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Chapter One – The Message
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Back home on the Isle of Wight, It's 13:00. Lucy and I have just returned from the local boozer when my phone rings. I’m sitting on the edge of my seat, wondering who wants some part of me today. As Lucy is closer than me to the phone, she reaches over and picks up my mobile.

"Hello?" Lucy's vocal cords quiver with anticipation.

"Lucy," a familiar yet chilling voice says on the other end of the line “It's Simon. I need to talk to Steve. It's a matter of the utmost importance."

She hands me the phone. "It's Simon, and I think something is wrong."

At that moment, the room appears to hang in suspended animation, the atmosphere electric with tension. This one conversation could change our lives forever. It sends shivers running down my spine as I take the receiver from Lucy's trembling hand. 

"Steve," Simon begins, "I need you to stay calm. I have some unsettling news, and I don't want you to lose it before I can explain everything." Something about the tone of Simon's voice tells me this is no ordinary call. Simon is not one to panic; whatever he says must be grave. After placing the mobile on speakerphone so Lucy can hear the conversation, my jaw clenches as I struggle to keep my composure, "Alright, Simon. Tell me what the fuck is going on." 

Simon's voice wavers as if even he is finding it difficult to control his emotions. "I received a letter this morning. It's handwritten and pushed through my letterbox. It has your name on it, Steve. Because it was delivered to me instead of you, I sensed something must be wrong before reading it."

A wave of dread washes over me, and my mind races to comprehend the gravity of his words. How did I end up on a note given to Simon, and what could it contain that would be so disturbing?

"What does it say, Simon?" I manage to croak out, my throat dry with apprehension.

The few seconds of silence stretches for what appears like an eternity before Simon speaks again; his voice is calm and strained. "The letter... it's a ransom demand from someone called Acosta. It says they have Abbie and Bethanie. Steve, your daughters have been taken."

The world appears to spin out of control, each word Simon utters sending shockwaves and anger through my veins. My grip on the phone tightens, and my knuckles turn white. How did this happen? Who would dare lay their hands on my girls?

"And, Steve," Simon adds with a tremor in his voice, "there's something more. Something that will send chills down your spine. The letter came in a blue-striped envelope, like the ones that kept popping up after our assignment on St Halb a few years back. It's addressed to you."

My mind races, trying to piece together the fragments of this macabre puzzle. Someone from our past is out for retribution and has targeted us, using my daughters as pawns in their game of vengeance.

As Simon's words echo in my ears, I can sense the rage boiling inside me, threatening to consume me. But years of military training say I must be strong and stay composed, so I soon manage to put my emotions away for now. This is something I always tell people we meet on assignments. It's a lot easier to do if you don't have a personal connection.

The time for these people to suffer will come soon enough. For Abbie and Bethanie, I will do whatever it takes to bring them back home, safe and unharmed. I don't care who I hurt or kill on the way; I will find the ones responsible, and I will make them pay. This is a battle I cannot afford to lose.

"Simon, does it say where they are being held?" I say after a few moments, letting the logical part of my brain kick in.

"No, It says they will be in touch again tomorrow by telephone."

"Have you been in contact with George?"

"He's with me now, booking the ferry tickets. We'll arrive in West Cowes in two hours and then take a taxi to the park. Do you want me to contact Derek?" says Simon, regaining his usual composure.

"No, I will call him straight after we finish. Before you come over, call Katie and Cody and give them a list of stuff we will need."

I place the phone on the table and stroll over to the window to join Lucy, who is staring out across the field. The hairs on my neck start to stand up, accompanied by a sensation of numbness, which is now flushing through my body once more, my mind running in all directions.

The voice of reason, Lucy, grabs my hand. "Whoever this is, they will pay with their lives. But before we do anything, you better contact the girls and make sure this isn't someone testing our reactions."

Without saying a word, I walk back to the mobile phone, pick it up, and dial Abbie's number. No answer. I try Bethanie, but nobody answers. After several calls with no answer, I call their brother, Hadley and ask him to check if anyone is home. While I'm doing this, Lucy dials Derek's number. 

The telephone rings four times before Derek comes on the line, "Hi, Lucy, what's up? You and the boys are coming over to St Bethanie?"

"Sorry, not this time. We need you to come here. We have a major issue. Some idiots have kidnapped Steve's daughters," says Lucy, her breathing now calm and slow, as though she is preparing to take a distant sniper headshot.

After taking a few seconds for the message to sink in, "What the fuck? Who are they, and why, Lucy?"

"I don't have all the details, apart from a letter that was delivered to Simon in an envelope with a blue stripe down the middle saying something about revenge for the death of someone called Henry. They will call tomorrow at 12:00. Simon and George are on their way over."

"Tell Steve I'm on my way. If everything goes according to plan, I will be with you tomorrow—if I can catch the first flight out of here."

"Thanks, Derek. Should have more elements by the time you arrive."

