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 Epigraph



       			Blessed is he that readeth, and they that hear the words of this prophecy, and keep those things which are written therein:
For the time IS at hand.
 		    

 		 	Book of Revelation 1:3
The Holy Bible

 		 	


    






 Chapter One

 Corfu, Greek Islands, June 2008 
The first day
   

 It was night when they took her.
 Theyd found her living on the lush island and watched for three days in the sun before they figured out their move. She was staying in a rented villa, isolated and shaded by olive trees, high on a cliff above the crystal-clear sea.
 She was living alone, and it should have been easy to snatch her. But the house was always filled with party guests, and the dancing and drinking was virtually round the clock. They watched, but they couldnt get close.
 So the team planned. Right down to the last detail. Entry, acquisition, extraction. It had to be subtle and discreet. There were four of them, three men, one woman. They knew this was her last day on the island. Shed booked the flight from Corfu airport next morning and was flying back home  where shed be far, far harder to take.
  So it was tonight or never. Strategically, it was the perfect time for her to disappear. Nobody would be looking for her in the morning.
 They waited until evening, when they knew the farewell party would be well underway. Their car was a rental saloon, bland and inconspicuous, paid for in cash from a local hire firm. They drove in silence and parked off the road, unseen in the shade of the olive grove a hundred yards from the villa.
 And watched quietly. As expected, the villa was lit up and the sound of music and laughter drifted through the trees and across the cove. The white stone house was fine and imposing, with three separate balconies where they could see couples dancing and people standing around drinking, leaning out over the railings, taking in the beauty of the evening.
 Down below, the sea glittered in the moonlight. It was warm and the air was sweet with the scent of flowers, just the gentlest breeze coming in from the shore. Now and again a car would pull up outside the house as more guests arrived.
 As 11 p.m. approached, the team put their plan into action. The two men in the front seats stayed where they were, making themselves comfortable for what might turn out to be a long wait. They were used to that. The man and woman in the back exchanged a look and a brief nod. She ran her fingers over her glossy black hair, pulled it loosely back and fastened it with an elastic tie. Checked her make-up in the rearview mirror.
 They opened their doors and stepped out of the car. They didnt look back. The man was carrying a bottle of wine  something local, expensive. They walked out of the shadows and up to the villa, through the gate and up the steps towards the terrace and the front doors. The two in the car watched them as they went.
 The couple walked into the villa, adjusting to the light and the noise. They said nothing to one another and moved casually, but expertly through the crowd. They knew how to blend in. Many of the guests were already too out of it to notice them anyway, which suited them perfectly. There were a lot of empty bottles lying around and a lot of the smoke wasnt tobacco.
 The couple wandered through the cool, white rooms, gazed around them at the expensive dcor. They located their target quickly and kept her carefully in sight the whole time.
 She suspected nothing.
 She was very much the centre of attention, and she looked as though she loved it. They knew that shed been spending the money freely, carelessly, the way a person does when theyre expecting a whole lot more of it. There was plenty of champagne on offer. People milled around the self-service bar in the corner of the main room, helping themselves to as much as they could drink.
 The couple watched her the way a scientist observes a rat in a tank, knowing exactly what will happen to it. She was young and attractive  just like her photographs. Her blond hair was a little longer now, and her deep tan made her eyes stand out a bright and startling blue. She was wearing white cotton trousers and a yellow silk top that had many of the men glancing appreciatively at her figure.
 The womans name was Zo Bradbury. They knew a lot about her. She was twenty-six and had carved out a remarkable career for her age as an author, a scholar, a historian, a biblical archaeologist with a solid reputation among her peers. She was single, though she had a crowd of men around her and liked their company. The couple could see that much for themselves from the way she was flirting and dancing with all the good-looking guys at the party. She was English, born and raised in the city of Oxford. They knew the names of her parents. A whole raft of information about her. Theyd dug deep, and they were good investigators. It was what they were getting paid for.
 The plan was simple. The woman would drift away after a few minutes and the man would get closer to the target. Offer her a drink, maybe flirt a little. He was in his early thirties, toned and good-looking, and he was pretty sure he could get close enough to slip the dope into her drink.
 It was a slow-acting chemical that looked exactly like the effects of too much wine, except that it made the victim sleep for hours. The way she was knocking back her drinks, nobody would make a big deal of it when she had to retreat to her bedroom to sleep it off. The party would wind down, people would leave, then theyd move her out to the waiting car. The motor launch was already waiting at the rendezvous-point.
 As theyd anticipated, it wasnt hard to get close to her. The guy introduced himself as Rick. Chatted and smiled and flirted. Then he offered her a Martini. She wasnt about to say no. He walked to the bar, mixed her drink and quickly added the contents of the vial. All very professional. He was smiling as he brought it back to her and placed it in her hand.
 Cheers, she giggled, raising the glass in a mock toast, the gold bracelet on her wrist slipping down her tanned forearm.
 And that was when the plan started going wrong.
 They hadnt noticed the man standing in the corner of the room until he suddenly strode across, moved in fast and took Zos arm, asked her if she wanted to dance. They knew his face. Theyd seen him a few times while watching the villa. He was about forty-five, slim and well-dressed, a little greying at the temples. A good bit older than her other boyfriends. Theyd paid him little heed  until now.
 She nodded and put the glass down on the table untouched. Then the man did something strange for someone who looked so sober. He nudged the table with his knee, a clumsy sort of movement, but almost as if hed done it deliberately. The glass toppled and the drink spilled to the floor.
 And they had only one vial of the stuff. They watched as the older guy led her onto the terrace, out into the starry evening where the people were dancing to the slow jazz beat.
 So the couple did what they were trained to do: they improvised. Their communication was all in the eyes and minute gestures undetectable to anyone who didnt know why they were there. In seconds they had a new plan. To hang around, merge into the background. Slip through a door and stay hidden in the house until the guests left and she was alone. Easy. They were in no hurry. They moved quietly out onto the crowded terrace, leaned against the wall and sipped their drinks.
 They observed some kind of tension between the target and the older man. The two of them danced for a while, and he seemed to be attempting to persuade her of something. He was whispering in her ear, looking anxious but trying to keep it discreet.
 Nobody noticed except the couple. Whatever he was saying, she refused. For a second, it looked like an argument was brewing. Then he backed off. He ran his hand down her arm in some kind of conciliatory gesture, pecked her on the cheek and then left the party. The couple watched him walk to his Mercedes and drive off.
 It was eleven thirty-two.
 By quarter to midnight, they saw her glancing at her watch. Then, unexpectedly, she began making moves to usher the remaining guests out of the villa. She turned the music off, and the quiet was abrupt. She made her apologies to them all. She had an early flight in the morning. Thank you all for coming. Have a great night. See you sometime.
 Everyone was a little surprised, but nobody was too upset. There would be plenty of other parties going on across the island on a warm summer night.
 The couple had no choice but to leave with the others. There was no chance to slip away and hide. But they hid their frustration well. It was only a minor glitch, nothing to worry about. They walked quietly back to where the car was hidden under the shade of the olive trees, and got in.
 What now? said the driver.
 We wait, the woman replied from the back seat.
 The fair-haired man scowled. Enough of this bullshit. Give me the gun. Ill go and get the bitch. Right now. He reached over and snapped his fingers. The driver shrugged and unholstered the 9mm pistol under his jacket. The fair-haired guy grabbed it from him and started getting out of the car.
 The woman stopped him. Low profile, remember? We keep this clean.
 To hell with that. I say 
 We wait, she repeated, and flashed him a warning look that silenced him.
 That was when they heard the motorcycle.
 It was exactly midnight.


