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Paul Valéry, poet and philosopher
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PROLOGUE

Co. Galway, Ireland 2005

While they’d been inside the pub a veil of clouds had drawn over to blot out the stars, and now a heavy downpour was lashing the pavements of the small fishing village. Aurora looked up at the sky, pulled a face and said, ‘Ugh.’

‘Doesn’t look like it’s about to let up any time soon,’ Ben said, hunting for his car keys. ‘We’ll have to make a run for it.’ The Interceptor was parked fifty yards down the rain-slicked street. He was glad he hadn’t left the top down.

Aurora pointed at the keys in his hand. ‘So are you going to let me drive back?’ she asked, smiling at him. He couldn’t tell if she was being serious, or just teasing. Her eyes flashed in the lights of the pub doorway. Inside, the band had started up another number, a rousing rendition of the old tune Whiskey in the Jar.

‘Oh, I don’t know about that,’ he replied. Ben was liking Aurora much more than he’d been initially willing to admit to himself.

She giggled and nudged him with her elbow. ‘You promised you’d let me have a go of your speed machine. And you’ve had too many pints of Guinness anyway.’

Maybe she had a point there. Even though he felt perfectly sober and it was extremely unlikely they’d encounter any Garda patrol cars in the few miles of quiet country lanes between here and Ben’s remote house up the coast, it probably wasn’t worth taking the risk of a drink-driving charge. Relenting, he handed her the keys and said with a show of reluctance, ‘Fine, all right, then. You win.’

Aurora’s smile widened to a beaming grin. ‘Excellent. Come on. I’ll race you to the car.’

The rain was coming down even harder. Just then, Ben realised that he’d left his jacket inside the pub, slung over the seat of the cosy little corner where they’d spent the evening. ‘Shit. Hold on. Tell you what, you get the engine warmed up and I’ll be there in a minute.’

Aurora nodded eagerly, pulled her own jacket up over her head and made a run for the car, moving with that long-limbed dancer’s stride he was getting to know well, though they’d met only so recently. Ben hurried back inside the pub and pushed his way through the throng to their alcove. Up on the stage the band were belting out, ‘I first produced me pistol and I then produced me rapier / saying “Stand and Deliver” for he were a bold deceiver …’

Ben got back to their seats to find that another couple had occupied them – but his old brown leather jacket was still where he’d left it, unmolested. He grabbed it and pushed his way back towards the entrance. As he emerged from the doorway he could see Aurora down the street, unlocking the car door. The rain was lashing more heavily than ever, hitting the pavements with such force that the drops bounced on impact. So much for a beautiful May night. He shrugged on his jacket and went to go running down the street after her.

That was when Ben saw him again. The tall thin man with the thick glasses and the widow’s peak. The same man he’d seen outside the Dublin hotel the day he’d gone to meet Mortimer. Watching him, or so it had seemed at the time.

Ben hadn’t been sure of his instincts then, but he was sure now that seeing the same man again here tonight, right across the other side of Ireland in this tiny coastal village in County Galway, couldn’t be any sort of coincidence. The guy had crossed to the other side of the street, walking from the direction of the car, hands in pockets, head ducked under the rain showing his high forehead and receding hairline. He was moving quickly, as though he was more than just in a hurry to get out of the wet.

Ben stared at him. This time it was the tall man who sensed he was being watched. He paused in his stride and glanced across the street, making eye contact for a brief moment. Then he looked away again and walked on, faster.

Ben called out, ‘Hey, you. Stop.’

The tall man shot Ben another startled look. Then he took off like a hare.

Ben jumped down the steps of the pub entrance, hit the street running and went after him. The guy had about a thirty-yard start on him and he was light and fast on his feet. But Ben was faster, and he’d soon catch up. From behind him down the street, he heard the throaty eight-cylinder roar reverberate off the buildings as Aurora fired up the Jensen. She couldn’t have noticed Ben emerge from the pub and go chasing after this total stranger.

Ben was almost on the guy now. Sprinting hard, pounding through puddles, ready for trouble. He expected the guy to resist him, and to fight back hard. He just didn’t know why, or what the hell the tall man’s interest in him was. But he’d soon find out.

Except he wouldn’t.

