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CHAPTER ONE

The sun beat down from a merciless sky as Range began the walk. The bag felt strangely heavy in his sweat-soaked palm. But what did he expect? Five million dollars was one hell of a lot of responsibility to carry around.

The glare from the burning African blue sky seared into his eyes. It was made all the worse by the fact that in every direction around him the flat, featureless rock and sand threw back the sun’s rays like a force field. In the distance he could just make out the thin, stick-like figures moving towards him, their indistinct forms shimmering and dancing in the heat.

One was the girl. That he knew from studying their position through a sniper’s scope, just a few minutes before each side had started to make the walk. The other was the so-called Somali ‘negotiator’; in other words, a gutless, piratical bastard who preyed on the weak – innocent hostages like this girl – as a way to make a living.

To his rear Range had a handful of crack operators watching his back – some of the very best – but a fat lot of good they would be now, with him alone and isolated out here. The instructions from the Somali negotiator had been simple and impossible to misinterpret, leaving little, if any, scope for effective back-up.

‘You come alone, with the money; I come alone, with the girl,’ Amir had told him, speaking over an echoing satphone link. ‘You leave your people with their vehicles; I leave mine with ours. You walk five hundred yards north; I walk five hundred yards south. We meet. I hand over the girl; you hand over the money. We turn around and walk back again.’

Range had told him that he understood.

‘One more thing,’ Amir had added. ‘You come unarmed. I see a weapon, the deal’s off. We get to keep the girl – maybe for ever.’

By the tone of his voice and the easy professionalism with which he treated this trade in human lives, Range figured Amir had done this countless times before. Word was that Amir al-Jihadi was a freelancer; he negotiated for whichever group of Somali pirates had the best and most lucrative kidnap and ransom deal going. He worked for no single group and had allegiances to no one. He took his cut – rumoured to be a cool 15 per cent – and moved on to the next victim.

Range could feel the sweat pouring off his exposed neck, trickling down the small of his back and pooling in his pants. He felt like he’d pissed himself; like he’d pissed himself with fear. He hadn’t. He was just a big, taut, shaven-headed bloke in the very heart of the white man’s graveyard that was this part of Africa. But the last thing Range wanted was for Amir to think that he was somehow fearful.

He took a long look around himself, as his boots crunched through the loose gravel and sand. There was nothing to mark this out as being an international border. Where northern Kenya met southern Somalia was a lawless wasteland, one wherein heavily armed tribes, warlords and rival clans battled for control. Yet in amongst all of this barren, sun-baked emptiness people like Amir and his kind were making serious amounts of money.

Range did a quick bit of mental arithmetic. Amir’s 15 per cent of five million amounted to a cool $750,000. It was a shedload more than Range and his men were making on this job. Hell, they’d struggle to make that in a lifetime working as private military operators. They were on Blackstone Six’s top rates for this contract: one thousand dollars a day, plus expenses. For a two-week tasking like this one Range would walk away with $14,000 – that’s if he walked away at all.

Fourteen grand against Amir’s $750,000: not for the first time Range wondered if he wasn’t working for the wrong side. Range liked to tell people that his only loyalty was to his bank balance. That was only partly true. Sure, money was important, but in truth his first loyalty was to the blokes he soldiered with in Blackstone Six, and prior to that, those he’d served with when in the military.

After that came a cascading series of loyalties, and right now a big part of his allegiances lay with that girl who was making her way towards him across the burning sand. A few days back Range had gone to meet her father, in his plush, high-security mansion in Geneva. He’d seen the photographs of a striking-looking daughter. He’d heard the pain and desperation in the father’s voice, as he’d asked – practically begged – Range to take the job of doing the handover with her kidnappers.

Few men could listen to a proud father begging for his only daughter’s safe return and remain untouched. So in truth, there was a big part of Range that was here for the father, as much as being here for the girl.

It probably explained why he was here now, getting his balls fried off in this godforsaken, sun-blasted oven, each step taking him closer to the showdown. He figured Amir had set the rendezvous time for two o’clock in the afternoon deliberately: it was the very hottest part of the day, and the worst time for a man like Range to be out under the fierce sun.

The two sides approached each other.

They came face-to-face in the very heart of the heat and the emptiness.

They stopped.

Range stood on the one side, the girl and Amir on the other, maybe ten feet separating them. Range noticed that the tall, wiry Somalian had one hand in the small of the girl’s back, and he could see the butt of the pistol he held there.