    


    
      
        
      

       			Chapter Two


      
        Near Galway Bay, west coast of Ireland 
        
Two minutes later, 10.02 p.m. British Time
      

       		   


      Ben Hope had been standing there a long time in the darkening room, long enough for the ice in his whisky to melt away to nothing as he stared out of the window. The sun was dipping behind the Atlantic horizon, the sky streaked with crimson and gold, clouds rolling in from the west as night fell.

      He stared at the waves as they crashed against the black rocks, lashing spray. His face was still, but his mind was racing and filled with a pain that the whisky couldnt help him with. Visions and memories that he couldnt shut out of his mind, and didnt truly want to. He thought about his life. The things he was sorry hed done in the past. The things he was sorrier hed never be able to do again. The emptiness of the only future he could imagine lay ahead. The way that the lonely days kept turning into lonely nights.

      Perhaps it didnt have to be that way.

      The bottle stood behind him on a low table. The whisky was a fine malt Scotch, ten years old. It had been a full bottle that afternoon. There were just a couple of fingers left in the bottom now.

      Beside the bottle lay a Bible. It was old, leather-bound, worn with use. It was a book he knew well.

      Next to that lay a pistol. A Browning Hi-Power 9mm, well used, clean and oiled, thirteen shiny rounds in the magazine and one in the breech. It had been lying there for hours, cocked and locked, the sleek copper nose of that first round lined up with the barrel and its tail exposed to the striker, ready and waiting for him to make his decision.

      That one bullet was all it would take.

      From somewhere in the shadowy room, the phone rang. Ben didnt move. He let it ring until whoever was calling him gave up.

      Time passed. The sun slipped down into the sea. The waves darkened as night crept across the sky and he could see only his reflection standing there in the window staring back at him.

      The phone rang again.

      Still, he didnt move. After half a minute the ringing stopped, and the only sound in the room was the distant roar of the Atlantic.

      He turned from the window and walked across to the low table. He put down his empty glass and reached out for the pistol. He picked it up and weighed the heavy steel in his hand. Stared at the weapon a long moment as the moonlight glimmered down its length. He clicked off the safety.

