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PROLOGUE


Southern France,

April 1308

The soldiers were still out there hunting for him, he knew it. And they wouldn’t give up their search until he was their prisoner, covered in chains and hurled into a dungeon awaiting the most torturous execution it was possible for a man to suffer.

The fugitive’s name was Thibault. Twice that day he’d been convinced he could feel the pounding of hooves resonating through the cold stone floor on which he crouched down here in the darkness, and that he could hear the whinny of horses and men’s muffled voices coming from outside.

Or perhaps he was just imagining it, he tried to tell himself. Hunger could play strange tricks on the mind, and he hadn’t eaten anything since his last near-disastrous venture out of the crypt to forage for food. He was losing count of the days but it must have been a week ago at least. On that occasion, having crawled through the narrow escape passage that tunnelled below the outer wall of the manor house, he’d wandered for nearly half a mile through the woods before he’d spotted the family of rabbits running over a grassy knoll. He’d used his slingshot to kill one of them, gutted and skinned it with his dagger; and he’d been in the process of gathering dry twigs to build a fire over which to roast his catch when the thunder of approaching horsemen had alerted him.

Peering through the foliage he’d watched the troop of soldiers gallop by. If they’d turned up just minutes later than they had, they would have smelled the smoke of his fire, and it was unlikely that one man on foot, even a knight as skilled in warfare as he was, could have evaded eight well-fed and determined king’s men on horseback. More of them were sure to be scouring the countryside for him – and so, unwilling to risk staying out in the open, Thibault had crept back through the woods to his secret refuge and devoured the rabbit uncooked.

Since that anxious day he hadn’t dared to venture out again a single time, though he knew he couldn’t stay for ever. His meagre water supply was dwindling fast. How long had he been living down here now, three weeks? A month? He was losing track.

His temporary abode was a small, dank stone crypt secretly located below the floor of the rambling great manor house. Though it was far from comfortable as a hideout, he was fortunate to have one at all. Many of his fellow knights had been far less lucky, rounded up, incarcerated and executed in the weeks and months following the joint royal and papal decree, announced during the autumn of the previous year, that had made outlaws of them literally overnight. And Thibault was deeply grateful to the sympathetic noble family who had allowed him to take refuge in the crypt of their country home. They were risking a great deal by offering protection to a member of a condemned military order whose extermination had been sanctioned at the very highest level. For their own sakes the family had travelled north to their residence near Paris for the season, taking all their staff and servants with them: that way, if Thibault was caught, they could deny all knowledge of his having been here. He couldn’t blame them for being cautious in these dangerous times.

As he’d slowly adapted to his new life as a hunted outlaw, Thibault had had plenty of time to reflect on the dramatic and utterly unforeseen turn of events that had reduced a hitherto powerful and respected order of knights to a scattered band of renegades, accused of the most terrible forms of heresy against God and the Church. The persecution had been as ruthless as it was sudden, and he had no doubt the authorities intended to continue it until every last one of them was dead. Never before in their long and successful history, through all the wars and conquests in which they’d so loyally defended Christendom against its foes, had they been threatened with such total extinction. That they should be facing that grim prospect now seemed unthinkable. Yet it was true; and in his darker moments, of which there were many, Thibault feared that this was truly the end for his kind.

It wasn’t so much the fear of his own death that haunted him – God knew he’d faced that enough times in the past – nor even that of the pain and torture inflicted at the hands of his would-be executioners. What troubled him far more was that if he and all his fellow knights were to die, then so too would die their sacred legacy, the precious secret that every member of their order was sworn to uphold. The secret could not, must not, be allowed to pass into obscurity and be forgotten. And recently, over the course of these endless days and nights that Thibault had spent hiding in the darkness of the crypt like an animal in its burrow, he’d become increasingly convinced that he must do something to prevent that from happening.

But what, and how? The answer was clear to him now, after so much reflection and prayer. If he was indeed doomed to perish – and after all, wasn’t that the fate of every mortal man sooner or later? – then it was his duty to leave behind some kind of message for posterity. After that, if the Lord Almighty in His wisdom should see fit that he and all his fellows were to meet the same cruel end, at least Thibault could go to his death with hope and faith that the holy secret could be preserved for the benefit of future generations.

‘That is what I must do,’ Thibault said to himself.

His eyes had become quite accustomed to the darkness of the crypt, but for this important task he needed a little light. He still possessed one tallow candle, the last of those he’d brought with him. Gathering a sufficient quantity of dry moss from the stonework and a few pieces of twig and root from the mouth of the escape tunnel, he made them into a small pile near the wall. Then crouching over it, he used his flint striker and the tiny amount of tinder and wood shavings he had left in his fire-making pouch to kindle a flame, and blew gently on it and built it up with scraps of moss and twigs until the crackling little blaze was strong enough to light the wick of his candle. He set it on the floor close to the wall, so that its soft flicker glowed on an area of stonework. The candle spat and sizzled and gave off a stench of burning animal fat. It wouldn’t last long, but long enough.

Working quickly, Thibault drew out his dagger, pressed its sharp tip against the stone wall and began to carve.






Chapter 1

‘See, what did I tell you? It’s perfect for us. Just bloody perfect!’

Jeff Dekker might be sometimes prone to gloom and pessimism, but he was also well known for his bouts of irrepressible, almost boyish eagerness – and this was certainly one of them. On this occasion, though, neither Ben Hope nor even the normally ultra-buoyant Tuesday Fletcher was quite sure if they could share their friend’s enthusiasm.