Range may have come unarmed: Amir certainly hadn’t.

Range lowered the bag of cash to the dust at his feet.

Silence.

A dry wind blew a sand devil across the space between them.

Amir stared at Range, his eyes like narrow slits as he searched him for the telltale bulge of a weapon. Range was carrying nothing. His mission was to get the girl, and shooting Amir wasn’t going to help in achieving that. In any case, if he did have to kill him he’d far prefer to do so slowly and with his bare hands.

The visual search completed, Amir returned his gaze to Range’s face. The silence drew out between them. Range figured there was little point in indulging in any more macho posturing – like who could hold the other’s stare longest under this blistering sun. They were here for a purpose. Might as well get on with it.

Range nodded at the girl. ‘Let’s get this done.’

Amir cracked a smile, white teeth flashing in the sunlight. but it wasn’t matched with any warmth in his eyes.

‘The money. First you show me the money. Then, if it is all there – all five million of it – I hand over the girl.’

Range bent down and unzipped the bag. He pulled it apart, revealing the bundles of tightly-packed bank notes within. They’d agreed to make the payment in Euros, for the €500 was the largest denomination bank note in the world. The same amount of money in dollars would have made up five times the volume, requiring several bags to carry it, so for simple reasons of portability and space, the €500 was fast becoming the bank note of choice for drugs dealers, mafias and kidnappers the world over.

‘How do I know it is all there?’ Amir demanded.

Range went down on one knee and began flicking through the bundles, counting off each one and adding up the amount as he went. ‘Three million seven hundred and fifty thousand Euros,’ he finished. ‘That makes five million dollars, or it did when I last checked.’

‘And they are not the fakes?’

‘As I think you know, the father of Isabelle de Saint-Sébastien is a very wealthy man. You think he would try unloading fakes on you lot, and risk losing his only daughter?’

At the very mention of her father’s name Range had seen the girl stiffen. In part he’d used it deliberately, and he’d been hoping for just such a reaction. He’d yet to get a look at her face, to check on her identity. Amir had led her forward draped from head to toe in Islamic dress, and her face was completely veiled.

‘Monsieur de Saint-Sébastien may not be willing to risk it,’ Amir remarked. ‘But there are no guarantees that you and your men would not, are there, Mr Range?’

Range noted that Amir’s French was far better than his own, which was all but non-existent. Plus the English he spoke sounded suave and sophisticated, and Range didn’t doubt he’d had some of the best education money could buy. Most likely Amir had been sent to a top private school in England, more was the irony.

‘The money’s genuine,’ Range grated. ‘You’ll just have to trust me on that.’

‘Mr Range, we have very strong links to the local tribes – the Turkana and Shomali – who control this region. You have a very long drive ahead of you, on a near-deserted bush road.’ Amir let the silence lie between them. The menace was clear. ‘If we examine this money and there is any suspicion in our mind that it might be fake, one call to the chiefs of those tribes and they will set out in force to hunt you down. We pay them well, as you can imagine. Conversely, it doesn’t pay to mess with us.’

Range stared unflinchingly into the other man’s eyes. ‘Like I said, the money’s genuine. Now, let’s get this done.’

Amir waved the girl forward with a flick of his pistol. As she took the first, faltering steps he moved forward and reached to take the bag, switching the pistol’s position to cover Range.

Range’s grip tightened around the bag’s handles. ‘Not yet; not a fucking chance. You get the money when you’ve shown me the girl.’

Amir took a step back. ‘You think she is not the one? What, you think we would hand over a good Somali girl instead of … of her?’ He laughed. The laughter was cruel, and it lent Amir’s face a hyena-like look. ‘After what they have done to her, do you really think any of us would want to keep her?’

Range fought the urge to grab Amir by his scrawny neck and beat the living daylights out of him; slowly, methodically, and savouring every moment of pain until the bastard was pleading for mercy. But one false move and the girl’s life would be forfeited, and very likely his own too.

The operators who had Range’s back would have deadly accurate sniper rifles trained on the handover, but he felt certain the other side – Amir’s lot – would be doing likewise. They had the money to buy the best weaponry and hire the best operators. It was the only way such a handover ever worked: mutually assured destruction, unless both sides played by the rules.