      Very slowly, he turned the pistol towards himself until he was looking down the barrel, holding it backwards in his hands, thumb on the trigger. He brought it closer. Felt the cold kiss of the muzzle touch against his brow. He closed his eyes. In his mind he could see her face, the way he liked to remember her, smiling, full of life and beauty and happiness, full of love.

      I miss you so much.

      Then he sighed.

      Not today, he thought. Todays not the day.

      He lowered the pistol to his side and stood there for a while, letting the weapon dangle loosely in his hand. Then he clicked the safety catch back on. He laid the pistol down on the table and walked out of the room.

    

    




    
  Chapter Three

 Corfu 
 12.03 a.m. Greek time
  

 Zo Bradbury felt the cool wind in her hair as the big Suzuki Burgman scooter carried her up the winding country lane.
 As she rode, she noticed the strong headlamps of a car behind her, lighting up the road ahead. The lights flashed at her. She wondered who it might be. Maybe the last straggler leaving her party?
 Strange, though. She hadnt noticed any cars left outside as she closed the shutters and locked the place up to leave.
 She rode on, twisting the throttle a little harder. Trees flashed by on either side as she gained speed. The wind tore at her hair and clothes, and the lights shrank away in her mirror.
 She smiled to herself. She was glad that Nikos had taken all her gear away to his place. It was too much to carry on the Suzuki, and this way she could enjoy her last ride before going home to Oxford in the morning. The 400cc scooter was fast enough to scare her  and thrills and risk were things she loved. She opened up the throttle and her grin widened.
 But then the lights reappeared in her mirror. The car had crept up even closer this time, its headlights on full beam, dazzling her. She slowed a little and moved aside to let it pass.
 It didnt. It just hung back, matching her speed. Irritably, she waved it on. It still hung there behind her. She could hear its engine over the whirr of the Suzuki.
 OK, then, it was some arsehole who wanted to race. That was fine with her. She cracked open the throttle and accelerated hard through the bends, leaning the bike this way and that. The car followed. She pushed harder, widening the gap between them. But not for long. The car came right up behind, and for a terrifying instant she thought it was going to ram her.
 Zos heart was beating fast now, and suddenly the idea of racing along the dark empty road, with trees rushing by on either side, didnt seem so much fun.
 A farm lane flashed up on the right a little way ahead. She remembered where it led. Shed been walking down that way a couple of times. At the bottom of the lane was a gate that was always padlocked, barring the way  but between the gatepost and the crumbled stone wall there was a gap just big enough to get a bike through.
 The Suzuki hammered down the farm lane, barely in control. The ground was little more than soft earth, loose under her wheels. She skidded and regained control. In the mirror, the lights were coming closer again.
 What did they want?
 The gate was coming up fast. Thirty yards. Twenty. She squeezed the brakes, wobbled, but hit the gap. The Suzuki scraped through with a grinding of plastic. The car skidded to a halt behind her, and suddenly she was leaving the lights behind again.
 She whooped. Shed made it.
 But then she looked back in the mirror and saw the figures in the lights of the stationary car. Figures running. Figures with guns.
 There was a loud crack from behind her. She felt the machine judder violently. The rear tyre was blown.
 She lost control of the bike, and suddenly it had slipped out from under her. She felt herself falling. The ground rushed up to meet her.
 That was all Zo Bradbury remembered for a long time.


    




