was concerned for his safety too. So I came back. But also to borrow a phone to get in touch with you guys - I'm assuming my own phone may be hacked - how else could they have known my plans?" Betty tested her conclusion against Wheatley's experience.

"Yes, you may well be right, very sensible. What is your colleague's name?"

"He is George Tremaine. So, what should we do now? Can you get protection to us, or should we drive to the airport?" Betty felt she needed authoritative advice.

"Right... well, it would be some hours before I could get an agent to you. My advice is that you should both turn your phones off in case they are being tracked, wrap them in aluminium foil if you can, in case they contain a bug with its own power supply - the aluminium foil will block any signal - and then drive to the airport as soon as you can. You should be relatively safe once you reach the city. It is unlikely the kidnappers would have a backup team. And in any case, they may not yet know what has happened to their personnel. They almost certainly do not know where you are now, or what you intend to do. So, we need to get you out of the area whilst we still have those advantages, and before they can regroup. Also, take this borrowed phone with you so that we can keep in touch, and I can get some more details from you. Obviously, we will start working this end to find out exactly how your security has been breached - I'm really sorry you've had this frightening experience, Betty. Which UK airport are you flying into? - I'll meet you there."

"Oh, OK, well, Bristol is nearest to home, if we can get a flight, I was booked to Zurich, but... not now." Betty realised that what she really wanted, more than anything else was to get home as soon as possible. Her previous rational state, that had allowed her to make the emotionally difficult decision to go to Zurich, had now been rattled by events. 

"Right," acknowledged Wheatley. "Well, let me know the UK flight when you check in at Salzburg airport, and I will try to meet you when you land."

"OK, thanks, I'll go and tell George now... bye." Betty took a deep breath - at least now, she had a clear plan.

Hannah was back in the room, setting out the cutlery on the dining table. "Would you like me to fix you breakfast now?" she offered with a great big smile, "The other guests will be down soon, if they're not too hung over from the New Year celebrations last night!" 

"Oh, thanks, but no, Hannah. We have got to leave this morning and I need to get the packing done. But could you give me a sheet of aluminium foil from the kitchen, please? And thanks so much for lending me your phone." She handed the phone back to Hannah. Despite what Tom Wheatley had advised, she felt that she couldn't take Hannah's phone, or even offer to buy it. Poor Hannah would have no way of buying another in this small ski resort. Hannah emerged from the kitchen again with a roll of aluminium foil from which Betty tore off a large sheet. "Actually, you know what. Yes, Hannah, I would love a full breakfast, but wait till I come back down with George in a few minutes." 

Betty, feeling a little more confident after the conversation with Wheatley, retrieved her own phone from under the cushion where she had muffled it. Then she made her way upstairs to their room. Opening the door gingerly, she was relieved to find George was still in bed asleep. She quickly retrieved the potentially confusing and complicating 'goodbye' letter from next to her pillow, and folded it into one of her pockets. She wanted to change her leggings, which, though her legs were no longer cold, were still wet from the deep snow. But all her clothes were packed, in a case in the car. Postponing that until later, she sat on the bed lightly next to George and began to rouse him gently. "George, wake up honey, you need to wake up now."

"Umm... Oh good morning sweetheart," he yawned. They embraced. "Uh? you're all wet, are you back from the church already? What's the time?" he muttered.

"Listen, George, this is really important. There was an attempt to kidnap me. I'm fine - don't worry, but we need to leave here as soon as we can. For our safety." George sat straight upright in bed, his eyes wide and brow furrowed. At that exact moment, George's alarm went off, startling them both. George took a deep breath. "What happened, was this on the way to the church? You're not joking are you?"

She squeezed his hand in assurance, and leaned over to silence the alarm. "Oh, and we need to turn our phones off - there's a good chance that they are hacked or bugged and we might be tracked. I will fill you in on all the details on the way. I have spoken with MI5 on the phone, and they are advising us to get on the road to the airport as soon as possible, so let's pack your stuff, grab some breakfast and go." She strode to the closet, got George's bag out and started throwing in the clothes that she could see. 

"It's OK, I'll do that, you get yours packed." He swung out of bed. 

"Mine are already in the car," stated Betty.

"What? How?" George was puzzled.

"Look, it's complicated. Please save the questions until later. Let's get ourselves safe first. I promise I'll answer all your questions properly then." She said this decisively so that George would comply, though inside he was struggling to comprehend what was going on, and finding it hard to focus on the packing. 

"I'm going downstairs," she continued, "and I'll order us a couple of full breakfasts - you come down in a few minutes when you’ve finished packing. But don't say anything to the others at breakfast - we need to keep our situation as discreet as possible." Betty was trying to avoid explanation, at least until she had the space to talk properly with George. Although he would understand the security and the events that happened on the road easily enough, the fact that she was driving away to the airport would require a complete explanation of her illness and decision, and indeed of the status of their relationship. She regretted the unfortunate convolution of the two otherwise-unrelated chains of events, making everything potentially so much more difficult.

George finished packing his case and freshened himself up. He could sense the danger that they would be in if some hostile state had somehow got wind of the valuable nature of their knowledge about the i-vector system, but Betty was clearly hiding something else from him and was unwilling as yet, to explain fully. However, he trusted her well enough to allow her to do that, without pushing her for answers. When he got down to the dining room there were a couple of other guests chatting with Betty about the weather and piste-route plans for the day, and Hannah was serving up plates of hot breakfast with her customary big smile. He sat down beside Betty with a quick hug. "All done," he whispered. She smiled and touched his arm reassuringly and appreciatively.