The three friends had flown south across France to the Languedoc region in Jeff’s Cessna Skyhawk the day before, and had driven up into the hills on this clear, sunny Monday morning in September to view a property for sale. The slightly rundown house, bordering on if not quite worthy of being called a château, was situated deep in the tall, rugged Pyrenees foothills a few miles south-west of the small commune of Quillan. The medieval citadel town of Carcassonne lay some forty-five minutes to the north, and the vibrant regional capital, Toulouse, could be reached in just an hour and a half. France’s southern border with Andorra wasn’t far beyond the mountains.

All in all, such a spot was a world away from the cooler, often wetter and decidedly less visually dramatic corner of rural Normandy Ben and his companions were used to, which had been their home and base for quite some years. The business that Ben and Jeff had co-founded there in a sleepy patch of countryside called Le Val had been gaining so much success and reputation within its specialised field that the time had now come for them to consider expanding to a second location.

It was a major step for them to take, and only after months of discussions had they now finally bitten the bullet and started scouting for likely properties. So far the search had been narrowed down to two possible options, both situated within a few kilometres of one another in the heart of the Languedoc region.

Of those two candidates the older property, the Manoir du Col, seemed especially attractive to them, and it was the one they’d elected to see first. Its location perched above the spectacular Boulzan valley with the ridges of the Pyrenees behind was remote but still easily accessible. Their research had shown that the local climate could get exceedingly cold in winter but enjoyed long, balmy summer seasons that would be a positive asset to their business, while the reasonable proximity of Toulouse’s nightlife and international airport would be attractive to those clients who tended to feel somewhat isolated in the admittedly less exciting surroundings of Le Val. The Manoir was also a considerably larger property with a good deal more land than they currently possessed, which would allow them elbow room to develop amenities they’d not been able to before.

The main downside, as far as Ben could see, was the old manor house’s state of repair. It had lain empty for years and suffered the ravages of neglect, so much so that some fairly major and extensive renovations would be needed to make the place habitable, let alone in a condition ready to open their doors to paying clients.

‘But you see the potential,’ Jeff had kept telling them on the journey here, and was reiterating now, just in case they’d missed it the first fifty or sixty times. ‘Once the house is all done up we could house twice as many delegates, and we wouldn’t need to make them all kip in prefab barrack huts any more. Then we’d have all this space around us. Think what we could do with it, stuff we could barely dream of at Le Val. Expanding the rifle range from six hundred yards to over a thousand, for starters. How many of our competitors can offer their trainees the chance to plink at proper anti-materiel targets a mile away with a Barrett fifty-cal?’

‘None,’ Tuesday had to admit. Put that way, he was beginning to warm to the idea himself.

It wasn’t every business that needed wide enough open spaces to accommodate such things as long-distance sniper practice ranges, private road circuits on which to hone the techniques of high-speed pursuit and defensive driving, and areas of dense wilderness where delegates could be taught to track and hunt human targets. But those, among many others, were the kinds of skills that Ben, Jeff, Tuesday and their associates taught at Le Val, forging the reputation of being one of the most elite tactical training facilities in Europe, maybe in the world. Their international clients included police SWAT teams, paramilitary units and hostage rescue specialists looking to take their capabilities to the next level, and private close protection firms who wanted to maximise the quality of their VIP bodyguard services by learning from the best. And ex-SAS major Ben Hope, his fellow former Special Forces commander Jeff Dekker and their indispensable associate Tuesday Fletcher, once among the finest master snipers the British army could boast, were indisputably the best.

Not that they generally revealed too much about the nature of their profession or their past experience to people on the outside, knowing that a lot of ordinary folks could easily get the jitters over such things. For that reason they were exercising their usual discretion with the local property agent who’d met them here at the Manoir du Col this morning to give them the guided tour.

His name was Matthew Sadler, a half-French British expatriate who’d resettled in his mother’s homeland and made money selling prestige villas, stately homes and even castles to droves of wealthy buyers leaving the UK in search of cultural wealth and better lifestyles. It was Jeff who’d picked out his agency, partly because in all the years they’d lived and worked in France, Jeff had never really applied himself to learning the language and was drawn to Sadler’s being a Brit. By contrast Ben was perfectly fluent, having a natural talent for languages that he’d developed in the military and later, during his years as a freelance ‘kidnap and ransom consultant’, mostly around Europe. Even Tuesday, a relative newcomer to the country, could nonetheless get by much better than Jeff in French, albeit with the same Jamaican lilt that also accented his spoken English.

Sadler was a lively and likeable man who clearly enjoyed his own existence here in France’s deep south. His classic open-topped Delahaye roadster was already sitting gleaming in the front courtyard when they’d turned up at nine a.m. sharp in their rental car. Their own mode of transport was an unexciting and sedate Renault Espace; Ben might have chosen something a little spicier but he was glad of the freedom of not having to hire a vehicle in his own name, having long ago become blacklisted by all but the most forgiving of car rental firms for his unfortunate and frequent tendency to turn their expensive property into scrap metal.

As they stepped out of the Espace into the warm sunshine and the chirping of the cicadas, Sadler appeared from the house’s ivied stone entrance to greet them with warm smiles and handshakes. ‘Welcome to the Manoir du Col! What do you think of these views?’ he asked, merrily waving down the steep hillside to the valley below. ‘Stunning, no?’

They were certainly a revelation for Tuesday and Jeff, neither of whom had travelled as much around France as Ben. He was familiar with the rugged, spectacular Languedoc area from his visits to local scenic spots like Rennes-le-Château and Esperaza some years earlier. It hadn’t been exactly a pleasure trip, and at times had come close to being his last – but the beauty of the place had made a deep impression on him and he’d often thought about coming back.

‘Let’s go inside and get started,’ Sadler said, ushering them through the entrance. ‘There’s a wealth of unique features I’m dying to show you.’