‘Like I said, I need to see the girl,’ Range repeated. His voice sounded unnaturally low, like an animal growl. It was the effect the suppressed aggression that was coursing through his veins was having on his vocal chords. He’d noticed how similar situations in the past had lowered his voice several octaves. ‘You get the money when I’ve seen her and made a positive ID.’

Amir shrugged. He returned the pistol to menace the girl’s back, and half turned his face away to avert his gaze. ‘Show your face to the white man,’ he ordered. ‘Then veil again, before I have to lay my eyes on your corrupting …’

‘I just need to get a look at you, love,’ Range cut Amir off. ‘Then we can get this done, and get on our way.’

A deathly white hand flicked out from under the dark robe, and reached for the veil. Range knew she’d been kept locked away, secreted and well hidden from prying eyes. It didn’t look as if her skin had seen any sunlight for an age now. She reached up and twitched the black face-covering to one side.

Range had been steeling himself for what was coming, yet still he couldn’t help it: he gave a sharp, pained intake of breath as he stared into her ravaged features. It was her all right – Isabelle de Saint-Sébastien – but she was barely recognisable as the happy, healthy, striking woman he’d seen photos of in Geneva. He was trying not to betray the consternation he was feeling, but still his mind was reeling. Her eyes were sunken pits, her gaze dead and empty, her cheeks cadaverous and shadowed, her lips scabbed and peeling.

Christ, what the hell had they done to her?

Range forced himself to speak. ‘Hello, Isabelle. My name is Steve Range. This is almost over now. We’ll soon have you away from all of this and home.’

He saw the barest flicker of recognition in her eyes, before the hand darted up and the veil was flicked into place again. Range’s gaze swivelled back to Amir. He fixed the man’s features – hyena smile and all – in his memory in such a way that he knew he’d never forget. If ever he came across Amir al-Jihadi in a situation where he could get to him, he knew for sure that the Somalian wouldn’t be walking away from such an encounter.

Range picked up the bag and held it out to him. ‘Take the money.’ With the other he gestured for Isabelle to walk towards him.

He saw Amir give her a last jab in the back, which sent her stumbling forwards, as the tall Somalian stooped to pick up the cash. Range felt an almost irresistible urge to smash his fist into the back of Amir’s head and in one blow stove in the guy’s skull. The fierce anger that was burning through him would give added force to the blow, and he knew he could fell the bastard with one massive hit. But he kept a firm hold on himself and stayed his hand.

A moment later Amir straightened up with the bag clutched in one hand. He stepped back a few paces, paused and placed the money at his feet. Then he pulled back the pistol’s breech and flashed it at Range, just to show he had a round chambered.

‘As you can see, it is fully armed,’ he announced, ‘but I do not intend to kill you. The girl even less.’ His hand patted the bulging bag of cash. ‘It would be bad for business. Those paying ransoms have to have some security that the person they are paying for will be delivered. I pride myself on successful delivery. When a fine deal like this one is completed, it bodes well for the future of our business.’ He raised the pistol. ‘But rest assured, if you try to deviate from the agreed plan – which is to walk the girl directly back to your car – I shall use this.’

Range didn’t bother to reply. He turned on his heel, took the girl gently by the arm, and together they began to walk back the way he had come.

They continued in silence for several paces. Range glanced at the figure at his side. He didn’t know how to put this …

‘You okay?’ he ventured. ‘You good to make the walk? It’s about another five hundred yards, if you can manage it? You need water or anything?’ Then, the real point of what he wanted to say, for he couldn’t imagine how she could see properly to find her way, ‘You’re good to remove the veil now.’

He saw the hunched shoulders flinch imperceptibly, as if the girl was trying to fight back her tears. ‘I’d rather stay like this,’ she murmured. Her voice was barely audible above the lonely hiss of the desert wind. ‘For now, anyway.’

Her accent was a lot like her father’s; they spoke a refined English, but with a strong French lilt to it. The de Saint-Sébastien family was a long-established Geneva dynasty hailing from the French-speaking half of the country. Isabelle’s father was one of the wealthiest businessmen in that city, one that was truly paved in gold.

Range knew what it was that had brought Isabelle to such a godforsaken place as this. Her father had told him as much. She was a trained doctor, but somewhat guiltridden at her family’s considerable wealth. She’d volunteered to work for a medical aid charity, one that sent doctors and nurses into some of the harshest parts of the developing world. Fine motives maybe, but her father had been dead against it from the start. Yet Isabelle was a feisty, young twenty-six-year-old, and she had thought she knew best.