Because at that moment, just as Ben’s hand was reaching for the man’s collar and he was about to grab a hold and pull him to the ground, the car blew up in a fiery eruption and a percussive blast that filled the street behind him.

Ben stopped running. He slithered to a halt on the wet pavement. Turned to gape at the explosion. The escaping figure of the man was completely forgotten.

He yelled ‘AURORA!’






Chapter 1

One week earlier

Ben Hope sat alone on the barnacled flat slab of rock that jutted out over the pebbly beach. He liked to spend a lot of time here when he wasn’t working, doing exactly what he was doing now, deep in thought as he smoked a Gauloise cigarette and gazed silently at the cold grey Atlantic waves rolling in.

He had just finished a twelve-mile run, which was two miles more than his usual daily routine, pounding up and down the long, deserted beach, over rocks and dunes and along the winding cliff paths high above the crashing surf. His legs were still on fire and his system was buzzing from the adrenaline and endorphins that flooded his body during hard exercise. Now at rest, he’d lit his sixth or seventh cigarette of the morning and uncapped the battered old flask he carried with him for a slug or two of whisky. Which soon turned into three or four, and on until the flask would be empty.

Staying in peak physical condition while recklessly abusing his body seemed like a strangely conflicted sort of lifestyle, he knew that. Winnie knew it, too, and worried for him. ‘You’ll wear yourself out, Ben,’ she always warned, with that long-suffering look of a helpless observer watching someone they cared about slowly burning themselves to the ground.

He didn’t give a shit about wearing himself out. Did. Not. Give. A. Shit. He said it to himself again, repeating it like a catechism.

Once more, everyone;

I

Do

Not

Give

A

Shit.

Winnie understood the darkness in him, knew what drove him. It was what had driven him for years, through the wild crazy days of his youth and then through all the years in the military and Special Forces, pushing him to the limit of his capabilities and sometimes threatening to tip over the edge.

She was the only person alive, apart from him, who had been there through all the worst times that had torn the family apart. Winnie was all too well aware that he’d never listen to her warnings. But she loved him like a mother, and so she still went on warning him anyway, and tolerated it with infinite calm and patience when he fought back against her.

Some days were darker than others, when his mood was low and memories haunted him. There was never any telling when they’d return.

Today was one of those darker days.

The flask was empty. Ben tossed the stub of his Gauloise into the surf, then reached for the crumpled blue pack and his Zippo lighter to fire up another. That was when his phone began to vibrate silently in his pocket. He fished it out. The call was from an unknown number.

‘Who is this?’

The man’s voice on the line sounded a little uncertain. Which could have been from the abrupt tone of Ben’s reply, but it wasn’t unusual for his clients to sound that way when they first made contact.

‘Uh, ah, I trust I have the right number. Am I speaking to Mr Hope, Mr Benedict Hope?’

Ben said, ‘And you are?’

‘I’m sorry. My name is Mortimer, Hugh Mortimer. I got your contact from Jessica Hunter, on Jersey. Carl’s mother. She’s a friend of my ex-wife’s. They play tennis together.’

Nearly all of Ben’s clients came to him this way, by word of mouth. He didn’t advertise his services, due to the delicate nature of what he did for a living. The Carl Hunter kidnapping episode was still fresh in his mind, even though it had taken place a year earlier and he’d been involved in several cases since, across Europe and beyond. When innocent and vulnerable young people went missing at the hands of ruthless, greedy criminals and the police were unable to get them back safely in one piece, that was when desperate families resorted to unconventional means of retrieving their loved ones. Ben was it.

In a warmer tone Ben said, ‘Okay, Mr Mortimer, and what is it I can do for you?’

‘Ah, uh, it’s a matter I’m reluctant to discuss over the phone. Would it be possible to meet in person?’

Clients often said that. Again, it was in the nature of Ben’s line of business that some things were too sensitive, too secret or too plain upsetting, to talk about by telephone.

‘That might be possible,’ Ben said.

‘Jessica didn’t tell me where you’re based. I understand that you prefer to keep your location a secret. I live in York, but I’m happy to travel anywhere to meet you. It’s very important.’

Mortimer was right about Ben’s protecting his location on the west coast of Ireland. He didn’t like clients coming to his private residence. When you helped people in a particular kind of need, and used the particular methodologies that Ben brought to the table, you needed to be very cautious about exposure.