The tour began, moving from the grandiose vaulted entrance hall through the many cavernous reception rooms, Sadler waxing lyrical about the potential for redevelopment. As bare, empty and in need of restoration as they were, the images on the agency website hadn’t been able to do them justice.

‘Fuck my boots, that’s a fireplace and a half,’ Jeff marvelled at the enormous carved stone mantelpiece in the banquet room.

If Sadler was bothered by Jeff’s colourful way of expressing himself, he didn’t show it. ‘I could just see a big tapestry hanging there,’ he said, motioning at a vast expanse of stone wall. ‘And a couple of armoured knights in the corners to set it off. Give them shields and halberds, hang up a few candelabras and throw down a fur rug here and there, and you could be right back in medieval times when this place was built.’

Tuesday was similarly impressed by the scale of the rooms and their period features, which combined to show up their beloved home at Le Val as the simple, humble little farmhouse that it really was. Even Ben, who’d been the most sceptical of the three, was soon finding it hard not to be won over.

Seeing he was making all the right impressions, Sadler pushed even harder to convince them. ‘It’s really not that often that a gem of a place like this comes up for sale, what with its rich history and a whopping sixty hectares of prime land. And certainly not at this silly price.’

As they already knew, the last owner had died intestate and heirless more than a decade ago, and Sadler was handling the sale through the government officials who really just wanted shot of it. ‘It’s an unbeatable investment,’ he assured them. ‘Frankly, I’m amazed that nobody’s snapped it up yet. But I can’t see it staying on the market much longer,’ he added, perhaps by way of a sly hint.

The agent’s skills at salesmanship were having their desired effect on Jeff, who scowled at the thought of another buyer beating them to it. No question, Jeff was hooked.

‘Have you anyone else interested in the place?’ Ben asked Sadler.

‘The last potential buyers to view it were a couple from the States, just last week actually. It seems they’ve been thinking of moving to France for a while. Can’t recall the lady’s name but he’s Brad someone.’

‘Aren’t they all,’ Jeff growled, instantly marking this Brad guy as a sworn enemy.

‘I get the impression they’re quite well-heeled,’ Sadler said airily, pouring fuel on the fire of Jeff’s belligerent attitude. ‘They’re renting a villa in Tarascon-sur-Ariège while they scout around possible properties. Nice little pad, actually,’ he added half to himself. ‘I wouldn’t have minded handling that deal myself.’

‘Looks like we’ve got competition, then, boys,’ Jeff said with the look of a crocodile about to chomp down on a nice young gnu. There was nothing Jeff Dekker loved more than a good fierce contest. And he usually won them.

‘So that pretty much wraps it up for the groundfloor rooms,’ Sadler said. ‘Still got three upper floors to take you around. But before we go upstairs, I really must show you the pièce de résistance, and that’s the wine cellar.’

‘Of course,’ laughed Tuesday. ‘Most important room of the house.’ Tuesday had developed quite a taste for red wine since moving to France.

Sadler led them down a narrow passage and a flight of stone steps worn smooth in the middle by the passage of a million feet throughout the centuries, at the bottom of which was a barred iron door. Producing an enormous key and a torch, he showed them through into the shadows of the dusty cellar with its great curved vaults. ‘There’s no electricity down here. It’s basically unchanged since the Middle Ages. Look, it even still has the original iron fittings where you’d hang your candle lanterns while sampling the vintage.’

‘I could see myself doing a lot of that,’ Jeff mused. By Sadler’s torch beam he reached up to grasp one of the ancient iron lantern hooks. To his surprise it waggled sideways away from the wall, and he quickly withdrew his hand. ‘Christ, I didn’t mean to do that. It just came loose.’

‘Can’t take him anywhere,’ Tuesday said, shaking his head. ‘Clumsy git, now look what you’ve gone and done.’

‘No, it’s not broken,’ Ben said, looking at it more closely. The lantern hook had sprung back into position when Jeff let it go. ‘It looks like it’s actually some kind of concealed lever.’

‘Well I never,’ Sadler exclaimed. ‘So it is! But what could it be for?’

Then, in the thin light of his torch, they saw that the lever had activated an internal mechanism within the wall, releasing a hidden catch that allowed a section of the stonework to swing open. Until that moment it had blended invisibly with the rest of the wall. The craftsmanship was ingenious.

‘My sainted aunt,’ said Sadler. ‘It’s a secret doorway! I had no idea this even existed …’

‘Wow, this is just the absolute dog’s bollocks,’ Jeff chuckled, his embarrassment totally forgotten. ‘I want to see inside.’

Ben wondered for a moment whether this might be some clever new sales trick of the property agent’s, intended to appeal to his already smitten prospective client and make buying the place even more irresistible. But no, the look of astonishment on Sadler’s face was quite genuine.

The secret doorway was low and arched and they had to duck their heads to pass through. The other side was a short, narrow stone passage, which then widened out, and Sadler’s torch shone on the dusty stonework of a second basement room, a hidden crypt, low-ceilinged and rough-walled. It could have been centuries since anyone else had entered this space.

Or perhaps not. Because as they realised in the next moment, the four of them weren’t alone in here.






Chapter 2

At first all they could see of the crypt’s fifth occupant was the small rectangular glow of a mobile phone light shining on a small area of the far wall. The person holding it was obviously so intently focused on whatever it was that was occupying them to have noticed that they had company. But the moment was short-lived, as Sadler’s torch beam swept over the crouching figure and he – being a man, as they could now suddenly see – twisted away startled from the wall to face them. Behind the expression of surprise and horror he was about forty, white, somewhat on the plump side, clean-shaven and wearing a battered old leather hat with a broad brim.