    
  Chapter Four

 Thames Ditton, Surrey, England 
 The second day
  

 The high gilded gates were open, and Ben Hope drove on through the archway. The private road carved its way through a long woodland tunnel, cool and verdant in the heat of the afternoon. Round a bend, the trees parted and he saw the late-Georgian country house in the distance, across sculpted lawns that looked like velvet. Gravel crunched under the tyres of the rented Audi Quattro as he pulled up in the car-park alongside the Bentleys and Rollses and Jaguars.
 Stepping out of the car Ben straightened his tie and slipped on the jacket of the expensive suit hed bought for the occasion and was pretty sure hed never wear again. He could hear the sound of the big band drifting on the breeze. He followed the sound, cutting across the lawns towards the back of the house. The sweeping acres of the estate opened up in front of him.
 Guests were clustered around a striped marquee on the lawn. Laughter and chatter. Long tables with canaps, waiters carrying trays of drinks. Women in summer dresses and big flowery hats. The wedding reception was a lot more opulent than Ben had expected.
 Charlie had done well for himself, he thought. Not bad for the practical, down-to-earth Londoner whod started out driving supply trucks with the Royal Engineers. Hed been in the service since leaving school. In 22 SAS hed never gone higher than trooper. Never wanted to. His only ambition was to be the best. It was strange to imagine him marrying into wealth. Ben wondered if hed be happy surrounded by all this.
 Charlie and his new bride were among the dancing couples on the lawn. Ben smiled as he recognised him. He didnt seem to have changed a lot, apart from the tuxedo. The band had struck up an old jazz number he vaguely remembered, Glenn Miller or Benny Goodman. Their trombones and saxes glittered in the sunshine.
 Ben kept his distance, stood listening to the music and watching the people, taking in the scene. Thoughts came back to him of the day hed got married, just a few months before. His hand instinctively went to the gold wedding ring that he wore on a thin leather thong around his neck. He fingered it through the cotton shirt, trying to stop the other memories that bubbled up, the bad ones, the ones of the day it had all ended.
 For an instant he was there again, seeing it unfold. He blinked the images away, battled them back into the shadows. He knew theyd return.
 The dance ended. There was applause and more laughter. Charlie spotted Ben and waved. He kissed his bride and she went off with a chattering bunch of friends towards the marquee as the band started up another number. Charlie trotted over to Ben, visibly buzzing with excitement, unable to repress the broad grin on his face.
 You look a little different in that outfit, Ben said.
 I didnt think youd come, sir. Glad you could make it. Ive been calling you for days.
 I got your message, Ben said. And its Ben, not sir.
 Its good to see you, Ben.
 Good to see you too. Ben clapped Charlie affectionately on the shoulder.
 So howve you been? Charlie asked. How are things?
 Its been a while, Ben replied, evading the question.
 Five years, give or take.
 Congratulations on your marriage. Im pleased for you.
 Thanks. Were very happy.
 Nice place youve got here.
 This? Charlie swept his arm across the horizon, at the house and the neatly tended acres. You must be kidding. This belongs to Rhondas folks. Theyre the ones paying for this do. You know how it is  only daughter and all. A bit over the top, between us. All about flaunting their money. If it was up to Rhonda and me, it would have been the local registry office and then off to the nearest pub. He smiled warmly. So what about you, Ben? Did you ever take the plunge?
  Plunge?
 You know  normal life, marriage, kids, all that kind of stuff.
 Oh. Ben hesitated. What the hell. There was no point pretending. I did get married, he said quietly.
 Charlies eyes lit up. Great, man. Fantastic. When did that happen?
 Ben paused again. January.
 Charlie looked around. Have you brought her with you?
 Shes not here, Ben said.
 Thats a real shame, Charlie said, disappointed. Id love to meet her.
 Shes gone, Ben said.
 Charlie frowned, confused. You mean she was here, but she left?
 No. I mean shes dead. It came out more abruptly than Ben had meant. Still hard to say it.
 Charlie blanched. He looked down at his feet and was quiet for a few seconds. When? he breathed.
 Five months ago. Not long after we married.
 Jesus. I dont know what to say.
 You dont have to say anything.
 How are you? Charlie said awkwardly. I mean, how are you handling it?
 Ben shrugged. I have good days and bad days. The cold touch of the Brownings muzzle against his brow was still a fresh memory.
 What happened? Charlie asked after another long silence.
 I dont really want to talk about it.
  Charlie looked pained. Let me get you a drink. Shit, this is terrible. I was going to ask you something, but now I dont 
 Its fine. Ask. What is it?
 Lets talk in private. See if we can find somewhere quiet.
 Ben followed him across the lawn to the marquee, through the crowds of people talking and sipping champagne. A lot of guests, he commented.
 Mostly Rhondas side, Charlie said. I hardly know anybody, outside of the regiment. And Rhonda didnt want army people here. He rolled his eyes.
 Thats your brother over there, isnt it?
 Charlie stared at him in amazement. It must be seven years since you last saw Vince. And he doesnt even look anything like me. How the hell did you recognise him?
 I never forget a face, Ben said with a smile.
 You certainly dont.
 By the marquee, a waiter was offering drinks from a silver tray on a table. He handed Ben and Charlie a glass of champagne each.
 Ben shook his head and pointed. The bottle.
 The waiter stared for a second, then set down the glasses, took a fresh bottle from the ice and passed it over. Ben grabbed it with one hand and scooped up a couple of crystal champagne flutes with the other. He and Charlie walked away from the throng and the chatter. He sensed that Charlie didnt want anyone listening to what he had to say.
 They sat on the steps of a gazebo, a little way from the reception. Ben popped open the bottle and poured them each a glass.
 Youre sure youre OK with this? Charlie said nervously. I mean, under the circumstances 
 Ben handed him a glass and took a long drink from his own. Im listening, he said. Go ahead.
 Charlie nodded. He took a deep breath and then came straight out with it. Ive got some problems, Ben.
 What kind of problems?
 Nothing like that, Charlie said, catching his look. Like I said, Rhonda and I are happy together, everythings cool in that department.
 So is it money?
 In the distance, the band started up a version of String of Pearls.
 Charlie made a resigned gesture. What else? Im out of work.
 You left the regiment?
 Just over a year ago. Fourteen months. Rhonda wanted me out. She was scared Id get myself killed in Afghanistan or somewhere.
 Thats fairly understandable.
 Well, it nearly did happen. More than once. So, what the hell, its civvy street for me now. Problem is, Im no damn use in it. I cant hold down a job. Ive had four since I left.
 Its a common problem, Ben said. Hard to adapt, after the things weve seen and done.