‘I can meet you in Dublin,’ Ben said. ‘You might be able to get a direct flight there from York.’ Dublin was just a three-hour drive for Ben in his old but fast V8 Jensen Interceptor. He frequented the city now and then, and had a few favourite hangouts of the fairly rough and ready, spit-and-sawdust variety where the music was live and loud, the crowds were boisterous and raucous, the Guinness and the whiskey flowed freely and fistfights weren’t unknown to break out for no apparent reason.

Mortimer sounded pleased. ‘That’s excellent. I happen to know Dublin quite well. What about the Merrion, say 1 p.m. tomorrow?’

The Merrion was a five-star luxury hotel right in the heart of the city. A far cry from those hangouts of Ben’s. He said, ‘I’ll be there.’

‘Thank you so much. I can’t tell you what this means to me.’

When the call was over, Ben left his flat rock and headed up the steep shingle beach towards the lonely old house. His home stood alone not far from the shore, exposed to the battering of the coastal winds and frequent rain. The place was much too big for a single guy and the faithful old housekeeper who’d looked after the Hope family for many years and stayed loyal to him after everyone else was gone or dead.

Ben walked inside the large, empty kitchen and headed for the cupboard where he kept his stock of whisky bottles. Hearing the creak of the door behind him, he looked around and saw Winnie standing there.

In a life that had so often been precarious and unsettled, Winnie was that rarest rock of stability to Ben. She’d been there for as long as he could recall from his earliest childhood, and never seemed to change. In truth, he’d no idea how old she was – and he’d never have dared to ask. Likewise, there were things that Winnie would never ask him, such as the exact nature and purpose of those mysterious business trips he would often take, sometimes lasting weeks on end. As far as she was concerned his professional life was still vaguely connected to his time in the military, as a technical advisor or something in that line. She didn’t really care, as long as he was safe and had plenty to occupy him, warding off all those unhealthy temptations that tended to dominate his life when he wasn’t working.

‘I got a call just now,’ he said.

‘Another job?’ she asked with a smile. If he was away working, then he wasn’t here wasting himself away boozing.

He nodded. ‘Could be. I’ll be heading off tomorrow morning. I can’t say how long for.’

As he talked, he reached into the cupboard for his current bottle and a small funnel, and set about refilling his empty flask. Winnie’s smile fell away as she watched him, knowing as well as he did that it wouldn’t stay full for very long. He was ready to say to her, ‘Spare me the lecture, Win,’ but she didn’t make any comment.

‘I got a call today as well,’ she said instead. ‘From my youngest niece.’

Ben did vaguely recall something about a niece. Winnie had a younger sibling back in Hampshire, who unlike her sister had done the whole marriage-and-children thing and was a mother of four, now all grown up.

‘Aurora, wasn’t it?’ he said, digging deep in his memory for the name. ‘The actress?’

‘Dancer,’ Winnie corrected him, then added proudly, ‘She studied at Elmhurst Ballet School and the English National. I haven’t seen her in so long. Now she’s got a holiday and wants to come and see her old auntie. I said I’d have to ask you first. See, this is her.’

Winnie magically produced a photo print as though she’d been keeping it hidden this whole time, and showed it to him. Ben looked and saw what looked like a professional publicity shot of a very slim, very attractive chestnut-haired young woman in her early twenties, smiling a beguiling smile for the camera. It was hard to imagine the beautiful aspiring ballerina could be any kind of blood relation to her stout, slab-sided and decidedly unfeminine aunt.

‘Lovely, isn’t she?’ Winnie said. ‘And so sweet and warm and funny. It would only be for a few days. It’d be good for you to spend some time with someone more your own age. And she’s single, too.’

Someone his own age. There had to be a good ten or twelve years’ gap between Ben and Aurora, but in her self-assumed role as his surrogate mother Winnie often carried on as though he was still a teenager. He wondered fleetingly about her covert motivation for showing him the photo, suspecting that she might be getting up to her matchmaking ploys again. It wouldn’t be the first time that she’d made such a transparent attempt to hook him up with the opposite sex, in the belief that all his troubles would be automatically spirited away if only he had ‘someone to love’, in the proper and lasting romantic sense of the word. Winnie seemed to be under the impression that no woman on earth could possibly resist his charms. She also seemed persuaded that if only he could find the right girl he’d instantly settle down, put this strange solitary life behind him and become a completely new and other person. Domestic bliss, fireside and slippers and a pushchair in the hall. Yeah, he could really see that happening.