In the meantime, I call Hadley and ask him to visit Abbie and Bethanie's houses to try to find them and report back to me as soon as he has any information.

By now, my tactical brain is kicking in. Gone are the instant emotions of anger and guilt at putting my kids in this situation, replaced by how we will bring them back. Lucy and I spend the next hour checking and packing our equipment for wherever this mission will take us. It's not long before my mobile rings. The name on the screen is Hadley. I brace myself for the worst.

"Hi, son, what did you find? Please tell me you located them."

"Sorry, I went to Abbie's first. The house had been ransacked, with furniture thrown across the room. It looked like a bomb had gone off. I found her children crouched in the corner of the room, crying and shouting for their mum. So I took them with me to Bethanie's. The same had happened at her house. Luck was in, as James returned from work while I was looking around Bethanie's house, so I left all the kids with him. I'm now on my way to your house. I want to help get my sisters back."

"OK, I'll see you when you arrive. You may spot Simon and George on the ferry," I reply.

Two hours later, George and Simon enter my lodge with rage etched on their faces. Over the years, they have become acquainted with my entire family and treated them as close friends—something I will rely on. This is a mission where lives are at stake, and no money will change hands. They, too, have come prepared for the task at hand and brought their kit with them. After dropping their stuff off in the bedroom, they sit on the vacant sofa.

In an attempt to keep myself busy, I grab several cold beers from the fridge and pass them out before taking the envelope from Simon. Read through the letter, trying to spot any signs or slip-ups from the person who wrote it that might give away their location, such as postmarks, stamps, etc.

The fact there isn't any indicates we are dealing with people who know what they are doing. More important, for now, as it was hand delivered, they must be in the UK. Which, with any luck, our meetings, or the first one, at least, will be local, hopefully in Southampton or close by. 

This means that we won't have to travel far to the meeting. Plus, I can take along the 9mm pistols from our last mission, which I have stashed in the hide under the bush close to the front door, without worrying about customs officials at the airport.

The worst thing about the present situation is that we can do nothing but wait until they make contact tomorrow at 12:00. It's this lack of action that is building up within us, and the room is quiet. Everyone is sitting, speechless, their eyes fixed on me, waiting for me to say or do something.

"I take it you didn't see anyone deliver the letter, Simon?" I say, breaking the silence.

"No, sorry, mate. I even asked my neighbours if they saw something or someone unusual approaching my house. As always, we live on a busy street, but nobody spots anything."

After taking a swig of my beer, "Yep, some people are blind to what's happening around them."

Half an hour later, there is a knock on the door. Lucy gets up and opens it. It is Hadley. 

"Come in, son, grab a drink and plonk your arse down with the rest of them," I say, pointing towards where Simon and George are sitting.

"Who has them, Dad?" says Hadley, handing me something. "I found this on the floor of Abbie's house. It looked out of place, as Abbie doesn't like driving out of Totton, and they wouldn't deliver that far."

Hadley gives me a torn scrap of cardboard from an Indian restaurant in Northam. This little snippet of information could be helpful if the meeting, which, if the players stick to the normal routine in these situations. It will take place within the next 24 hours. If it is in any part of Southampton, we have an advantage.

"At last, we have something to go on," I say, passing it to George.

After examining it, "It could be, Steve, but we do not have much to go on until they call again tomorrow. As it's now 17:00, how about we go down or, in your case, back to the local boozer for something to eat? If nothing else, it will take everyone's mind off things for a while. "

Once we are ready, I leave via the front door with Lucy. I walk 100 metres away and stop. I turn around and glance back in the direction of the lodge, to check that nobody is watching or about to tail us. Over in the far corner of the car park, a man wearing what appears to be jeans and a blue bomber jacket is leaning at the wooden fence, talking on the phone. Is this just an innocent person, or something different? We will find out in the next few minutes.

As planned, the rest wait a short time before leaving and following me and Lucy. Now, if the man does follow me, which I hope he does, the team will be behind him, watching his every move.

Halfway to Shanklin High Street, my mobile vibrates in my pocket. On the screen is a message from Simon: 'You are being followed'. This must be the man we saw earlier, so there is no need to glance back- I know what he looks like. I tap a reply: 'Roger, monitor him and what he does’.

I take the next right, down the alleyway between the café and W H Hurt, leading to the parking area. Two minutes later, we make a left turn at the end of the alley. Then take up a position concealed by a small concrete wall behind the buildings and wait to find out what the man does.

A few minutes pass before he appears. On most occasions, this is where I would grab the arsehole and beat the crap out of them until they tell me the information I need. But the car park is too open with no secluded corners to take him to. So, for now, I leave him to wander off to try to pick us back up again. Another piece of the puzzle of who has my girls clicks into place.

By the time we catch up with the rest, they are waiting on the patio near the entrance to the boozer. 

"Thanks for coming to help us." I say.