That was all Ben and his companions were able to make out of him before he jumped to his feet, ran like a madman straight for Sadler and crashed into him, making him fall and drop his torch. It landed on the stone floor and went out; and suddenly the crypt was pitch dark except for the man’s phone light, which darted back away from them, flashed quickly across the room and disappeared.

In a voice fit for a battlefield Jeff roared out, ‘Hoi! You! Come back here!’ But the escaping intruder clearly had no intention of hanging around to explain his presence.

There were a few moments of confusion – a stunned and disoriented Sadler scrabbling upright with the help of Jeff while Tuesday went hunting for the fallen torch only to find it was indeed broken, the bulb smashed from the impact – before Ben got out his own phone and activated its light function. He shone it around the crypt but nothing could be seen in its faint glow except bare stone walls.

‘Who the bloody hell was that guy?’ Jeff burst out angrily, getting Sadler back on his feet.

Whoever he was, he seemed to have disappeared without a trace.

‘He’s run off,’ Tuesday said.

‘Not past me, he hasn’t,’ Jeff said. ‘There’s no chance he got out this way. You okay, mate?’ he asked Sadler.

‘Y-yes … I’m all right … at least I think so …’

‘So where’d he go? Just upped and vanished like a ghost?’

‘Maybe he was one,’ Tuesday said.

‘Oh, give me a break, Tues,’ Jeff shot back at him. ‘A medieval ghost with a mobile phone and a silly bloody hat?’

‘This is where he went,’ said Ben, who’d been tracing his light around the walls in the direction the man had disappeared. ‘There’s another way out of here.’

The others gathered closer as Ben shone his light through a smaller arched doorway half-hidden by cobwebs in a corner recess. Beyond it was a twisting, narrow flight of stone steps coated in moss. ‘Where does it lead to?’ Jeff muttered, mystified.

Ben hopped up the steps and came face to face with a blank wall, with no apparent way further. Then he shone his light upwards at the centuries-thick matting of cobwebs that had been disturbed and hung down like rags of dirty silk. Reaching overhead, he pushed his fingers through the webs and felt a craggy stone panel that moved when he pushed against it. He pushed a little more, and a shaft of daylight appeared around the edges of what he realised was a flagstone trapdoor lid. Dust and dirt rained down on him from the hole. Judging by all the growth of moss around its edges, until very recently it hadn’t been opened for a long, long time.

‘It’s an escape hatch,’ he called down to the others. He debated for a moment whether or not to climb out through it after the guy – then dropped the idea. The mystery intruder could have gone off in any direction, and what was the point anyway? Brushing cobwebs and dead insects from his head he returned back down the steps to rejoin the others.

‘A hidden trapdoor, eh? So much for ghosts,’ Jeff said scathingly. ‘Meanwhile it seems like this place has even more strange and unusual period features than we thought. First a hidden entrance from within the house, and now a secret escape route out of it. What’s that about?’

‘I’m truly at a loss,’ Sadler replied, sounding dazed. ‘I mean, it’s not unusual for very old buildings like this one to hold all kinds of surprises. One house I sold had a hidden room where the French Resistance had a radio set-up for secret communications during the war. The buyer had been living there for a year before he even stumbled across it. And of course, when this place was built times were no less turbulent. medieval castles and monasteries often had hidden chambers and escape tunnels and the like.’ He shrugged. ‘All I can say is, if there are any other concealed ways into the Manoir du Col, please rest assured that my agency will make it a top priority to find them and make them all secure. We’ve never had to worry about such things in the past, this being such a low crime area. In the meantime, please accept my humble apologies.’

‘Here we go,’ Tuesday said. In his practical way he’d been fiddling with Sadler’s torch and found a spare bulb inside the screw-on cap of the battery compartment. A few moments later the torch was working again.

If the guy wasn’t a ghost, Ben found it hard to believe he was a burglar either. Short of making off with a three-ton medieval iron fireplace there was literally nothing to steal in this big old empty manor. So who was he, and what had he wanted?

‘Pass me that torch a minute, will you?’ he asked, and Tuesday handed it to him. Ben shone it along the area of wall that the intruder seemed to have been examining before they’d interrupted him.

‘What’s up, Ben?’

‘I think this must be what he came looking for,’ Ben said, pointing the torch at something he’d found. ‘Carvings in the stonework.’

‘What kind of carvings?’ Jeff said, coming closer for a look.

‘Old ones,’ Ben replied. ‘Looks like they were made a long time ago. I’d say they could even date back to around the time this place was built.’

Before he’d been interrupted, the mystery intruder had been scraping away at the dust and dirt to make the carvings more legible. Ben used his finger to clear away more of it. The carvings appeared to be a strange mixture of symbols, Latin numerals and letters, but no complete or intelligible words that he could make out. ‘I can’t say they mean much to me.’

‘medieval graffiti,’ Jeff grunted. ‘How fucking fascinating, I don’t think.’

‘Or the marks of the masons who cut the stones,’ Ben said. ‘Back in those times, every piece had to be chiselled to size by hand. Who knows? Whatever these markings are, whoever carved them, this has to be what our man came here to check out.’

‘So maybe he’s an eccentric archaeologist, or something,’ Tuesday suggested cheerfully. ‘Or someone interested in how they used to build old houses. An architect, or a historian.’

‘If that’s what he is, he’s got a pretty funny way of going about his business,’ Ben said.

‘Takes all sorts,’ Jeff said dismissively. ‘Anyway, who gives a toss about him or what he was doing here? We’ve got business of our own to be getting on with. What do you blokes say we forget all about the silly bastard and finish looking around the house, eh?’

Ben was curious about the markings on the stonework, but all the same he tended to agree with Jeff. They were wasting time here. Maybe if they’d been able to stop the guy from running off, they could have found out more. Too late now.