 Charlie took a long drink of champagne. Ben reached for the bottle and topped up his glass. We bought a house a while ago, Charlie went on. Just a small place, but you know what property prices are, and this is hardly the cheapest part of the country. Even a bloody cottage is worth half a mil these days. Rhondas folks put up a deposit for us as an engagement gift, but we still can hardly keep up with the mortgage payments. Its killing me. Im just drowning. I dont know what Im going to do.
 What about Rhonda? Does she work?
 For an aid charity. It doesnt pay much.
 Plenty of desk jobs in the army. Why dont you apply?
 Charlie shook his head. Theyd go crazy if I went anywhere near that again. Scared Id be tempted back into active service. God knows I probably would be, too. Rhondas dad made his money selling mobile ringtones. Wants me to go and work for him. Hes putting a lot of pressure on me. The whole family is. I mean, fucking ringtones. Can you imagine?
 Ben smiled. Maybe you should go for it. Sounds cushy  and lucrative. And safer than getting shot at.
 I wouldnt last long, Charlie said. It would put a strain on the marriage. He took another long gulp of champagne.
 I didnt bring you a wedding present, Ben said. If itll help, I can give you some money instead. I could write you a cheque today.
 No way. Thats not what I want.
 Then you could consider it a loan. Until you get on your feet.
 No. I wanted to ask you something else.
 Ben nodded. I think I know what. You want to ask me about working together.
  Charlie let out a long sigh. OK, Ill be frank with you. How is the kidnap and ransom business doing these days?
 Better than ever, Ben said. Snatching people and holding them for ransom is a growth industry.
 I was talking about your end of the business.
 Theres always call for people like me, Ben said. Involving the police is nearly always a bad move. K and R insurance agents and most of the official negotiators are just nerds in suits. People in trouble need an extra option.
 And youre it.
 And you want to be part of it?
 You know Id be good, Charlie said. But I cant just set up on my own. I dont know anything about it. Id need some training. Youre the best teacher I ever had. If I was going into something like that, Id want to work for you.
 From what you tell me, I dont think your new family would approve.
 Id tell them I was a security consultant. It cant be as dangerous as what weve seen in the regiment, can it?
 Ben said nothing. Both their glasses were empty, and the sun was beating down. He poured out the last of the champagne and set the bottle down with a heavy clunk of glass on concrete. Problem is, I cant help you, he said. If I could, I would. But Im out. Retired. Im sorry.
 Retired? Really?
 Ben nodded. It had been his promise to her, the day shed said she would marry him. Since the end of last year. Its all over for me.
 Charlie sank back against the steps of the gazebo, deflating. You have any contacts?
 Ben shook his head. I never did. I always worked alone. Everything was strictly word of mouth. He finished his drink. Like I said. If its money I can help.
 I cant take money from you, Charlie said. Rhonda can ask her folks to bail us out any time, and they probably would. But we see this as our responsibility. Our problem. We need to deal with it ourselves. I was just hoping 
 Im sorry. Theres really no way.
 Charlie grimaced with disappointment. But if you hear of anything going, youll let me know?
 I would, but it wont happen. I told you, Im out of it.
 Charlie sighed again. Im sorry I brought this up. He paused a long time, watching the people dancing and having fun in the distance. So what are you going to do next?
 Im going back to Oxford. Im heading there right after this. Ive already rented a flat there.
 Whats in Oxford?
 The University, Ben said. Im going there to study.
 You, a student? To do what?
 To finish what I started before I went crazy and joined the army almost twenty years ago. Theology.
 Charlies eyes opened wide. Theology? You want to be a priest?
  Ben smiled. Reverend. Once upon a time, thats all I wanted to be. Seemed like the perfect life.
 So you went off to war instead. Makes sense.
 Sometimes things dont work out the way you think, Ben said. It just happened that way. Now Ive come full circle. The time is right for me. They let me back in to finish my course. One year to go, then I can start thinking about entering the Church, just like Id planned years ago. He slapped his hands on his knees. So thats it.
 Charlie was staring at him in disbelief. Youre kidding me. Youre winding me up.
 Im serious.
 This just doesnt seem like you. I still have this image of you  that time with the tank, in the desert? We were pinned under fire, you only had three rounds left. Ive never seen anything like it. Guys in the regiment, guys who never met you, still talk about it 
 Well, I dont want to talk about it, Ben said, cutting him off. Whatever I did in the past, whatever I was or wanted to be, thats finished. Im tired, Charlie. Im thirty-eight years old and all Ive ever known is violence and killing. I want a life of peace.
 A dog collar and a little cottage, with a Bible in your hand.
 Ben nodded. Thats it. About as far away from the past as I can get.
 I cant see it.
 Maybe Ill surprise you.
 I should have waited a while, Charlie said. He laughed. You could have married us.
  They hadnt noticed Rhonda striding across the lawn towards them. They stood up as she approached. She was tall and slender, with reddish hair that looked as though shed coloured it with henna. She had a stud in her nose. A bohemian kind of look that contrasted with the high heels and the expensive dress she was wearing. She was pretty, but Ben thought he could see a hardened look behind the eyes. There was suspicion in them as Charlie introduced her to him.
 Heard all about you, she said, looking him up and down. Major Benedict Hope. The wild one. I know all the stories. Really impressed.
 Im not Major Hope. Im just Ben. Forget the stories.
 Well, Ben, I suppose youre here to talk my husband into joining you on some 
 I invited him here, Charlie said. Remember?
 She looked up hotly at Ben. I dont want him getting mixed up in anything dangerous.
 Im the last person who would get him into any kind of danger, Ben said. You can trust me on that.
 She snorted. Yeah, right. Now, can I have my husband back, please? And someone over there wants to meet you.
 Ben followed the direction of her pointing finger and his gaze landed on a stunningly attractive woman standing over by the marquee. She was waving coyly, smiling in their direction.
 Thats Mandy Latham, Rhonda said. Her parents own half of Shropshire. Deliciously nouveau riche  even worse than my lot. Winters at Verbier, drives a Lambo. Shes been asking me who the gorgeous, tall, blond, blue-eyed guy with Charlie is.
 Hes going to be a priest, Charlie said.
 Why dont you go and ask her to dance? Rhonda snapped at Ben.
 Rhonda , Charlie started.
 I dont dance, Ben said. He smiled at Charlie. Nice party. See you around. He walked away.
 Youll phone me, then? Charlie called after him.
 Ben didnt answer him. He made his way back across the lawn, placed his empty glass on the table at the marquee. He looked at his watch. Mandy Latham approached him, slinky in a shimmering blue silk dress that matched her shining eyes. Hi, she said tentatively. Im Mandy. Were you really Charlies commanding officer in the SAS?
 You shouldnt believe everything you hear, Ben said. Great to meet you, Mandy. I have to go now.
 He left her staring after him as he walked away.