"Stop whining, you green numpty. Sure you and Lucy would have dealt with the situation if required. Talking of which, where did he go?" says George, heading for the wooden door leading into the pub.

"We left him to wander off; he will probably stick his head in here looking for us," says Lucy, before following George inside.

The place is quiet, with only a few patrons scattered around. Some are sat at the bar, staring down at their half-filled glasses, trying not to stare at anyone. Another group of five people is sitting at the far end of the room near the back door. I glance over to my right, in the direction of an open fire and our favourite spot, the two brown leather sofas, which are unoccupied.

"You lot take a seat while, Hadley and I grab some beers," I say as the rest, as if on autopilot, are already heading for the sofas.

As I approach the bar, Gary enters from the stockroom, "You back again, Steve?" he says.

"Yep, come for some scran with the riffraff," I point towards the others.

"No problem, I'll bring the menu over in a moment. You want your normal round of drinks?"

"Yes please."

Once back with the beers, I place the tray on the small coffee table that separates the two sofas before plonking my arse down next to Lucy. Soon, Gary appears, detecting by our mood something must be up. 

He asks, "You lot appear like someone's killed your granny. What's up?"

I've known Gary for some time now. He helped us several times on our past missions, so he can be trusted. After he pulls up a chair, I explain what is going on. From his appearance, he is as angry as the rest of us.

He met the girls numerous times when they came to the Isle of Wight to see me and Lucy. After telling us that if there is anything we need him to do, we only have to ask, he returns to the kitchen to check on our food.

One thing you can count on in life is that a veteran will always try to break up any awkward silence with sarcasm. With that in mind, Simon says, 

"Tell me, you green numpty, have you been living like a hobo and kipping rough in the woods?"

"Yes, Lucy and I went out over the downs last weekend. We found some trees and bashered up. A great sensation of freedom. Something you can't appreciate, you donkey walloper, due to your love of sleeping in a tin can."

"I can't argue with that, more room to store the beer; talking of which, who wants refills?" comes the reply from Simon.

The instance Simon returns with the beers, his phone starts ringing. After a couple of minutes of listening to Simon having a one-way conversation, he hangs up and takes a drink from the half-filled glass in front of him. 

"That was Katie. They have primed up their contacts around the Caribbean. I made an educated guess about where the people holding the girls would be located, due to the envelope and its connection with St Bethanie. The best part is, as we are good customers and our mission is personal, they are letting us have what we require for a heavily reduced price, with the remainder to be settled after we have Abbie and Bethanie back home."

"Sounds like everything is starting to come together. Shame we can't go and kick some arse right now," says George, putting down an empty glass.

"We can't do much till after the call tomorrow, when we have more details, and Hadley is out of the way."

"No way am I staying out of this. They are my sisters. Besides, you may need my taekwondo skills in a punch up," says Hadley, annoyed at the suggestion that he monitor from the sidelines.

"OK, you're in until we have to head overseas. But you better stay close to me and do what I tell you. The people we are dealing with will not hesitate to kill you, and no way I'm risking all my kids. Your talents will be needed here, and you can work with someone who has helped us before."

A short time later, Gary appears with the grub. "Here you go, boys, and of course, Lucy. Enjoy."

By the time we finish the meal and several more drinks, it's 22:00, so we decide to leave and head back to my place. Not knowing if the idiot we encountered earlier is still around, Lucy, Hadley, and I exit the building first. Like a good Rifleman, I vary the route.

Instead of the direct way home, I cross over the road, take a left, and follow the footpath. The rest depart five minutes later, taking the route we had discussed prior to leaving. It isn't long before Lucy hands me her phone. It is a text from George. 'Same numpty that followed you earlier is tailing you’.

The man escaped a battering a few hours back when he followed us to the pub, but his luck has now run out. I turn to Lucy and tell her to send the following message: 'At the junction, turn right. I will lead the target to the coastal path. Once we arrive, close in’.

Moments later, we make the turn and head down a narrow alleyway lined with cobblestone-walled buildings. At the end, a faint glow from a street light throws a beam of light onto the tarmac footpath. To our left, a little down the hill, a small alcove juts out facing the English Channel, containing four battered-looking benches. The area is surrounded by high green bushes, making the seats useless for sitting on and looking out to sea, but perfect for what I have in mind.

Our plan is working. Our new friend makes his second fatal mistake this evening. He turns left and heads down towards us. In one swift movement, we turn a charge towards him. Sensing he is in danger, he spins around and tries to sprint back the way he came.

He covers only a short distance before running straight into George and Simon. Acting like a rabbit caught in the glare of headlights beneath the street lamp, the man is confused, not knowing which way to run. The decision is made for him. Simon knocks him hard into the railings.

At the same time, George pins the man's head against the guardrail. Once they have him under control, he's led down to where I'm waiting. I need to ask the arsehole a few polite questions. The cover of the hedgerow and the lack of light in this area should conceal any movement that might attract some nosey bastard to what we are doing. When he arrives, I force him to sit on the front bench facing the sea, with George pinning his arms down and behind the backrest.