None of those thoughts were visible on Ben’s face as he handed back the photo and returned to filling up his flask. ‘She wants to come and stay a few days? You don’t even have to ask, Win. This is as much your house as mine. There’s six bedrooms in the place, might as well make use of them.’

‘But what about this new job of yours?’ Winnie said uncertainly. ‘It’ll be a shame if you’re not here.’

‘At least you’ll have some company for a change,’ he replied. ‘Go ahead and call her.’

It all seemed innocuous enough at that moment, and he was genuinely pleased for Winnie that she had this opportunity to catch up with her niece again.

If he’d known what was coming, he would never have let it happen.






Chapter 2

At quarter to one the next afternoon, Ben parked his Interceptor down the bustling street from the hotel, flicked away the stub of one cigarette and immediately lit another. He’d skipped breakfast and he was hungry. Early that morning he’d received another call from his prospective client Hugh Mortimer, to tell him that he’d booked himself into room 21 at the Merrion and was about to board his flight to Dublin, due to arrive in plenty of time for their 1 p.m. appointment.

As Ben was walking up towards the hotel entrance, wondering what Mortimer would have to tell him, he felt the sixth-sense tingle that told him he was being watched. He paused in his stride and looked about him, and his gaze landed on the solitary figure of a man on the opposite side of the street. The guy was standing with his back to a shop front window, talking on a mobile phone. Tall and thin in a dark coat, late thirties or early forties, with a long lean face and a high receding hairline with a widow’s peak. He wore a heavy pair of black-framed glasses with lenses so thick that even from this distance Ben could see his eyes magnified like a lemur’s.

Ben’s observational skills, already sharp when he’d joined up in the military, had been honed by his time in Special Forces to something preternatural. His acute sense for anything out of the ordinary was one of the things that had kept him alive through all those years with the SAS. Even he had to admit, however, that his instincts sometimes got the better of him, and could be deceptive, playing tricks. There was nothing wrong with being wary, but some men he’d known and served with had been made paranoid by their experiences.

As he watched, the tall thin man with the glasses ended his call, put his phone away and folded his lanky frame into a silver Ford Focus parked at the kerbside. The Ford’s indicator flashed and the car filtered out into the traffic and disappeared up the street.

Ben mentally scolded himself for imagining things, forgot about the guy and walked the rest of the way to the hotel. Stepping inside the plush lobby he was met by a female staff member with plastered-on makeup who frowned at his cigarette as if it were a lit stick of dynamite and said primly, ‘Sir, this is a no-smoking area.’

Here we go again, he thought. It had been a couple of years since Ireland had become the first country in the world uncivilised enough to ban smoking in all indoor spaces, and he still hadn’t quite got used to the idea. He crushed out the half-finished Gauloise and dropped it into the empty wineglass she disdainfully held out for him. He gave her his sweetest smile and thanked her. No return smile was forthcoming. Some people.

He was still a few minutes early for his rendezvous. He walked over to the reception desk, told them he’d arranged to meet for lunch with the guest in room 21. The receptionist tapped computer keys, confirmed that Professor Mortimer had checked in and said she’d buzz up to his room to tell him.

‘Please tell him I’ll be in the bar,’ Ben said, and headed across the lobby towards it. So his would-be client was Professor Mortimer. That was a first in his colourful but still relatively fledgling career as a freelance ‘K&R crisis consultant’, as he called himself. As he walked into the crowded bar and perched on a stool he was wondering what kind of professor the guy was. He was missing his cigarette. He comforted himself instead with a double shot of Tullamore eighteen-year-old Irish whiskey. Always more effective on an empty stomach. He’d have preferred scotch, but when in Dublin …

Ben hadn’t been waiting long when a man in his late fifties or thereabouts walked into the bar. He was around Ben’s height, just under six feet, and looked as if he might have been quite athletic in his younger days, before he got out of shape and the paunch appeared. He peered about as if looking for someone.

Ben’s clients came in all shapes and sizes. This one looked every bit the portrait of the slightly eccentric academic, with unkempt greying hair, a well-worn tweed jacket with elbow patches and very shiny shoes. Slightly tatty, but with a certain aura of wealth about him. Ben caught his eye and slipped down from the bar stool to greet him as he came over.