    




    
      
        
      

       			Chapter Five


      
        Summertown, Oxford 
        
That afternoon
      

       		   


      Professor Tom Bradbury shut the front door behind him, put down his old briefcase and laid his car keys on the oak stand in the hall next to the vase of flowers.

      The house was quiet. He hadnt expected it to be. Zo should be home today, and her presence was always made noticeable by the hard rock soundtrack that she insisted on blaring at full volume from the living-room hi-fi.

      Bradbury wandered through to the airy kitchen. The patio windows were open, and the scents of the garden were wafting through the room. Remembering the half-finished bottle of Pinot Grigio from the night before, he opened the fridge. Inside was a freshly prepared dish of chocolate mousse, Zos favourite pudding, which her mother always prepared for her visits home.

      He tutted and poured himself a glass of the chilled wine. Sipping it, he stepped out into the garden and saw his wife Jane kneeling at the flower-beds, a tray of brightly coloured annuals beside her.

      Youre back early, she said, looking up and smiling.

      Where is she?

      Not here yet.

      I thought it was quiet. Expected shed have got in by now.

      Jane Bradbury stabbed her trowel in the ground, stood up with a grunt and dusted the earth off her hands. That looks good, she said, noticing his glass. He passed it to her and she took a sip and smacked her lips. I wouldnt worry about it, she said. You know what shes like. She probably stopped off to stay with some friend in London.

      Why couldnt she just come straight here? Shes always with some friend or other. We hardly ever see her.

      Shes not a child any more, Tom. Shes twenty-six years old.

      Then why does she act like one?

      Shell call. Probably turn up tomorrow like the bad penny.

      You indulge her too much, he said irritably. Youve even prepared her favourite pudding.

      His wife smiled. You indulge her as much as I do.

      Bradbury turned towards the house. The least she could do is bloody well let us know where she is.