Range figured it’d be a while now before she volunteered her services again on a mission of mercy. Maybe even a lifetime.

They walked on in an uncomfortable silence, Range doing his best to support her but sensing her instinctive revulsion at a man’s touch. He could barely believe that she was only twenty-six. From that one glance he’d got of her face he’d have put her at twice that age. As they moved, Range became aware of a not particularly pleasant odour coming off her. It was a mixture of scents: that of an unwashed body, fresh sweat and the unmistakable smell of pure fear.

‘Isabelle, there’s nothing to worry about any more,’ Range told her, gently. ‘There’s nothing to be afraid of. You know that, don’t you? Your father sent us to pay the ransom and to get you out of here. Once we’re at the vehicle, we’ll drive you to a fine hotel and from there, when you’re ready, we’ll get you to the airport. You’ll have armed guards with you all the way, right until we get you home. Your father will fly in to meet you, or wait for you at Geneva – whichever you prefer.’

There was no answer from the slight, veiled figure moving through the sands beside him.

Range fished into his pocket and pulled out a small piece of jewellery. It was a child’s necklace – a gold chain carrying a tiny angel whose wings were encased in shimmering diamonds. He had been intending to keep this for the road journey ahead, or maybe for when they were back in the hotel, but he felt a driving need to get through to her somehow, to lift the veil of submission and terror behind which her kidnappers had imprisoned her.

Range was about to pass it across to her when he stopped himself. He prided himself on his professionalism, and this job was far from over yet. Getting Isabelle to accept and embrace her freedom and to climb out of her tomb of fear – all of that could wait. It could wait until they were in a place of real safety – and that sure as hell wasn’t here. All he needed her to do right now was to keep it together for long enough to reach the vehicle, placing one foot in front of the other.

Range went to slip the diamond necklace back into his pocket. But something, the movement maybe, or the glittering of the gemstones, drew the girl’s eyes. Range hadn’t realised quite how much she could see from behind the veil, which from the outside appeared like an impenetrable barrier.

‘What is that, Mr Range?’ she ventured. ‘I’d like to see it, if I may? I think I almost recognise it …’

Range passed the necklace across and fed it into the girl’s palm. There was no point in trying to hide it any more. That would only cause suspicion between them, and Range needed her to trust him implicitly.

‘Your father asked me to give you this.’

He saw her flick up the veil and glance down at what he had placed in her hand. And then her shoulders seemed to collapse in on themselves, and the girl all but tumbled to the sands as the wailing cries rose up from deep inside her. Range caught her just before she fell, and held her for a moment as her body began to heave with wracking sobs.

‘It’s all right. You’re safe now,’ he comforted her. ‘We’ll get you home to your father soon.’

And then he heard it: from behind them, there was the screaming whine of a 4x4 being driven at high speed across the desert sands.


CHAPTER TWO

Range pulled Isabelle sharply down onto the hard dirt. A few hundred yards to the north of them he could see the dust storm thrown up by the approaching vehicle. There was little point in running: they couldn’t outrun a speeding 4x4. And there was nowhere much to hide in such flat, open terrain. All they could do was try to make themselves as small a target as possible.

He forced the two of them deeper into the sand, trying to shield Isabelle with his bulk, to protect her from whatever was coming. But he could feel her struggling desperately beneath him, and he knew for sure what horrific memories she had to be reliving right now.

‘Keep down!’ he hissed. ‘Keep down! They’re coming back!’

Yet beneath him Isabelle scratched and fought like a wild cat. Nothing he said seemed to calm her. It was like the devil himself had been released inside her. He felt her spit at him, then nails raking across his exposed face. He’d had enough of this shit. Christ, no one was paying him enough for this kind of crap. He grabbed her arms, forced them down to her sides, then pinned her legs to stop them from kicking out at his groin.

‘Miss de Saint-Sébastien,’ he growled, ‘I am not – repeat NOT – trying to rape you. I’m trying to save your fucking life. So lie still and stop yelling, or those fuckers who kidnapped you are going to come find us again. I’m sorry for what you went through with those … people. But right now we’re the good guys, and we’re all that you’ve got.’

He felt the wired tension in her limbs lessen a little. Maybe his words were getting through. Keeping a tight hold on her, Range spoke into the tiny radio mouthpiece he had wired into his shirt collar.