They made their introductions and shook hands. Mortimer thanked him warmly for coming, and said that he’d taken the liberty of booking them a table for lunch. His manner was very polite and formal. They took a seat at the rear of the bar lounge, Ben sitting with his back to the corner where he could watch both the door and window. It was an old habit of his.

Mortimer thanked him again for agreeing to meet him, and repeated how important and urgent his situation was. Before they could get into the details a waiter appeared with lunch menus and asked if they’d like something to drink. Ben said he’d have another Tullamore. Mortimer only wanted a glass of orange juice. The drinks quickly arrived. Ben noticed Mortimer eyeing the whiskey. Out of temptation or disapproval, who could say? They placed their order for lunch, a salad for Mortimer and a steak for Ben. The waiter left.

‘Now, how can I help you?’ Ben asked.

The lounge bar was filled with enough people and chatter to make their conversation private. Mortimer folded his hands on the table and got straight down to business. ‘You find missing children.’

In fact, most people had no idea how many children and young people fell prey each year to the vicious and highly organised global trade that was the kidnap industry. More often than not, the victims had been targeted for their families’ ability, or perceived ability, to pay heavy ransoms for their kids’ return. That was the ‘R’ in ‘K&R’, and the sums that kidnappers routinely extorted out of their victims often ruined them completely, forcing them to sell their homes, cash in their life savings, anything to bring their loved ones home safely. But then even when the ransoms were paid in full, the stolen children were all too often never seen alive again.

Ben’s freelance job since quitting the military had been to make sure that terrible fate never happened to them. His methodology for doing so drew heavily on his training and long experience with the most elite Special Forces regiment in the world. It was a simple system that he operated, and highly efficient. Kids came home. Their abductors mostly stayed where Ben found them, and ceased to be a problem for anyone.

Ben had dealt with a lot of desperate parents in this line of work and it didn’t escape his notice that this Professor Mortimer didn’t have the look of a man stricken with grief and worry over the disappearance of a loved one. Maybe he was just amazingly in control of his emotions.

‘It’s what I try to do,’ he replied. ‘Successfully, in little Carl Hunter’s case.’

Mortimer pursed his lips thoughtfully. ‘His mother can’t say enough good things about you. And so, Mr Hope, I would like to employ your considerable skills to help me with my situation.’

‘And your situation is what exactly?’

‘It’s rather a long story, but let me begin at the beginning. You see, I have been trying to trace the whereabouts, or perhaps I should say the fate, of two young children who disappeared. Two brothers to be precise, named Richard and Edward.’

Ben had one ear constantly to the ground in these matters, and if two British kids named Richard and Edward had been kidnapped any time recently, he’d have been reasonably sure to have heard about it.

‘Okay, fill me in,’ he said, making a mental note of that ominous-sounding word ‘fate’. ‘Are Richard and Edward your sons? Or related to you in some other way?’ Sometimes the parents were so sick with anxiety that they’d get another family member to make the approach.

Mortimer pursed his lips again. ‘Not exactly, no.’

Ben found the man’s reticence a little curious. Normally you had to work hard to stop them blurting all their tortured story out in an uncontrollable torrent of emotion. He said, ‘I understand that this is difficult. But for me to be able to help you, it’s important to have the fullest picture possible. Why don’t you start from the beginning. When were the boys taken, where and how? Are there any clues or indications as to who might have done this? Have the kidnappers made contact with the family? Is there a demand for ransom? What steps have the police already taken to locate them? Why come to me? As much detail as you can give me.’

Mortimer sighed. ‘I’m not explaining myself too well, I’m afraid. This is admittedly perhaps a rather different situation from the cases you’re normally called to deal with.’

‘Different how?’

‘Well to start with, you see, Richard and Edward weren’t actually abducted as such. That is to say, in one sense, they were, in that they were removed from their home, by certain third parties who were not their parents. But the main issue is the question of whether or not they were murdered. At any rate that’s the prevailing theory.’

‘That they were murdered?’

Mortimer nodded. ‘Yes, though I personally don’t believe that they were. And I’m not the only one who feels that way.’

‘So they weren’t murdered?’