Later on, Ben would find himself wishing that they had.






Chapter 3

‘I still can’t understand it,’ Sadler said. A quick check of the grounds outside the main entrance had shown no sign of the mystery intruder. The cars hadn’t been touched. Back inside the house, they headed up the grand staircase to resume their tour. But Sadler was still shaken from the strange incident, and his mind was distracted. ‘I can understand if some of the local kids with nothing better to do were inclined to hang around an old empty property like this, with so many nooks and crannies to explore. But a grown man?’

Ben, like Jeff, was beginning to wish that they could just move on from the episode and focus on more important matters. Yet Sadler wasn’t ready yet to leave it alone. ‘I’m in two minds whether or not to call the police about it,’ he went on. ‘We don’t want anything like this happening again.’

‘I’m sure the police have better things to do,’ Ben said.

‘Anyhow, I’d like to see the guy try to sneak back in if we take the place,’ added Jeff. ‘If the guard dogs and the security fences don’t put a stop to his shenanigans, I sure as hell will.’

Only half listening, Sadler mused, ‘The oddest thing of all is, now I come to think of it, I’m certain I’ve seen that fellow somewhere before. He seemed familiar somehow. But from where?’

At last the agent was able to return his attention to the task at hand, and for the next half-hour they explored the upper floors of the manor. Ben and his friends carefully inspected every inch. A surveyor might be able to spot what they missed but as far as they could tell the timbers seemed sound enough, the roof appeared to be in decent condition and there were no obvious structural nightmares to contend with. The tour finally concluded, they were on their way back downstairs when Sadler suddenly stopped dead in mid-stride on the staircase, snapped his fingers and exclaimed, ‘I’ve got it now! That’s who he is! Of course!’

‘Who?’ said Jeff, who’d managed to totally dismiss the earlier incident from his thoughts.

‘I knew I’d seen him somewhere before; just couldn’t remember when or where. He’s the American chap who was here viewing the place with his wife. That is,’ Sadler added, ‘I assumed she was his wife.’

‘Brad,’ Ben said.

‘Yes, it was definitely him. Brad Harrison, or Harrington, or something. Very odd indeed. Perhaps I should report it to the police, after all.’

Happily, by the time they’d covered as much of the grounds as they could on foot and returned to convene in front of the house, the subject of conversation had moved on again. Jeff’s eyes were bright with enthusiasm and Tuesday seemed to be approving of what he’d seen.

‘So what d’you reckon, mate?’ Jeff asked, looking expectantly at Ben. It had been agreed between them in advance that a decision of this magnitude needed everyone to be unanimous, or the deal was off.

Ben was thoughtfully silent for a moment before replying. Then he nodded. ‘It’s certainly got promise,’ he conceded. ‘It’s more than big enough to do all the kinds of things we wouldn’t have space for at Le Val. My only concern is the extent of the renovations we’d need to do.’

‘Money’s not an issue,’ Jeff said carelessly. He was clearly so taken with the idea that he’d probably have agreed to twice the asking price. But to some extent he was right. Business had been booming and there was plenty in the bank. However their real nest egg was the very much larger sum that had come to them some years back, the reward offered by an Omani prince called Tarik Al Bu Said in exchange for the safe return of a spectacular diamond, the legendary Star of Africa. Even after deducting many various expenses and donating hefty chunks of the money to as many deserving individuals and causes as they could think of, Ben and his friends had been left with a more sizeable fortune than they could even count, let alone spend at the time. Prince Tarik’s mountain of cash had been sitting pretty in an investment account ever since, untouched by mutual consent, largely forgotten about and waiting for the day when it would come in useful. That day might just have arrived.

‘It’s not the money,’ Ben told them. ‘It’s the length of time it could take to do the place up. What with all the other building work, we could be looking at months. A year, or longer. Do we really want to be tied up with such an extensive project, having to travel up and down between here and Normandy to oversee every last little detail?’

‘So you want to give it a miss, then?’ Tuesday said, suddenly bereft of his almost perpetual bright smile. The sunshine seemed to have dimmed a fraction as a result. Jeff was frowning and working up a suitable counter-argument.

‘I didn’t say that,’ Ben assured them. ‘I just think we should stick to the original plan and go and take a look at Domaine Lauriac first like we said we would, before we make a decision either way. All right?’

Domaine Lauriac was the second of the two properties to which they’d narrowed down their search. A former winemaking establishment situated to the west of Quillan, it was somewhat less grandiose in terms of both the house and the land, but a couple of centuries more modern and considerably less in need of work than the Manoir. Given that they’d all agreed to go and view it in any case, Ben’s suggestion seemed like a reasonable one.

‘Okay, but I can’t see it being anything like as good,’ Jeff grumbled.

‘Absolutely fine by me,’ said Sadler, looking at his watch. Thanks mainly to the unexpected discoveries and events of the morning, their tour of the Manoir and its grounds had taken longer than anticipated. ‘Only thing is, by the time we’ve driven over to Domaine Lauriac and started looking around the place, the day will be almost over and I’d really like you to get a proper tour. How about we leave it for today and make a fresh start bright and early in the morning?’

‘Not a problem,’ Ben said. ‘Our work schedule means we need to get back to Normandy pretty soon, but I think we can squeeze in an extra day for you.’

Sadler beamed. ‘Excellent. And in the meantime, gentlemen, by way of a further apology for the embarrassment earlier, may I invite you all to be my guests for dinner tonight?’






Chapter 4

Hot damn, that was a close one!

Brad Hutchison’s heart was thumping fast as he made his escape through the grounds of the old manor house. He was almost drunk from elation, fuelled by the adrenalin rush from having been taken by surprise like that, mixed with the dizzying excitement of what he’d found back there.