    

    




      Chapter Six

 The Island of Paxos, Greece 
 The third day
  
 Zo Bradbury woke up with a gasp. The first thing she was aware of was the strong sunlight in her face, making her blink. She tried to focus, but her vision was hazy. Where was she?
 After a minute the cloudiness melted away and things were clearer. She was in a bedroom. Was it hers? She couldnt remember, and that was the strangest realisation.
 She was lying on a bare mattress, a rumpled sheet draped over her. She sat up in the bed and suddenly felt the sharp pain cutting through her side. She winced and clutched at her ribs. It felt as though one was cracked. Her head was on fire and her mouth was dry. She looked down at her palms. They were scuffed and tender, as though shed landed heavily and put her hands out to protect herself.
 Flashes. Bright lights. Sounds. Places and people. It was all there in her mind, but jumbled and obscure, all shadows and echoes. She vaguely remembered the sensation of falling. Then the impact to the head. She rubbed it and felt the bruise. Struggled to clear her mind. Nothing would come. She blinked and shook her head. Still nothing.
 Panic began to grip her. She couldnt remember anything. Didnt know anything about what she was doing here, or, she realised with horror, even who she was. Something had happened to her. A bad fall. Some kind of damage inside her head. She prayed it was only temporary.
 All she knew was that she was in danger. It was the instinctive knowledge of a trapped animal in the presence of a predator.
 That instinct helped her focus. Get out of here first. Worry about the rest later.
 There was nobody in the room with her. But as the breeze ruffled the drapes she saw the man in the chair on the balcony outside.
 The first thing she noticed about him was the gun. It was clasped loosely in his hand, a big boxy thing, pointing right at her. He was sitting facing her, leaning right back in a deck chair in the sunshine, and at first she thought he was staring at her through his wraparound shades. But his chest was heaving slowly, and from the way he didnt respond to her waking up she guessed he was asleep. At his feet were a bottle of Ouzo and an empty glass. His fair hair blew lightly in the sea breeze.
 Zo struggled out of the bed, clenching her teeth against the tearing pain in her side. She planted one foot on the tiled floor, then the other. The tiles were cool against her soles.
 The man didnt move.
 She slowly stood up and stepped away from the bed. Her head was spinning wildly and she reached out to steady herself. She saw that she was fully dressed, in white trousers and a yellow top. The clothes felt grubby on her skin
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Chapter One

Just after ten on a clear, cold night in late February, and the moon-glow over the Donegal Atlantic coast cast a speckled diamond glimmer across the dark sea. High above the shoreline, a solitary car was threading its way along the twisty coastal road, leaving behind the distant lights of the Castlebane Country Club and heading inland towards Rinclevan on the far side of New Lake.

The chauffeur of the black Jaguar XF was a square-shouldered former Grenadier Guard called Wally Lander. He kept his eyes on the winding road and drove in silence, studiously detached from the conversation of his passengers: his employer Sir Roger Forsyte, Forsyte’s personal assistant Samantha – Sam for short – and an auburn-haired woman Wally had never seen before. Attractive – he could tell from the couple of discreet rearward glances he’d snatched at her – very attractive in fact, wearing a tight-fitting black dress that he frustratingly couldn’t see enough of in the driver’s mirror. He presumed she must have attended that evening’s Neptune Marine Exploration press conference and was now coming along as a guest to the private party that would probably last well into the wee small hours. Maybe something to do with Sir Roger’s latest caper, Wally mused. If she was alone, that meant she was almost certainly single. Definitely worth a crack at it. There was a chance he’d get to chat to her at the party, find out more about her.

Wally couldn’t know it yet – none of them could know it – but that would never happen. Because Wally didn’t have very long to live.

Nor would Wally ever know the mystery woman’s name. It was Brooke Marcel, or Dr Brooke Marcel when she was in her professional capacity as a psychologist. Tonight she was just here as a guest of her friend Sam, who was sitting between Brooke and Sir Roger, all clipped efficiency with a tiny netbook resting across her knees, its screen reflected in her glasses as they ran through some NME business details together. Sir Roger had loosened the tie he’d put on for the presentation and was leaning luxuriantly back against the Jaguar’s cream-coloured leather. Brooke put Sam’s boss’s age at around sixty, though he was in better shape than many men half his age.

As Sam started detailing the plans for the following day, Brooke tuned out and drifted back to the thoughts that preoccupied her so much of the time, with the same mixture of emotions that always came flooding back whenever Ben was on her mind.

She wished he could have been here. He loved Ireland, would have been completely in his element here on the Donegal coast. Maybe she’d been wrong in coming without him – but the fact was she’d been too plain nervous about asking him. The wrong signals, she’d worried. Moving too fast, trying to force things prematurely. Or something like that. She didn’t know any more. For a gifted and highly trained psychologist, it amazed her how little she understood her own feelings.

Ben Hope. What an enigmatic, complex man he was. Even before they’d got together she’d been aware of the ghosts from his past, stuff you could never ask him about and which he kept fiercely private; so closed, yet so open, so warm and tender. Sometimes she felt as if he’d been there all her life; sometimes as if she’d never known him at all.

As she gazed out of the car window at the dark, rocky landscape flashing by, Brooke wondered whether her troubled relationship with Ben would ever recover. It had started so blissfully, only to crash so senselessly on the rocks just when it was beginning to look as though it could last for ever.

The crash had come in September. The autumn months had been a forlorn, empty time, drowning herself in her work; the Christmas holiday without him almost unbearably miserable. Then, slowly, slowly, over the last couple of months had dawned the prospect of a possible reconciliation. The phone conversations between her home in London and his in France were growing longer and more frequent. Sometimes he even called her.