‘It’s unlikely. There’s some very compelling evidence to the contrary.’

‘I don’t understand. Then are you saying you believe Richard and Edward are still alive?’

‘Oh, no. They’re dead, all right. That, I can guarantee.’

This conversation was getting more baffling by the second. The weirdest thing of all, it seemed to Ben, was that Mortimer didn’t appear personally affected by any of it. He was talking about the apparent deaths of these two children like an abstract idea, as though quite detached from it emotionally.

‘In any case,’ Ben explained, ‘whatever might or might not have happened to them, those kinds of investigations aren’t what I do. I thought that was already clear to you.’

‘Oh, perfectly clear,’ Mortimer said. ‘And yet under the circumstances it seemed to me that you were the perfect man for the job.’

‘I don’t see why. It’s the police’s job to investigate whether people have been murdered or not, and by whom. For what it’s worth, they’re generally pretty good at it.’

‘The police,’ Mortimer said, in a disparaging tone. ‘I’m not certain they’d be able to help me very much.’

‘So you haven’t reported this to the authorities at all?’

‘No. I’m afraid the details of the case would only baffle them. You see, the situation around which the whole thing revolves took place some time ago.’

Ben shook his head in confusion. ‘How long ago?’

‘Oh, quite a few years. To put an exact figure on it … let me think …’

Starting to get impatient, Ben said more abruptly, ‘Let’s cut to the chase, Professor Mortimer. What’s this about?’

Mortimer leaned across the table and fixed him with an intense look. ‘In a nutshell, it’s about two young boys, aged twelve and nine, who disappeared in the year 1483.’

Ben rocked back in his chair and blinked a couple of times, in case he’d lost track of reality somehow, or slipped into a dream state in which he’d just heard Mortimer say that. He reached out and took a couple of tugs from his drink. No, he wasn’t imagining it. He wasn’t dreaming, either.

Not long after he’d got started in the kidnap rescue business, full of enthusiasm and drive, he’d travelled all the way to London to meet a prospective client who told him, with perfect sincerity, that his six children had been stolen by little green men who had whisked them away to the planet Mars in their spaceship. That meeting hadn’t lasted very long.

And now it seemed to him that he’d been hooked in by another crazy person. He stared at Mortimer a while longer, then said, ‘I’m sorry. You’ve just told me that these boys disappeared in 1483.’

‘That’s correct. At any rate, that’s our best guess as far as the historical record shows.’

‘1483 is more than five hundred years ago.’

Mortimer nodded. ‘Five hundred and twenty-two years, to be exact. Which is the reason why, as I mentioned just now, the police wouldn’t be able to offer a great deal of help in solving the case.’

Their food must be nearly ready by now and they were probably due to be called to their table any moment. Having gone without breakfast Ben had been looking forward to a steak lunch. But suddenly he wasn’t feeling hungry any longer. He stood up.

‘I don’t think I can help you either. I’m afraid you’ll have to hire someone else.’

‘But why?’ Mortimer burst out, as though genuinely surprised by Ben’s reaction.

‘Because I don’t go hunting for ghosts,’ Ben said. ‘And because, frankly, I have better things to do than sit here listening to the ravings of a lunatic. Might I suggest,’ he added, ‘that the money you would have paid me for this job could be spent more usefully on the services of a good psychotherapist?’

‘There’s no need to get offensive,’ Mortimer protested. ‘Listen, I understand if my proposition sounds a little odd. But I haven’t finished yet, so please, hear me out. It will all make perfect sense to you, if you’d just let me explain what I need from you. You see, I think I’m in some kind of—’

Ben cut him short. ‘I think I’ve already heard enough.’

‘Dear, oh dear. I seem to have messed this whole thing up completely, don’t I? At least take my card,’ Mortimer said, plucking it from his tweed jacket pocket. ‘Then if you should change your mind …’

‘I won’t,’ Ben said. But he accepted the card, just to shut the guy up and avoid making a public scene. He stuffed the card in his jeans pocket without looking at it.

‘Goodbye, Professor. Have a safe flight home, and good luck. I hope you find what you’re looking for.’