This was hardly the first time in his career that he’d come within a hair’s breadth of getting caught, and had to make a run for it. Such rough and tumble was all in a day’s work for an international adventurer, as he proudly regarded himself. His life was one of intrigues and discoveries, though seldom had one this sensational come his way. It was exactly what he’d been hoping to come across. The confirmation that they were definitely on the right track.

Brad only wished he’d picked a better moment for his reconnaissance mission, though it had been pure bad luck and not his fault that someone else just happened to be poking around the old empty house at the very same time. He fully intended to revisit the crypt. He’d be more careful next time. Maybe she’d come with him now they knew it was the right place. She could stand guard outside while he snuck back inside and resumed his inspection of the markings. There might be more critical clues hidden waiting to be discovered.

Still, what he had already was mind-blowing enough for the moment. He pressed on through the grounds. The land around the Manoir du Col was part woodland, thick and tangled and overgrown from years of abandonment, and part open scrub – the typical kind of garrigue terrain found in dry Mediterranean regions like this. He stumbled over rocks and through thorny bushes, scrambled up and down slopes and paused now and then to catch his breath. He wasn’t quite as fit and athletic as he’d once been. But hey, he was still a hero in his own eyes. First chance he got, he was gonna buy himself a drink and celebrate his own brilliance.

Nobody was coming after him. Once he’d put enough distance between himself and the house, he decided he couldn’t wait any longer to take a peek at what he’d found. A nearby cluster of rocks was all overgrown with scrubby bushes; panting, heart thudding, he nestled among them to yank out his phone and examine the snaps he’d taken of the old wall carvings. As he scrolled through the images he saw to his delight that they’d come out even better than expected.

Someone else would be happy, too. ‘Boy, wait till she gets a load of these,’ he chuckled to himself. But then he thought, why wait? His phone screen was telling him he was picking up just about enough mobile reception out here to ping the images off to her right away. He attached the best of them to an email with the header BINGO!!, adding a brief line below saying, ‘Who’s your Daddy? Catch ya later. B.’

Feeling even more pleased with himself, he stuffed the phone back in his pocket and continued on his way. A few hundred metres further on was the brow of a tree-dotted hill, beyond which he’d left his hired 4x4 hidden carefully out of sight at the side of one of the narrow winding roads that skirted the boundaries of the Manoir du Col’s land. In just a couple of minutes he’d be out of here and speeding back to base with his trophy.

But Brad would never make it to the car. As he reached the top of the rise and started scrambling down the thinly forested slope towards it, a movement among the trees behind him caught his eye. He turned, saw the three men coming after him, and the elated beat of his heart turned to one of sudden terror.

The men had been tracking him all that morning. They were expert in many things, one of them being the art of covert surveillance. At no time had any one of them been more than fifty metres away, in constant radio contact with his two associates. They could have closed in and caught him at any time, but had wanted to hold back until the moment was right – that was to say, until he’d obtained the evidence that was about to become his downfall.

That moment had come. The men emerged from cover and spread quickly out in a pincer movement to surround and cut him off before he reached the safety of his vehicle. He’d spotted them now, and had begun darting this way and that through the trees in the hope of evading them, like a rabbit suddenly startled at the sight of a pack of stalking predators. But he knew as well as they did that there was no hope of escape.

Brad let out a whimper of fear as he ran. He was no longer even trying to get to the car, because one of his pursuers had flanked his route to it and blocked off any chance of reaching the road. He glanced around him for something, anything, he could use to defend himself against them: a stick, a rock. But that was as futile a hope as getting away. He wanted to yell at them, ‘What do you want from me? Why are you doing this?’ That would have been futile, too, because Brad understood all too well what they wanted from him. Just as he also understood what was probably about to happen to him.

He would not be their only victim. Once they’d finished with him they’d come for her, too. If he could no longer save himself, then perhaps he could at least do something to try to warn her.

They were closing in now, having managed to encircle him from all directions: one racing up the slope towards him, one directly behind and the third blocking off any chance of retreating back the way he’d come. Still running, he yanked out his phone again. It wasn’t easy to key in a message while fleeing for your life, even if his hands hadn’t been shaking so badly that he could barely control them. In a breathless rush he stabbed out the letters D-A-N-G-W-E-R. There was no time to correct the fluffed spelling. She’d understand. She’d have to. And then it would be up to her to get away to safety, if it wasn’t already too late.

Brad hit SEND and the message was safely flying through the ether.

And in the next moment, the three men were on him. The one who’d been tearing down the hillside reached him first, and made a grab for his jacket collar. Brad dropped his phone. He lashed out at his attacker with such force that he lost balance on the slope and went tumbling down it. He rolled helplessly over and over, coming to a tangled and bruised halt right at the feet of the second attacker who’d blocked off his path to the car and was heading up the slope to intercept him. The third joined them moments later. Brad tried to scramble to his feet but fell back with a cry of fear as the muzzle of a handgun poked into his face.

‘Please,’ he tried to cry out, his voice sounding warbly and quavering. ‘Please don’t do this.’

Brad was so transfixed in horror at the sight of the gun that he never even saw the telescopic baton coming down in an arc towards his head. Its impact cracked against his skull and his vision flashed blinding white and filled with spangling stars. Then the world went dark and he knew nothing more.

The three men stood on the hillside and looked down at the limp body at their feet. ‘You’d better not have killed him,’ said the one with the gun. ‘We need him to talk.’

The one who’d coshed Brad over the head closed up his weapon and put it away, then crouched down by the body and felt for a pulse. He looked up at his associates and said, ‘He’s alive.’

‘For the moment,’ the third man said.