For a couple of minutes, we do nothing. The only sound is the waves below lashing the shoreline, and the occasional noise from some sort of nocturnal creature. Not that I didn't know what was coming next, but I want his mind to venture into the dark recesses of his brain, wondering what we were going to do to him.

The eerie silence is broken when I nod to George, who punches the man hard in his face, before we let loose our trained interrogator, Lucy, on him. Lucy moves her face millimetres away from his and blows softly, the cold air condensing her breath as she does. He tries to move his head away, but Simon holds it firm.

"Now, some bad people, who we believe you can tell us who they are, have pissed my friend, here, off," Lucy points at me. "He wants to kill you without you answering any of my questions. Positive that isn't good with you. So talk to me and all will be fine, and you can go on your way." Of course, there is no way this man is leaving here alive, but he doesn't know that yet.

"Don't answer, or try lying to me, you will be swimming face down in the ocean via the cliff behind me. Say yes or grunt if you understand." Lucy moves away to let the message sink in.

The man says nothing. Losing my cool, "This is my daughter's lives on the line, arsehole. And trust me, I'll kill you if you don't give me the information we require."

Simon places his hand over his mouth while George smacks him again, so hard in the stomach that he tries to scream but can't as Simon's hand muffles the sound.

"Shall we try that again? Say yes, so I understand you comprehend what I'm asking you," Lucy asks again.

Once more, there was nothing but silence. "Grab his arms and legs, boys, and let's toss him over the cliff," I say, my patience running out.

With him struggling and fighting for his life, we move him closer to the hedgerow before picking him off the floor. 

"Last chance, arsehole," I say, after moving my head towards his left ear.

"OK, put me down and I'll tell you everything, if you promise to release me and allow me to leave here unharmed," comes the plea of a person on the edge of meeting his demise.

"You have my word, scouts honour," I say with some menace.

"Someone called me—I don't know who—and offered to pay me two grand if I watched you and reported back to them if you tried to catch a ferry off the island in the next 36 hours. That's all I have."

"Hand me the number of who you are to contact, or it's flying lessons for you," says Lucy, back in the man's face.

"I don't have it on me. It's back at my house; I can take you or give you the address." His slow, deep breaths and anguish in his voice are now more noticeable than our own.

I move closer to our friend. "This is your fault. You have put me in a position where I have two issues. First, I can't be bothered to search for an address, which I'm sure will be false. Second, I was never in the Boy Scouts. Grab him, boys."

Without saying another word, the man, once more struggling and pleading for his life, is tossed over the hedge down onto the tarmac below. The usual course of action would be to check the person is dead before leaving the scene, but in this case, there would be no way anyone would survive the fall. If he did, for some divine intervention, prevail, then he deserves to live.

"Dad, doesn't that bother you that you’ve just killed a man?" asks Hadley.

"Hadley, let’s  put it this way. First, he has connections with the people who have your sisters. If we had let him live, he would be straight on the phone to whoever paid him to let them know we have a lead. Second, due to my PTSD, I have a lack of empathy, so I don't care. Welcome to our world."

By the time we arrive back at the lodge, it's late, so everyone goes straight to bed, to be fresh for whatever tomorrow brings. I can't sleep with the thoughts of my girls alone, kept hostage by some cartel out for revenge on something that happened a long time ago.

The signs were always present if we had thought about it. Something like this would happen. It was only a question of time. We had all seen them. Envelopes with blue stripes have followed us around the world. This is my fault Abbie and Bethanie are being held and what nightmare they are now going through.

Sensing I can't sleep, Lucy moves closer, wrapping her arm across my chest, her head resting on the pillow beside mine. 

"Try to rest. We will bring them back in one piece. Remember, they are your daughters, so it's the captors I feel sorry for," she says in a soothing voice.

Due to my PTSD and the lack of empathy, it's rare for me to show physical emotions, but this changes everything. This time, it is personal; they have my girls. 

"You are right, of course, night, honey."
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Chapter Two - Contact
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It goes to say I had a crap night with not much sleep and laid awake most of the night thinking about today's call. By 04:30, I gave up and headed for the front room to make myself a brew.

The first rays of morning creep through the windows, casting a faint light on the living room of my lodge. Shadows dance across the room, mocking my frantic state. I sit on the sofa facing the window. My eyes are bloodshot, exhaustion etched into every line of my weathered face.

In the semi-darkness, time moves at a snail's pace as I sit, staring at my phone, wishing for it to ring; and it is either Abbie or Bethanie saying they are back home. Every tick of the clock echoes in my ears, each second like an eternity.

My thoughts are a tumultuous whirlwind, an amalgamation of fear, frustration, and determination. I relive every moment leading up to this agonising present, questioning every decision, every choice that has brought us to this point. How has it come to this? How have I failed to protect my own children?