‘There’s a vehicle coming up fast from behind! Stop it before it can get anywhere fucking near us.’

‘Affirm. We have you visual. Stay down. Standby.’

The voice was that of The Kiwi, an ace on the sniper rifle and one of Range’s most trusted operators. Typically, he sounded calm and easy, like today was just any other day. Range wished it felt like that from where he was lying, with Isabelle still struggling and the kidnapper’s wagon bearing down on them fast. Lying low like this they’d be very hard to see or to shoot, but one false move by the girl and he knew they’d be spotted. And still she hadn’t completely given up fighting to be free of him.

He spoke to her with real urgency. ‘I gave you your father’s necklace, remember? Your father trusted me. You have to trust me. We have to lie very, very still, for it’s all about to go noisy. I’ve got a team of soldiers – the good guys – at our vehicle, and they’re about to take out Amir and his lot. Bullets will start flying above us, but if we stay down we’ll be safe. Trust me.’

He heard a faint whimper of acquiescence from below him, felt the last shreds of resistance fade; sensed the silent sobs which now took hold of her, replacing the terror, the revulsion and the burning outrage.

‘Stay with me,’ he urged her. ‘We’ll get through this. We’re going to be okay.’

Before setting out on the walk Range had set his radio receiver to permanent send. That way, The Kiwi and the others had been able to monitor every moment of the hostage handover. He spoke into it again now, having to raise his voice to drown out the noise of the oncoming vehicle.

‘Fire warning shots. Get someone on the satphone to speak to Amir. Tell him this isn’t what we agreed. Tell him to back the fuck off. Tell him you’ll nail him otherwise.’

‘Affirm. Firing warning shots. Standby.’

The last thing Range wanted right now was to waste a load of the kidnappers. Foremost in his mind was the thought of the long drive through the open bush that lay ahead of them, and he hadn’t forgotten Amir’s warnings about the local Turkana and Shomali tribes. If they had to fight their way through hundreds of heavily-armed desert warriors, it was all too easy to guess who would win that battle…

An instant after The Kiwi’s message Range heard the distinctive tzzzzpphht as a high-velocity sniper round tore through the air above them, followed an instant later by the bark of the weapon firing. With the bullet travelling faster than the speed of sound, you’d hear it pass overhead a fraction of an instant before the noise of its firing reached your ears.

Range watched for where it hit, and saw the distinctive plume of sand kick up in the path of the speeding vehicle. The 4x4 swerved and a second round went tearing past, this one kicking up the dirt right beneath the front wheels. The vehicle slowed, and Range noticed a tall figure running for the passenger door. It was Amir, and he had the bag of money clutched in his sweaty hands.

There was a squelch of static in the receiver that Range had wired into his ear. ‘Got ’em on the satphone.’ The voice was that of O’Shea, the ex-US Navy SEAL on Range’s team, and his second-in-command at Blackstone Six. ‘They say they’ve come to pick up Amir. I told ’em that wasn’t how we agreed it’d be done. They say we’re welcome to send the truck to pick up you guys.’

Range cursed. He should have known. Whenever did a bloody Somali stick to the rules or the plan?

‘Okay, keep them covered,’ Range grated. ‘They do anything other than pick up Amir and execute a rapid aboutturn, you put a bullet into their tyres to stop them. And if they keep coming forwards on foot, slot them. And presuming they do get the hell out of here, you can send the bloody wagon for me and the girl.’

‘Affirm,’ The Kiwi replied. ‘Stay down.’

‘Mate, I’m not bloody going anywhere.’

*
Some twenty minutes later Range and the girl had been scooped up by their own vehicle and they were on their way, moving south through the harsh desert scrub. The Kiwi was at the wheel, with Range, O’Shea and Tak – their giant of a Fijian operator – riding shotgun, weapons at the ready. Range didn’t think that Amir would have doublecrossed them, alerting the tribes to hunt them down. He was making too much money out of the kidnapping business to risk that. But even so, northern Kenya was lawless, borderless and plagued by banditry. Each of his operators had their eyes scanning the terrain all around them, their weapons cradled in their laps and very much made ready.

The dirt track they were travelling on snaked its way unpredictably through the scrub, and no matter how carefully the Kiwi drove, their 4x4 Toyota threw up a massive cloud of dust behind it. Their passage had to be visible for miles around.