Chapter 3

The next day

Hugh Mortimer had returned home from Dublin with a mixture of emotions. During the flight back to England he’d been hopping mad with indignation at the way he’d been rejected and treated so rudely. How dare that man Hope accuse him of being mentally unbalanced! The arrogance of it! But by the time the plane had landed and the taxi was en route for his house near York, his mood had become more reflective, his anger had ebbed away and he’d begun to realise that perhaps this was all his own fault for not having explained himself properly. In fact he’d made a total hash of it from the start. In his eagerness he’d approached the whole thing badly, presented his case in a confused jumble that had given a totally wrong impression. Belinda had always complained that was exactly how he’d get when he was all worked up and intense about something. Which, apparently, was a lesson he had still failed to learn all these years later.

He’d barely managed to sleep a wink all night for turning it over and over in his mind. By morning his feelings of self-blame had only strengthened, and he could no longer fault the fellow for having reacted the way he had. And as he sat here now, gently rocking in his little boat, on this perfect, warm May afternoon with the sunlit lake waters glittering like diamonds all around him, he had to admit that he must have come across as rather eccentric, to say the least. Put it down to exuberance, perhaps, or to his inability to see things from the other person’s point of view; but he could see clearly now what he should have said.

There were other things besides that Mortimer could beat himself up about. If it hadn’t been for that damned drunken phone call he’d made to his old enemy, none of this would have happened. What had he been thinking, to swallow half a bottle of sherry and go and throw the cat among the pigeons like that?

Stupid, stupid, stupid.

The private six-acre carp fishing lake belonged to Hugh Mortimer’s modest (in his opinion) but comfortable little country parkland estate half an hour’s drive from the city. He’d lived here for many years, the last ten of those alone since Belinda had packed up and left him, but he still loved to take his little outboard boat across the water where he could contemplate and meditate. The lake was his haven, his main distraction from all the piled-up books and papers in his study where he spent so much of his time, and from the worries and concerns that had been preoccupying him more and more lately. Sometimes he brought his fishing rod with him – on a few occasions over the years he’d even managed to catch something – but mostly he’d just potter about on the lake for a few hours, enjoying the peace and listening to the birds. You could just about make out the half-timbered rear façade of the late-medieval house from here, peeking through the trees in the distance. It was a wonderful place to live.

Today, though, his private haven wasn’t offering much in the way of respite from his anxiety. He’d been so sure, until yesterday, that he’d found someone who could help him with his situation. The disappointment was hard to bear, and even harder knowing that he only had himself to blame.

Quite apart from his usual personal failings, he knew that his worst mistake in this instance had been to not tell Ben Hope straight away about the threatening letters. Better still, he could have brought them along to show him, by way of proof that he wasn’t making it up. He had a pretty good idea who’d sent them, too.

All would have been made clear, if only he’d been given the chance to explain himself properly. Then he was sure that Hope would have understood and agreed to help him. A man like that, with his experience and background, a world away from Mortimer’s own sheltered existence, wouldn’t be afraid of the risk.

Mortimer sat there gazing across the rippling lake and wondered what he should do next. Ought he to try again with Ben Hope, call him on the phone, apologise for the botched interview and explain the whole story? Or should he simply do what he should perhaps have done to begin with, and go to the police with the letters? That was what he’d been on the verge of doing in his desperation, when during a rare phone call to his ex-wife Belinda she’d completely by chance happened to mention her tennis friend. Jessica Hunter’s amazing story about the man who’d rescued her son Carl had been like a ray of light. Believing that he’d found the solution to his problem he’d obtained Ben Hope’s number from Jessica and contacted him the very same day.

Only to go and blow it all with his foolishness.

He was still wavering over his decision when he noticed a big ripple and some rising bubbles disturb the surface of the water, just a foot or two from the side of the boat. His first thought was that it must be a large fish. Some of the carp in the lake were real monsters, and there were pikes lurking there too. But it was highly unusual for them to come so close to the boat.

Then Mortimer saw a second ripple and more bubbles appear on the other side. He stared, realising it couldn’t be any fish. What the hell was it?