From the back of the lodge, I catch a faint sound, almost imperceptible, of someone stirring from their slumber. It has an unmistakable gait, a rhythm true only to her. I can almost detect the sound of her footsteps drawing nearer. The floorboards creak under her weight. It's Lucy. Lifting the cup I am still holding onto, I swallow the bitter dregs of the forgotten coffee.

I sense the tender touch of two hands resting on my shoulders. "Morning, honey. Would you like a fresh brew?"

"Yes, please, Lucy."

"I take it you didn't sleep well, as you were up at daft o'clock," says Lucy, sitting beside me on the sofa. She passes me a fresh brew before holding her white mug with both hands.

"Yeah, not much, but rest can wait until we have the girls back," I say, taking a sip of coffee.

Thirty minutes later, George and Hadley appear through the door that separates the living room from the bedrooms, followed by Simon. It appears they’re all suffering the same lack of sleep as me.

"You receive any calls through the night, Steve?" says George.

"No, wish I had, but there isn't anything we can do until later, at 12:00," comes my reply, getting up and heading for the kitchen, where Lucy is preparing a full English breakfast.

Twenty minutes later, "Right, you lot. I hope it is true that an army fights on a full stomach as I've made enough brekkie to feed one," says Lucy, carrying several plates to the table.

"I'm not sure about an army, but fat boy does," Simon says, pointing at me.

"Do one, you skinny twat," I reply.

With breakfast out of the way, we brainstorm every possible scenario for any physical contact. Who will make contact, and where will any lookouts be located? We break down what we already have from the letter, the man who took a short walk off the cliff, and a scrap of cardboard Hadley found.

The first contact would have to be somewhere on the island or in Southampton. It will have to be busy, with an abundance of people around and with lots of witnesses for the safety of the person making the contact, in case we try to take them out when we have the information we need. The most logical location would be in a shopping centre with plenty of people and quiet areas for such a meeting.

The next strategy would be us being told to go to a drop box again. This would have to be in a public place so they could monitor our movements and ensure not only do we pick up the parcel, but no one else takes it. Our position would be the same with two people, Hadley and me, collecting the package while the rest try to spot anyone paying attention to our movements.

The final method would be just a call telling us to send money via a bank account; if this happens, we are fucked. They will have done their homework, know how much money we can raise, and ask for double. This is the less likely option, as the letter delivered to Simon mentions revenge for Henry. This makes it personal, and they will want to see us suffer and die. To do this, they need to get us to someplace.

As we start to wrap up, there is a knock on the door, and it is flung open. We are not expecting anyone, as Derek will not be here until this afternoon, so we all take up defensive positions. Two bags are thrown through the door. I pull the cushions from the sofa over Hadley and me, waiting for them to explode.

A figure stands in the doorway laughing out loud; it's Derek. "What's up with you idiots? Never seen George move so fast."

"What the fuck, Derek! You scared the crap out of us all," I say, getting up off the floor and replacing the pillows.

"Yep, because terrorist scum always knocks before throwing bombs at people," replies Derek, walking over to the table and sitting down.

"I didn't think you were here until this afternoon," says Lucy, sitting at the table beside him.

"I wasn't, but you said they are calling today at 12:00, so I managed to board an earlier and quicker flight from St Bethanie. Plus, I have some new equipment to help when they contact you again."

I join him and Lucy at the dining table. "I'm glad you're here, mate. What is this kit you brought?"

Derek walks over to his bag, pulls out a computer, lifts the lid, and enters a password before spinning the laptop around to face Lucy and me. By this time, the rest of the team have joined us and is looking at the screen, fascinated. Derek then explains the software can track the position of any incoming calls. All it takes is for them to be on the line for 60 seconds. Plus, if they are close enough to us, within a mile, we can pinpoint their location with a tolerance of only two metres.

By the time Derek finishes his explanation, it is 11:35, and the call from the people holding Abbie and Bethanie is only 25 minutes away. I hand him my mobile, which he connects to the laptop. Now, all the conversations will go through the software and be tracked and recorded, allowing us to listen again once the conversation is over. We might detect something in the background that can tell us where they are calling from, if they are more than a mile from our location.

Only five more minutes to go. We move back to the living area. The countdown from the final minute begins. My heart starts pounding as the laptop on the coffee table comes to life with a shrill ring. I exchange a glance with Lucy, her eyes filled with dread. This is it—the call we've been waiting for—the call from the kidnappers who have my precious daughters, Abbie and Bethanie, holding them hostage.

I take a deep breath, trying to steady my trembling hands, as Derek clicks the accept button. "Remember, you need to keep them talking for at least 60 seconds."

The voice on the other end lacks any human inflexion; its mechanical tone sends a shiver down my spine. It's an artificial intelligence, cold and calculating—perhaps their choice of messenger to distance themselves from the heinous act they're committing and us.