The one with the gun stepped over to where Brad’s phone had fallen into the scrubby, dry grass. He stooped down and picked it up and spent a moment examining it. ‘We were right,’ he told the others, holding it up to show them the images. ‘He found what he was looking for. And it’s too late,’ he added a moment later when he checked the messages. ‘He’s already texted the woman and sent her the pictures. Messaged her again just now, to warn her.’

‘We should have grabbed him sooner,’ said the third man.

‘Yes, well, we talked about that,’ the one with the gun said impatiently. ‘Nothing we can do about it now.’

‘Except find the woman,’ said the one with the cosh. ‘And anyone else who’s working with them.’

The one with the gun nodded. ‘Right. So now we take this one back to base, and make him tell us everything he knows.’






Chapter 5

The restaurant Matthew Sadler had chosen for dinner that evening was reputed to be the finest in Quillan, and it also happened to be conveniently within walking distance of their hotel, so that Ben wouldn’t have too far to help Jeff stagger home afterwards. They started in the proper way with apéritifs in the bar lounge. Sadler contented himself with a demi of bière blonde to kick off with, while Ben and Jeff did the compulsory Midi thing with pastis – served the proper way in a tall glass, topped up with ice water – while Tuesday, apparently in an adventurous mood, opted for a Kir Royale, a blend of crème de cassis and champagne regarded by his friends as a nauseating sticky mess not fit for consumption. Tuesday liked it so much that he ordered another.

‘You’re going to make yourself sick as a dog if you carry on like that, mate,’ Jeff said with a nasty grin. ‘Anyhow that’s a woman’s drink. You big girl’s blouse.’

‘Up yours, moron,’ Tuesday replied with his brightest, sweetest smile.

They were called to their table and the meal got started, promising to be one of those hearty Gallic feasts that went on until late. They attacked the entrée menu with gusto: being so close to the Spanish border there was an Iberian touch to the opening course, with small plates of tapas and miniature pâtés baked into little pies that were another speciality of the deep southern region, as well as a dish of cargolade, which consisted of escargots done in the Catalan way, grilled over a wood fire and stuffed with herb-scented bacon lard and Languedoc sausage meat, then covered with creamy aioli sauce. Ben and Tuesday shared most of the platter, while Jeff (who just wasn’t Francophile enough yet for such delicacies) declared flatly that he was having none of that there fucking snaily shit and stuck with the safer option of a fish soup.

As the first course wound to an end and plates of rare steak and grilled lamb shanks appeared on the table together with three bottles of an excellent local wine especially recommended by their knowledgeable host, the conversation inevitably turned to property matters. Ben was relieved that the subject of the strange American, Brad whatever-his-name-was, seemed to have been laid to rest. Sadler filled them in on many of the details and features of Domaine Lauriac that they’d be seeing for themselves in the morning. ‘Of course, as you know, the estate isn’t quite as extensive as the Manoir du Col’s, but it’s still a good few hectares, and all excellent land, being a former vineyard property.’

‘Remind me again what a hectare is in real money,’ said Jeff, not a fan of the metric system.

‘Just under two and a half acres,’ Tuesday instantly informed him.

Jeff did the mental calculation and pulled a face at the result. ‘Christ. We’re talking pocket hanky compared to what we saw today. It’s not much bigger than Le Val.’

‘There could be an option to extend,’ Sadler explained. ‘If extra space really was an issue.’

‘Yup. The more the better,’ Jeff said emphatically through a mouthful of steak.

‘I understand that the nature of your business requires a lot of, what should we say, elbow room,’ Sadler said. ‘Though I must confess I’m a little hazy on what exactly it is you do. You’re in the security industry, is that correct?’

‘Education, mostly,’ Ben said.

‘But of a rather specialised kind, I gather?’

Tuesday chuckled. ‘You might say that. The stuff we teach can’t always be confined to your average-sized classroom.’

Sadler was fascinated to hear more, and having outlined the basics of what went on at Le Val – the practical training in long-range rifle marksmanship that was Tuesday’s particular area of expertise, the live-fire pistol and submachine-gun shooting exercises designed to replicate real combat situations as faithfully as possible, their exact replica of the SAS ‘killing house’ at Hereford used for hostage rescue and anti-terror operations training, the skid pan and defensive driving elements of their teaching programme and all the other explosive fun and games of their daily routine – they moved on to talking about the unavoidable bureaucratic nitty-gritty of setting up a sister operation down here in the south.

‘Yeah, it’s going to be a nightmare of red tape convincing the local powers-that-be that we’re all kosher and not a bunch of trigger-happy nutters,’ Jeff said. ‘The insurance requirements are insane. But it’s nothing we haven’t been through before.’

‘It helps having two bona fide Special Forces guys with amazing service records as our directors,’ Tuesday said, pointing at Ben and Jeff.

‘Especially me,’ Jeff said.

‘You’re a director too,’ Ben reminded Tuesday with a smile.

‘And we have a perfect safety record at Le Val,’ Tuesday told Sadler. ‘Nobody’s ever been shot, or blown up, barely even singed. At least, none of the clients have.’

‘I’m pleased to hear it,’ Sadler laughed. ‘So you’re not intending on selling up the business in Normandy and moving down here lock, stock and barrel, to use a shooting-related expression?’

‘Le Val is home to us,’ Ben replied, shaking his head. ‘And it always will be. The idea is to run both side by side. Which of course means a lot of travelling between the two, and taking on extra people as instructors, security staff and so on. It’s a big undertaking but we’re confident it’ll work for us.’

‘Well, I have to say that either of these two properties sounds ideal for your purposes,’ Sadler said. ‘I flatter myself that I’m pretty good at spotting a plum deal, and that’s even more true of the Manoir, at the price it’s being offered at.’