It made every sense to have The Kiwi at the wheel. He was ex-New Zealand SAS, and they were renowned as being the world’s best bush trackers. The New Zealand government even used its SAS to track prison escapees, those that might be trying to evade recapture by heading into the open wilderness and mountains. Right now there was no one better to navigate the maze of dirt tracks that crisscrossed the bush, and to get them to their intended destination – Nairobi, the Kenyan capital – and relative safety.

O’Shea threw an inquiring look at Range. ‘She okay?’ he mouthed, jabbing a thumb at the figure in the vehicle’s rear.

They’d offered Isabelle the front passenger seat, but she’d declined. Instead, she’d crawled into the cramped seats at the very back, curled up across two of them, and she seemed to have fallen into the deepest of sleeps, fully robed and veiled.

‘I guess she’ll be like that all the way to Nairobi,’ Range replied. ‘All we can do is wake her for some water every hour or so, and food if she wants it, plus get her back to something like civilization.’

Range wasn’t particularly surprised by how Isabelle had reacted to the events of the last hour or so. Massive trauma and shock could do that even to elite soldiers – those who were rigorously trained to deal with such extremes of human experience. For a young girl like Isabelle the last few hours – plus the months of hell before that – must have been devastating.

O’Shea took a long look at the figure curled across the rear seats. ‘I feel real sorry for her,’ he remarked. ‘Y’know what our instructor taught us in SEAL training? During Hell Week we ran in the surf up the beach past the Hotel Del Coronado. There were ranks of girls in bikinis catching some rays.’ Course, we couldn’t help stare. Senior Chief Iossa spoke to us as we ran. “There’s only one way a SEAL ever treats a woman. If you’re a real SEAL, every time she leaves your side she’ll feel just a little better about herself.’’’

Those sentiments were typical O’Shea. He might be a gun-for-hire – they all were in B6, as Blackstone Six was known in the trade – but somehow he managed to combine private soldiering with an unbending attitude of always trying to do what was right. Honour thy country. Honour thy fellow soldier. Give no quarter to the enemy. Dishonour no woman. Leave no man behind on the battlefield. That was pretty much the Navy SEAL creed and O’Shea stubbornly sought to perpetuate it in the kind of private soldiering he did with B6.

Range didn’t particularly mind. Quite the reverse: it made O’Shea one hundred per cent loyal, rock-solid and reliable – which were qualities as rare as rocking-horse shit on the private military circuit. He wasn’t necessarily Range’s toughest operator – that accolade would probably be shared equally by The Kiwi and Tak – but those very qualities made O’Shea indispensable as Range’s second-in-command.

‘Leave a woman always feeling better about herself,’ O’Shea echoed. He nodded at the sleeping figure of the girl. ‘How the hell are we going to manage that with her?’

Range touched the angry welts where Isabelle had raked her nails across his face. ‘Mate, you could always try looking on the bright side. At least she’s not still trying to kill us.’

*
The long drive to Nairobi proved far from drama-free. Whilst Amir and his pirate kind must have got word through to the local tribes to leave their vehicle well alone, there was no way of warning off the punishing terrain. In spite of The Kiwi’s superlative off-road driving abilities, twice they’d got the vehicle bogged in the soft sand and almost up to its axles.

Being on a one-vehicle move, there was no sister 4x4 to help tow out the stricken Toyota. In such circumstances freeing the wagon had to be done by brute force and skill alone. Using full-sized shovels they had strapped onto the roof rack, they’d dug the wheels free from the worst of the sand. Sand-ladders – tough lengths of flat, perforated steel – had been worked under the wheels, to give the vehicle some traction via which to haul itself onto hard ground.

The WARN winch bolted to the front bulbar had been unwound – the steel cable being looped around an ancient acacia tree that lay to the front of the stricken vehicle. Using the pull of the winch, plus the grip the tyres gained on the sand ladders, the wagon had eventually hauled itself free. But for all the time it took to get the vehicle moving they had been sitting targets, and while two men worked feverishly to free the Toyota, two had been scanning the desert terrain for any hostile forces.

It was exhausting work.

The drive was completed in one twenty-hour stint, the only stops being when they’d got bogged in, to refuel from their jerry cans, to piss, and to feed Isabelle water. They’d kept rotating drivers, keeping two guys on alert whilst the other grabbed some kip. Isabelle had refused any food or attempts at conversation, and Range figured it would take several years – plus a lot of professional help – for her to fully recover from her ordeal, that’s if she ever would.