"You are aware, we have your daughters," the robotic voice states matter-of-factly, its chilling melody grating against my senses. "You have until 16:00 today to be at the Marlands shopping centre. Wait by the lifts," the voice instructs, devoid of any emotion. "Another telephone call will come through with further instructions."

"What's the ransom?" I ask in a tone that betrays my anger, the knot in my throat making it hard to speak.

The message repeats itself, so we know it's a recording. I ask another question, and even though I will receive the same answer, I need to keep the call going for Derek to locate where it is coming from.

The screen blinks off, leaving us in a vacuum of silence and anticipation. Time is against us, the seconds ticking away. At least we can now start the mission underway.

"Derek, tell me you got the location."

"The only information we can tell is that the call originated in Southampton. It is too far away to pinpoint the exact location. Let's listen to the message again and see if we can detect anything."

We listen to the recording several times, not hearing anything until Hadley says, "Stop, go back a few seconds. I detected something in the background, but it's faint." Derek then plays back the recording, one section at a time.

"There, I hear this all the time from my house. It's a cruise ship horn," says Hadley.

"Well spotted, son. At least we now have two bits of information that will come in handy. First, the call came from Southampton, which means whoever has my girls has connections in the city. Second, we have our first meeting point. 

As we do not have time to spare, everyone collects their equipment and the five 9mms from the stash, and prepares to drive to East Cowes to catch the ferry to Southampton. Going forward, there is no point in wasting time returning to the island. Any further contacts and travel will be away from Southampton.

When we arrive at the Red Funnel kiosk in East Cowes, we are in luck. The Osprey is pulling into port. Within no time, we are sitting on 'A' deck, tucked away in one of the corners, away from the dozens of other people on the same boat. The moment the ship departs, we start making plans for the second contact.

The Marlands has two floors. The top level is reached by an escalator at one end near the CEX electronic and DVD exchange shop, or via the lift close to Savers, a health and beauty establishment. There is also a set of stairs at the entrance to Southampton High Street. The good news for us is that the Marlands only has three entry/exit points, all on the ground floor.

When I'm sure nobody can listen in on our conversation, "Here is the plan. We should arrive by 15:30 at the latest. This will give us plenty of time before the meeting to sweep the centre, looking for anyone or anything that appears out of place. With your years of military training, this shouldn’t be a problem. Try to spot any people acting like they are up to no good. They are easy to recognise by the fact they are trying not to look out of place."

"Take it you and Hadley will be the ones waiting by the lifts, Steve?"

"Yes, Simon. If it all goes wrong and we need to fight our way out, we may require Hadley's particular set of skills. As we know, George doesn't like the cold and will wiggle like a big baby if he is put outside. Can you take the High Street exit point? Position yourself where you can see the entrance and the stairs behind the fruit and veg stall..."

I'm interrupted, " That's a fucking lie."

"That's true, George, unless your sorry arse is out in the cold, and we are all inside. Remember New York?" replies Derek with a stupid grin.

"Do one, numpty," comes the reply from George.

"Before you idiots stopped me, Lucy, if you take the entry point by CEX, you will see a small café with tables and chairs in the mall. From here, you will be able to monitor both the exit and the escalators. That leaves George to man the Portland Terrace Road entrance near the prawnbrokers. Derek, find somewhere close to Hadley and me to set up your laptop and ensure it is running. If they are here, you can pinpoint them. You will be the closest to Hadley and me, ready to provide our aid if required. We will be sitting on the brick wall that surrounds the lifts. Any questions?"

By the time we have departed the ferry, parked the vehicle, and arrived in the Marlands, it is 15:30. This gives us 30 minutes to sweep the area and for everyone to be in position. Inside is an array of stores selling everything from greeting cards to perfume. Each shop window is decorated to invite customers in to purchase their goods.

The centre would be quiet if it weren't for the hum of conversations by a few shoppers going about their business. A whiff of the aroma of therapy scents comes from a stall set up in the space between shops. The lights that hang from the ceiling illuminate the place. I check in with the team via the earpiece radios Derek brought from St Bethanie. So far, nobody is sticking out. I glance down at Mickey on my wrist. The time is 15:51, time for Hadley and me to wait close to the lifts.

Everyone is in position at all the exits and waits in tense anticipation. The atmosphere crackles with anxiety, thickened by the knowledge that time is fast running out. I lower myself onto the brick wall surrounding the lifts to the first floor, with the weight of the situation settling on my shoulders. Beside me, Hadley shares my unease; his eyes scan the near-deserted centre.

My training has me scanning every person who walks past, checking their clothing for any bulges that might conceal a weapon. Any sign of coiled wires leading up through the collar of their tops to their ears indicates a radio is in use. Do they have any disabilities or weak spots we can manipulate if they need taking down?

Yet again, I peer at my wristwatch—one minute to go. My hand grips my phone, my fingers clenching so hard around it that my knuckles turn white. I can't help but wonder what fresh horror awaits us. The first call had necessitated this crude game of cat and mouse, and now, we brace ourselves for the second act.