It was still fragile, though, still just a tiny candle flame that could snuff out at any time. There were moments when Brooke thought she could sense the tension between them, ready to flare up all over again. In their separate ways, they’d both been equally to blame for the split. What a couple of hotheads we are, she thought wryly to herself as she recalled the awful quarrel that had busted them apart. The worst thing was that, in the end, it had all been about nothing. Just a stupid, horrible misunderstanding.

‘The chopper will pick us up at the house and take us over to Derry Airport first thing in the morning,’ Sam was saying to her employer. ‘We should easily be in London by ten-thirty, which gives us plenty of time to get things together before the meeting with Cabeza.’

Forsyte pursed his lips and gave a grunt of assent. Drifting momentarily back to the present, Brooke noticed the way he kept fingering the handle of the attaché case that was secured to his wrist by a steel cuff and a slim chain, and she wondered what was inside that must be so valuable – but her curiosity waned rapidly as she turned back towards the dark window and resumed her own private thoughts.

A flash of white light caught Brooke’s eye. The road behind was no longer empty: the bright headlights of a car were coming up fast. No, she thought, twisting round to peer out of the rear window – not a car, but a van of some kind. Going somewhere in a real hurry, too.

Forsyte glanced back as the van’s main-beam headlights loomed close enough to fill the inside of the Jaguar with their glare. ‘Just some idiot,’ he said nonchalantly. ‘Pull in a little and let him past, will you, Wally?’

Wally shook his head in exasperation, then flipped on his indicator, slowed to just over thirty and steered towards the side of the narrow road to let the van by. The large vehicle noisily overtook them – a plain white Renault Master panel van, scuffed and spattered with road dirt – then cut in tightly at an angle and screeched to a halt, blocking the road.

Wally hit the brakes and the rear passengers were thrown forwards, except for Brooke who’d braced herself against the front passenger seat a fraction of a second before the emergency stop. Sam let out a little cry as her netbook went flying.

‘What the hell—?’ Forsyte shouted.

‘Fucking arsehole!’ Wally thrust the automatic gearbox into Park and left the engine running as he climbed out of the car. ‘What’s your game, you bloody prick?’ he yelled, slamming his door shut and storming up to the stationary van.

The Renault Master’s doors burst open simultaneously. Wally stopped dead in his tracks and his angry voice trailed off as two men jumped out and strode aggressively towards him. They were both wearing black balaclavas, and not because of the biting February wind. Brooke’s blood turned icy when she made out the shapes of the weapons in the men’s hands, a pistol and a compact submachine gun, black and brutal with long tubular silencers attached to their muzzles. She’d seen weapons like those before.

So had Wally Lander, once upon a time, but his nine years out of the army had blunted his senses and all he could do was gape.

‘Oh my God!’ Sam gasped. Forsyte stared in speechless horror, clutching his attaché case.

Neither of the masked men spoke a word. Instead, almost casually, they turned their weapons towards Wally and, in the next instant, white-orange fire spat from the muzzles of the silencers. From inside the heavily insulated car, the gunfire was no more than a rapid string of muffled thumps. Wally’s legs folded under him, then he collapsed lifelessly at the roadside. His blood was bright in the beams of the Jaguar’s headlights.

Sam screamed in panic and clung onto Forsyte. ‘What do they want with us, Roger? Oh Jesus, they’re going to kill us!’

Brooke hesitated, but no more than a second before she launched herself at the gap between the front seats and scrambled in behind the wheel. She wrenched the stick into Drive, stamped the heel of her Italian designer party shoe on the gas and held it all the way down. The Jaguar took off with a roar and a rasp of tyres. Clenching the wheel, Brooke had no choice but to drive grimly over Wally’s dead body with a sickening bump-bump. The masked men hurled themselves out of the way. A jarring impact as the car slammed into the angled side of the van; a screech of buckling plastic and metal grinding on metal as she forced through the gap, the Jaguar’s wheels spinning wildly and revs soaring to drown out Sam’s screams and Forsyte’s indistinct roar of fury. Then, suddenly, the way was clear and Brooke could see the open road stretching ahead in the car’s lights. She’d made it.

But then the strobing muzzle flashes lit up the rear-view mirror and she felt the steering wheel go heavy in her hands as a flurry of gunfire blew out the back tyres. There was nothing she could do to prevent the car skidding out of control and veering across the road. Brooke caught a glimpse of a large grey rock flashing towards the front of the car – then a crunching collision and the airbag exploded in her face, dazing her.

Running footsteps. Voices. The next Brooke knew, the Jaguar’s doors were opening and there was a gun at her head. She turned to face her attacker. His eyes were cold and hard in the slits of the balaclava.

‘Get out, bitch,’ he said.
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