‘I’ll say,’ Jeff cut in, knocking back more wine.

‘Plus you’d be surprised how fast the renovations could be done. I happen to know some excellent local tradesmen. Used them myself, when I moved into my place. It was in a real mess, I can tell you. But you should see it now.’

‘Another rustic property?’ Tuesday asked him.

‘No, it’s an apartment in town. Fifteenth-century, lovely building. Nice thing about being in the property business is that you get to pick out some of the better bargains for yourself.’

The main course eventually gave way to a giant cheeseboard and a fourth bottle, which went on flowing as freely as the conversation while the restaurant gradually began emptying of diners. Their host’s face was a rosy pink and the wine had loosened him up nicely, though not as nicely as Jeff, who’d consumed twice as much and was ready for more. Tuesday, by contrast, was showing no sign of being as sick as a dog. As for Ben, one of the few positive benefits of too many years of indulgence in alcohol was that he could comfortably sink a couple of bottles of heady red wine without showing any appreciable effect.

‘Now let me ask you something,’ Sadler said, leaning across the table with a smile directed at Ben. ‘Jeff tells me that you’re a rather useful chess player.’

‘Am I?’ Ben replied, taken by surprise at the sudden change of subject. ‘Where did he get that idea?’

‘He’s being modest,’ Jeff said as he topped up their glasses with the remnants of the wine. ‘He’s pretty damn good. Beats the crap out of everyone he plays.’

‘Not everyone,’ Ben protested.

‘That being the case,’ Sadler said, ‘here’s a proposition for you. It so happens I’m a chess player too. I gave up competitive tournaments after I got to grandmaster level, but I love to push a pawn now and again.’

‘Way out of my class, that’s for sure,’ Ben said. ‘I’m only a rank amateur compared to you. But all the same I’d be curious to hear your proposition.’

Sadler’s eyes twinkled. ‘That you and I pit our wits against one another in a game, just for a bit of fun. It’s not often I get the chance to face a decent opponent over the board these days. If you win, I’ll agree to knock a percentage off my commission.’

‘I see. And if you beat me, you hike it another thousand?’

Sadler laughed and shook his head. ‘Nothing of the sort. All I want is the pleasure of the contest. Come on, what do you say?’

‘Whoa,’ Tuesday said. ‘The pressure’s on.’

‘Go for it, Ben,’ Jeff urged him. ‘What’s there to lose?’

Ben smiled politely and shook his head. ‘Thanks, Matthew, but no thanks. I had my work cut out for me in Rome with Scarpa that time. Long story, but the upshot is that I promised myself never to play for bets again, win or lose.’

Sadler’s eyebrows shot skywards. ‘Scarpa? You mean the great Silvano Scarpa? The former world champion? You played him? Beat him?’

‘Kicked his arse,’ Jeff said. ‘Big time. Wish I’d been there to see it.’

‘I got lucky, that’s all,’ Ben said. ‘And the game was a lot tighter than the end position made it look.’

‘Well, I do hope you’ll change your mind,’ Sadler said. ‘Think about it.’

‘You know what I’m thinking?’ Jeff asked, trying to wring the last drops out of the empty wine bottle. ‘I’m thinking we need another one of these.’

‘And I’m thinking it’s time for us to go,’ Tuesday said. Sure enough, they’d been the last diners in the place for some time and now the waiting staff were hovering closer and closer, while the manager had started pointedly looking at his watch.

Sadler insisted on settling the bill. ‘Gents, it’s been a delightful evening. If there was a Mrs Sadler I’m sure I’d be in trouble for staying out so late. Now, there’s a nice little café-bistro across the street from my offices, where I often have breakfast. Perhaps we could meet there tomorrow at nine-thirty, grab a quick coffee and a croissant, and then we’ll jump in our cars and I’ll lead you along the scenic route to Domaine Lauriac.’

Ben smiled. ‘The scenic route?’

‘It’s actually quicker that way. Instead of heading up the main street and picking up the Nationale, you take a left two blocks up from my office and head out of town along the old west road. It’s a much nicer drive, passing through Sainte-Clothilde-du-Roussillon, as lovely a little Provençal village as you’ll ever see, and then over the river by the Roman aqueduct bridge, which is known locally as the Pont de Clothilde. It’s not as impressive or as well known as the Pont du Gard, but the view from the top is quite spectacular. On a really clear day you can actually see the western edge of Domaine Lauriac’s estate from there, with the mountains behind. So, nine-thirty sharp?’

‘Sounds like a plan,’ Ben said. ‘I look forward to it.’






Chapter 6

The regional base that was being used by the three men had belonged for centuries to the much larger, well-organised but very secretive group to which they belonged and whose orders they unquestioningly followed. Built long, long ago by experts in the construction of impregnable defences, the old fortress stood alone in the remote hills, an hour’s drive from the spot where they’d captured the American.

The main part of the building was still in good order and served as a temporary dormitory and living quarters for the three men. Its amenities remained unchanged since medieval times, with only a basic open fire for cooking on. The windows were small, glassless and shuttered as they had been in the thirteenth century. Of the four squat round towers that had originally stood at the corners of its thick stone defensive outer wall, only one remained intact.

That was where they were keeping him.

It had been a long and gruelling day for their captive, and it still wasn’t over yet. Come nightfall, with no electric lighting in the place the men had lit oil lamps that cast a flickering light across the craggy stone floor, at whose centre the American sat helplessly bound to a wooden chair in a pool of his own blood.

He’d absorbed a great deal of punishment, actually more than they’d expected he’d be able to withstand and still be breathing. To begin with, the three had taken turns battering him
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