At last, the telephone springs to life, filling the quietness with its jarring ringtone. I answer with a tone that betrays my true feelings. I need to make whoever is on the line believe I will do whatever they say with a sense of panic in my tone. I need to make them think they have me under control and will do anything they say. Of course, I will, but not in the way they are hoping for. My nerves pulse through me like an electric current. On the other end, a distorted, menacing, chilling to the core tone.

"You have my attention. Where are my girls?" I ask, looking around for someone on a mobile phone.

The same robotic voice as earlier says, “I'm glad you're here and sitting on the wall. Listen to what I have to say. Go to the information desk situated between the two sets of escalators. You will find a white envelope on the bottom shelf with a blue stripe running down the middle—you know the type I mean. Inside, you will discover a set of instructions. You have five minutes.”

I grab Hadley on the shoulder, "Follow me."

Walking as fast as I can without breaking into a run, I race towards the info desk. As I move, I tap my radio, "Anyone seen anything? If not, stay put. They must be here somewhere; they knew me and Hadley were sitting on the wall. They may try to leave in a rush."

When I arrive at the white wooden information kiosk, my racing heart intensifies its rhythm, urging me to hurry. The blue-striped envelope rests on the bottom shelf, bathed in artificial light. I reach for it, aware that every second counts. I lean against the counter. Printed on the outside are the words, 'Well done, you now have the instructions for your next move. Make sure you are there in the next 56 hours’.

Again, I press the mic, "They are watching us. Anyone seen them?"

There is radio silence until Lucy spots something out of place. "It may be nothing, but why take the chance? The CCTV camera pointing at the escalators appears to be following you."

Thinking as I run, I press the transmit button of the radio, "Derek, make your way to the centre's office. It is on the second floor in the far-left corner near the toy shop. Hurry. The rest stay in location.”

When Hadley and I arrive, Derek is running towards us from the direction of the lifts. Without stopping, we barge in. A lone woman dressed in a white shirt is sitting at a grey metal and glass desk, now frightened by our entrance. Behind her is a row of television screens showing scenes from around the centre. Making sure we can't be seen by any camera pointing at the woman for her protection and not giving her time to regain her composure, I yell, 

"Who monitors the cameras, and have you been watching us?"

She has lost control of her body, which is now starting to shake. In a trembling voice, "No, and they are monitored from a secure location somewhere off-site. Don't hurt me."

My anger and frustration grab hold of me as I slam my fist down on her desk. 

“You better not be lying to me, bitch?" The woman still sitting behind the desk shakes her head.

"She knows fuck all, mate. Let's leave before the police turn up," says Derek, heading for the door.

"All call signs meet at the exit to the high street; we have another drop box to go to," I say through my radio.

By the time Derek, Hadley, and I arrive at the meeting point, the rest are already waiting. I take out the envelope from my jacket pocket and open it.

“What does it say?” Hadley asks.

“We need to go to the Amazon collection boxes in West Quay. There is a code to open a particular box, and the code expires in one hour.”

Shit, we are not dealing with any normal unorganised group here. They know what they are doing and ensure they cover all their tracks. With any luck, this will be the last one before we find out where they are holding Abbie and Bethanie.

From what we saw at the last drop box, there will be nobody around, so there is no need to use any tactics to try to spot someone. With that in mind, we walk through the busy shopping centre as a group. At the top of the escalators, turn left on the food hall level.

We arrive at the Amazon lockers, tucked away out of the line of sight from most people, with time to spare. I take out the note and enter the code into the control panel. A door to my right springs open. 

Once more, inside is another envelope larger than the previous ones, but still with the blue stripe running down the middle.

I rejoin the others, who are now sitting at the long blue wooden table behind me. I pry open the top and pull out the contents. Inside is a map showing some disused buildings and tennis courts. Next to them is a vast lake. On the edge of an inlet from the sea are the words, ‘Harbour Village Beach Hotel and Marina, Bonaire. Be here in 56 hours. There you will meet a man called Lucas’.

Also, another note saying, ‘If you still haven’t got the drift of what is happening, you killed my uncle, Henry in London and disrupted our local business. If you do not come to your final meeting point, your daughters will not only be killed, but they will suffer in the process. No doubt you still don’t believe what is happening, so you can speak to them at 19:00 UK time tonight for one minute. Call late, and the number will be disconnected’.

“What the fuck! Better head for the airport,” says Simon, taking the letter from me.

Lucy grabs my hand. “We will bring them back. But for the sake of those here who still don’t know or cannot remember who Henry is or what business he is in, can you tell us?”

“Sure I’ve explained this before, but a few years back, Henry paid Simon, George, and I to go to an island called St Halb, which is close to where Derek lives. Our mission was to remove a drug cartel that had taken up residence on his property. To start with, the mission went without too many issues. In the end, we killed everyone on the property, stole his expensive wine, and left. This is where we found out we had been double-crossed.”