Their destination, the Windsor Country Hotel, was set well away from Nairobi City. Nairobi sits at some six thousand feet above sea level, and consequently it and the surrounding countryside is unusually lush and green for this part of Africa. Situated amidst the rolling hills, forests and lakes from which the surrounding golf greens had been fashioned, the hotel was exactly what Range and Isabelle’s father had figured she’d need: an oasis of private peace and luxury, and about as far removed from the chaotic heart of Somalian piracy as you could ever get here in Africa.

The dust-covered Toyota pulled to a halt in front of the sweeping crescent of grand colonial-era buildings that formed the main part of the hotel. Before Range could dismount, a formally-attired footman was at his side, holding open the passenger door. Range got down, folded forward the seat that gave access to the rear and called Isabelle’s name. A head emerged from the shadowed interior, though the veil prevented Range from knowing if she was fully awake yet.

‘Isabelle, we’re here. The Windsor Country Hotel. You can rest, eat, sleep and recuperate as much as you like – and when you’re ready, we’re out of here. Your father’s chartered his private jet to collect you and fly you home. It’s coming direct from Geneva.’ Range glanced at his watch. ‘It should be touching down at Nairobi airport any time now. We called your father en route and told him the good news. He asked me to tell you that he’s overjoyed.’

She stepped out of the vehicle, but was clearly unsteady on her legs. Range went to try to help her, but she half pushed him away. She shied away from the hotel footman too.

‘I’m fine,’ she said. ‘Really. Fine. I’d just like to go to my hotel room. Is there a female member of the staff who might show me there? Please?’

Range got the footman to rustle up a hotel maid to act as Isabelle’s escort. He reached inside the rear of the Toyota and fetched a smart-looking leather overnight case. He handed it to the girl who was going to show Isabelle to her room.

‘Take that,’ he told her, passing her the bag and folding a fifty-dollar bill into the palm of her hand. ‘It’s a change of clothes, toiletries, plus a few special treats packed by her father. Be careful with her. Very careful, okay? You don’t want to know what she’s just been through … If she wants female company, get it sorted so you or one of the other hotel girls can stick with her.’

The maid half curtseyed and nodded that she understood. Range watched the two of them go – the Kenyan girl with her braids swinging freely, as she skipped across the gravel drive in her smart, tailored hotel uniform; Isabelle, dragging her exhausted feet, the dirty robes rendering her a shapeless negation of her womanhood – until they were swallowed up by the shadows of the hotel’s interior.

He followed at a distance, keeping his eyes on the two figures as they made for the lift. They were halfway across the hotel lobby when an official from behind the desk called out to the dishevelled, dirty figure that was Isabelle.

‘Madame! Madame! You have to sign …’

Range silenced the man with a gesture – his hand doing a knife-slash across the throat. Shut it. He strode across to the desk, and informed them that he was signing in for a team of five – the lady included – booked in the name of Range. He turned as the receptionist tapped his keyboard, and watched Isabelle step into the lift, the hotel maid dutifully at her side.

He noticed one of Isabelle’s sandals had the heel half hanging off. She’d been in captivity for so long her footwear had started to disintegrate. No wonder she’d half lost her mind. For a moment he searched his memory, trying to figure if her parents had packed her any replacement footwear. He didn’t think that they had.

He turned back to the desk. ‘Right, is there a lady’s boutique anywhere in the hotel? There is?’ He palmed another fifty-dollar note into the clutches of the concierge. ‘Get one of your lady staff to fetch a selection of shoes, all of the kind of size that might fit the lady guest who’s just gone up in the lift. Take them to her room. Whatever she chooses, you’re to put it on my bill. Got it?’

The concierge smiled ingratiatingly and dashed off to do Range’s bidding.

Once they were checked in Range gathered his blokes in the lobby. ‘Right, way I see it I made the walk to get the girl, so I get first dibs on getting some proper kip.’ There were nods of agreement all around. It was fair enough, really. ‘It’s 1000 hours Nairobi time. I’m presuming we’re not going anywhere until tomorrow. Between then and now I want two guys on watch, and two getting some rest. This isn’t over until we’ve got her on that jet en route to Geneva.