Ten minutes or so later, they were loading George's case into the car ready to set out. "Do you mind doing the driving please?" requested Betty.

"Sure," replied George obligingly, as he eyed the state of the road by the chalet with a little apprehension - it had a liberal covering of snow, mowed into ruts by the previous day's traffic. He started the car and pulled out gently, getting the feel of the tyres on the snow. "So now you can explain to me exactly what happened?"

Betty inhaled deeply, thinking about how to organise her explanation. "Look, George," she began, "there are two separate issues that I need to explain to you. The first is that I was driving to the airport a couple of hours ago - but I would like to defer explaining to you why I was doing that, until we can sit down together properly."

George felt his heart sink. "What... you were leaving?" he asked plaintively and incredulously.

"No, not like that," Betty leaned across and put her hands affectionately on his shoulder, "I wasn't leaving you, or because of you... it's to do with my health. But that's why I want to explain it later, it's... complicated. Anyway, please just take it as given that I was driving to the airport," she continued quickly, trying to shut down further conversation on that subject. "And then, after a few miles, I stopped by the side of the road because I was feeling, well, a bit emotionally upset about leaving. And then, it was still quite dark at that time, I noticed a flashing of lights above and to my side, and I saw it was a van, crashing over the barrier at the hairpin bend, about a half a mile behind where I had got to. It kind of somersaulted down the mountainside, its headlights arcing through the snow and trees, and finished up just down a lane, fairly close to where I had stopped. I was horrified and concerned of course, so I got out and went down the lane to see if I could help the people in the van. There was a local man too, came out of a chalet close by to help - he phoned the emergency services."

George was listening intently, talk of a van crashing had subconsciously motivated him to slow a little, even though the surface of the local road was rather easier than it had been back by the chalet.

"So," she continued, "there were two guys in the van, the driver was already dead, and the other was very badly injured - he kind of tumbled half out of the van when I opened the door, and things were falling out of his pocket onto the snow. I tried to gather them up and put them on the van floor, but that's when I found he had a gun."

George shot a look of sudden concern over at Betty.

"It's OK, I took the gun away - he was in no fit state to be able to use it anyway. But then, when the Austrian local man shone his torch down on the injured guy, I realised that the things falling out of his pocket included a photo of me - he had a photo of me, George, in his pocket." Betty gave a couple of short sobs, remembering the enormity of her realisation. "They must have been following me, intending to kidnap me, George."

George frowned. "Wait a minute Betty, are you sure it was a photo of you? - it's easy to mistake something like that in half-light?" he cautioned.

"Yes - I'm certain." Betty put her hand into her pocket and pulled out the photo. She looked at it briefly for the first time since pocketing it - in truth, George's comment had instantiated a transient doubt in her mind, but it was quickly dispelled. She held it up in front of George's face so that he could look at it without taking his eyes far from the road. 

"Well, yes... it's a photo of you all right," he confirmed. "But are you sure it came from the van? - It didn't perhaps fall out of your own pocket or something?" he asked, still wary of accepting the significance of the coincidence.

"Yes, of course I'm sure it didn't," she retorted a little crossly. She looked at the photo more closely. "It's not one of my photos - I don't even recognise where it's taken. And I don't carry around photos of me - why would I?"

George's confusion suddenly made his mind snap back to the time Betty had played an elaborate hoax on him by a riverside, even hiring an actor to hammer the credibility home. He was silent for a moment, unsure whether to question her sincerity, as she clearly seemed rattled by her experience - though of course, she was more than capable of acting that part if she wanted to. Then there was her lack of an explanation for why she was driving away in the first place; surely, she would have constructed a full story if she was conducting a hoax - or might that be a double-bluff?

"Oh, God." Betty had also been silent for a minute and brought her hand up to her throat. "This is the hairpin here - please drive carefully George, in case there is some ice on the road... or something."

George slowed the car to even more of a crawl than he normally would for a hairpin. Certainly, the low crash barrier was badly distorted and broken at the bend by something that had hit it. Perhaps, he wondered, Betty had heard about a crash earlier and had brought him out here to wind him up with the story?

George thought he would push for more information. "So, apart from the photo, was there anything else that made you think they were out to kidnap you?" he asked, trying not to betray his scepticism. 

Betty seemed absorbed, and not paying full attention to his motivation. "Well, it all seemed so surreal, seeing that photo - up to that point I had just assumed they were unlucky victims of an accident. Then it all suddenly added up - a van not far behind me, a photo of me, a gun - that was when I realised. Oh, and then the Austrian guy yanked the side door half-open, there were lots of blankets so we pulled them out to make the injured guy more comfortable, and there was a strong smell of something volatile - I think it might have been ether - and bits of broken bottle. Betty shuddered again at the remembrance. So, then I just decided to get the hell out of there. Their faces were weird too - they had black lines down them - that made no sense. So I left. I thought of going straight on to Salzburg airport, but as I thought about it, I realised that you might be a target too, so I went back to Heiligenblut, and it was going to be quicker to borrow a phone there - I needed to let security know, and I didn't want to use my own phone. The only way they could have known I would be on that road at that time was if they
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