“What happened?”

“We found out that Henry was the boss of the entire organisation, and he had sent us to the island to get rid of one of his henchmen, who was out of control and trying to take over the business for himself. Back in England, we travelled to London to see Henry, confront him and collect the rest of the money he owed us for the job. This is where things went bad. Instead of giving us the money, he tried to do a runner, resulting in him being shot in an alleyway behind his business.”

“Sure did; the bastard got what was coming to him,” adds George.

Still holding the map, “Because of this, he has taken the girls in an attempt to make us pay.”

“Thanks for reminding us. But what is the connection between this envelope and Henry?” asks Lucy.

“It keeps appearing through every mission we carry out that has any connection with drug cartels—thinking back once, a letter in one envelope did mention something about Henry and one of his relatives taking over the cartel after the killing of Henry. The envelope must be the link between cartels. Like a company trademark. It makes you think there could be an overall boss that links them all. ”

“Makes me want to put a bullet in the people who took Abbie and Bethanie,” says Lucy, taking the letter from Simon.

Before heading for the airport, we drop Hadley off at his house. “Hadley, we will retrieve your sisters. Here is what I want you to do. Call this number; it is Gary, who you met at the pub yesterday. Whoever did this will still have contacts in Southampton. Find them and extract as much information as you can. You may have to beat some people up to obtain the info. You still want in?”

“Yes, you can count on me, Dad. When we have something, I will contact you.” 

On the way to the airport, George calls a friend named Billy, who owns his own travel business and manages to purchase tickets and get us on the next flight to Bonaire.

The car is parked in the long-stay parking area before catching the bus to terminal five. As we step into the terminal, we are welcomed by a cacophony of chattering travellers, announcements over the intercom, and the click-clack of rolling suitcases echoing through the expansive terminal.

The scent of cuisine wafts through the air, mingling with the distinct aroma of freshly brewed coffee. The flashing screen provides constant visual stimulation, displaying flight information and destinations to and from every corner of the world. Vivid advertisements projected in vibrant colours bring the terminal to life. Each entices passengers with a promise of luxury, experiences and adventure.

As we navigate the labyrinth of the many airport procedures, my mind is a wave of emotions that I try to keep in check. I owe it to my girls to stay strong and focused if I am to bring them out alive. So, I push them aside.

At last, we reach the business lounge, our oasis away from all the chaos outside. It is a sanctuary of calm where we can eat, drink, and take a breath until the kidnappers make contact at 19:00. After taking drinks from the help-yourself fridges, we find a quiet corner close to the window overlooking the runway. We've been here that many times over the years, the place has a strange, welcoming atmosphere to it.

I glance at the clock at the bottom of the flight information screen. It reads 18:30. I stare at it for a few seconds, trying to urge time to move along with my mind. Each second ticks by with unbearable slowness. I peer down at my phone on the small coffee table in front of me.

Willing the arseholes who are holding Abbie and Bethanie to call, so I can listen to their voices and prove they are still alive and safe in the situation they find themselves in. I’m comforted in the knowledge my girls can give as much as they take.

I recheck the information board. It is 18:58, two minutes to go. I pick up my phone and hold it in both hands. 

Turn to Derek, "Is the laptop switched on and recording?"

"Yes, mate. When they ring to answer the phone, the computer will start recording," says Derek, tapping the laptop lid.

Dead at 19:00, the mobile springs into life, vibrating in my hands. I take a deep breath. This is what I've been waiting for. 

My mouth says, “Hello, please now let me speak to my girls,” which is the tactical approach, but my mind is saying, ‘I want to speak to them, and if they have been injured in any way, you're a dead man walking’.

The voice on the other end echoes through the receiver, cold and calculated. "You have one minute."

With that, I can detect the sound of the phone hitting a metal object. "Hi, Daddy. We are OK. We do not know where we are, but it's hot here, and the sound of parrots and monkeys is a welcome relief."

‘That’s my girl’. Beth is sending me clues to their location—at least some of the training I gave them growing up sunk in.

A voice in the background shouts out, "Get a move on, bitch, you have 30 seconds."

Then I detect a familiar voice in the background, "Fuck off, idiot. We are talking to our dad, and when he finds you and your family, you will die." It's Abbie.

"OK, Beth, let me talk to Abbie," I say with pride. The girls are giving their captures as much shit as they are receiving.

"Hi, Dad, I'm fine, unlike the idiot over there if I get my hands on him."

"Leave him for me, Abbie. We are on our way and will see you both soon. I love you both."

Before I can say more, the phone clicks off. "Did you record all of that, Derek?"

"Yep, they are your daughters for sure. Can tell by the attitude."

At least they are alive and safe. Now, all we need to do is go and fetch them. The next hour goes a little faster than before I talked to the girls, and it isn't long before the flight information board tells us to go to our boarding gate.
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