‘O’Shea and Kiwi, you take the first watch. Tak and me’ll get our heads down. I figure we can afford a good six hours, so we’ll relieve you around 1630. I don’t suppose for one moment we’ve been tracked to this hotel, but you know what they say: presumption is the mother of all fuck ups. I want one of you sitting outside her door, and the other watching the hotel lobby. You see any Somalians – big, tall, gangly fuckers with dollar signs in their eyes – you wake me and Tak. Likewise, if there’s anything else that strikes you as suspicious. Got it?’

The two men nodded. ‘Got it.’

‘You eat on watch: order room service. And if you need to take a piss break, you inform the other. Whoever’s standing guard at her door gets replaced by the other bloke, if he needs to take a break. There’s only one way in and out of the hotel room, and I want it guarded at all times.’

O’Shea and The Kiwi grunted their confirmation. ‘One more thing,’ Range added. ‘I may be stating the obvious, but I figure we’re also keeping watch over the girl – to protect her from herself. I’m no psychiatrist, but she strikes me as being in a pretty bad place head-wise. So keep a close eye.’

*
For a good six hours Range slept the sleep of the dead. He then stood a very boring watch outside the girl’s door for another six, by which time he was famished. He headed for the restaurant, leaving O’Shea and The Kiwi to cover the girl. The interior of the Windsor Country Hotel was as sumptuous as the lush grounds suggested it might be. Every nook and cranny exuded money and privilege. Range had rarely stayed in such a place of timeless luxury; he certainly couldn’t afford to on the kind of money he earned with B6.

Sitting on the terrace of the bar-cum-restaurant he gazed out over the breathtaking view. It was ten thirty p.m. by now, and above the lights of the distant city stretched the wide African heavens – intense, spectacular and star-bright. The stunning vista was reflected in the still surface of the lake that formed the centrepiece of the hotel grounds. The air was balmy and the rhythmical breep-breep-breep of the nighttime insects lulled him into a relaxed state of mind.

He’d just ordered himself a massive plate of steak and chips, plus a local Tusker beer, when there was a ringing on his cell phone. It was The Hogan, the boss of Blackstone Six, and a guy who was as near as Range had ever had to a father. Doubtless The Hogan would be calling to check how things were going.

‘Range,’ he answered.

‘I hear it’s mission accomplished,’ The Hogan’s rich, clubby tones echoed over the long-distance phone link. He chuckled. ‘I’ve had a call from Geneva, offering us a rather large bonus on a job apparently very well done. Looks like I’ll be able to afford to pay my bar bill at The Beaujolais after all.’

It was Range’s turn to laugh. The Beaujolais was his and The Hogan’s favoured watering hole, a discreet wine bar tucked away in London’s West End. The Hogan was such a fixture there that he was marked as permanently ‘in’ on the regulars’ blackboard that hung to one side of the bar. He and Range treated the place as B6’s second office.

Oddly, considering the gulf in their upbringings – The Hogan was from a moneyed, public school background; Range had spent his childhood in a string of kids’ homes – he and Range were very close. Range figured The Hogan saw him as the son that he’d liked to have had – rather than the two city slickers that he’d reared.

‘It’s not all roses, though, I’m afraid,’ The Hogan continued. ‘Bit of a surprise, this one. Can you get online where you are? You can? Great. Well, prepare for a bit of a shock. Log on to www.vimeo.com. It’s a private website where you can upload videos. I’ve been alerted to one that’s been posted there. You’ll need the password. It’s rather melodramatic I’m afraid: the people who posted the video chose “assassin’s blood feud”.’

‘What?’ Range snorted. ‘What is it, some kind of teenage shoot-’em-up video game?’

‘Unfortunately not. You’ve made a note of the password?’

Range scribbled it down on his napkin. ‘I have.’

‘When you’ve got the video up, pull up your Skype link. This call’s costing me a fortune. That way I can talk you through what you’re about to see. The Colonel and I have spent a good while studying it. And unfortunately, our conclusion is we’re going to have to take this rather more seriously than you or I might like.’

‘Fuck me, Tony, you’re being a bit cryptic,’ Range remarked.

At the mention of The Colonel, Range’s curiosity had been truly pricked. The Colonel was B6’s liaison with Her Majesty’s Government, and if The Hogan had thought to get him involved there had to be something of serious import on that video.

But with a password like assassin’s creed, or whatever it was, Range couldn’t quite believe there was.
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