Before he knew what was happening, the surface of the water each side of the boat suddenly exploded in a burst of white foam as two glistening black shapes erupted from below. Mortimer let out a sharp cry of terror. Their faces obscured by their scuba masks, the frogmen grabbed hold of the boat’s gunwales and began violently rocking the hull from side to side. ‘What are you doing?’ he screamed at them. ‘Stop it, you’ll—’

Capsize the boat, he’d been about to say. But those last words never had time to come out, as Mortimer lost his balance and plunged scrabbling and wriggling over the side. He fell in with a splash and the shock of the cold water engulfed him, bubbles bursting from his mouth and the roar filling his ears. He’d been a strong swimmer in his youth, and had rowed for his university boat club. That had been a long time ago. As unfit and out of shape as he’d become in his middle age, the instincts hadn’t completely deserted him. Mortimer kicked and struggled his way back to the surface and his head thrust free with a gasp.

But not for long. Because now the two frogmen had let go of the boat and were grabbing at his arms, plunging back underwater and dragging him down with them. He barely had time to snatch a breath before the water closed over his head and he was sinking into the murky depths with the divers’ hands clasping him like iron.

That was when the second shock hit him with a chill much colder and more paralysing than the water. It was the realisation of what was happening to him. Of what these two men were doing to him.

They were going to drown him. Intentionally. Callously. Pitilessly. Hold him under until his lungs burst.

He was going to die. Here, today, now.

Hugh Mortimer fought them. He fought them with every shred of strength and energy in his body. Once upon a time, when he’d been an athletic young rower, he might have stood a decent chance of fending off a single attacker. But not two of them, and with the advantage of being able to breathe underwater. They held him in their pincer-like grips and dragged him down deeper. The water was filling his lungs now, and the streams of bubbles from his open mouth were becoming less. His muffled, gurgling screams of rage and fear were an incomprehensible roaring in his ears. His heart was exploding. His vision growing darker and dimmer. Still he kicked and struggled, but he was weakening fast and had only a few moments left.

The frogmen kept hold of their victim. Deeper, deeper, to where the sunlight could barely penetrate the murky water. The underside of the boat’s hull was just a dim shape above them. Now the bubbles had stopped, and Hugh Mortimer was no longer thrashing against their grip. Moments later, when all the air had left his body, what remained of his life energy was gone too.

The divers had one more task to carry out before they could let the dead man sink to the bottom of the lake. The item they’d been ordered to obtain from him was attached to a slender chain he wore around his neck. One man held him while the other tore open his shirt collar, snapped the chain and carefully retained the small round metal item, which he slipped into a zippered pocket on the arm of his wetsuit. Then they let go of him and his body drifted limply downwards, arms and legs spreadeagled. The drowned man seemed to stare at his killers with a glassy expression of surprise and amazement that said, ‘Why me? What did I do to deserve this?’

Fact was, his murderers neither knew nor cared. They were simply two operatives following orders and getting nicely paid, and Professor Hugh Mortimer meant no more to them in death than he had in life. They kicked their flippers and swam back up towards the surface, leaving their victim to sink to the bottom. In a couple of days the putrefying gases inside his body would inflate him like a balloon and he’d bob up to the surface, if the police underwater search unit hadn’t already dredged him up by then. As far as anyone was concerned, it would appear as though he’d just fallen out of the boat and been unable to save himself. No reason for anyone to regard his untimely passing as anything other than a tragic accident. Not that too many people in the world would have cause to miss this obscure retired academic whose historical research work would now never come to anything, nor cause any further trouble for anyone.

The frogmen swam to the far side of the lake, where their associates were waiting. The entire incident had been captured on a tripod-mounted video camera fitted with a powerful telephoto lens, to show the boss. He would be satisfied that the job had been carried out as quickly and discreetly as planned. The item they’d taken from the dead man would soon be in his possession.

The men quickly stripped off their scuba gear and bundled it into a holdall, pulling on jeans and sweatshirts in its place. The plain black van was parked a short distance away on a track through the trees. They and their associates climbed aboard. Someone lit a cigarette. Someone else made a joke. The driver started up the engine and the van rolled away up the track towards the road.

Bye bye, Professor Mortimer.






Chapter 4

Two days after Ben’s unexpectedly early return from Dublin, an excited Winnie came hunting for him on the beach as he was finishing his run and about to light his post-exercise Gauloise. Her excitement was over the news that her niece Aurora had delivered on her promise of a visit, and was catching a flight over to the Republic this morning. For reasons that Ben didn’t catch from Winnie’s flow of details, she could only fly to Dublin and would be travelling to Galway by train; and since Winnie’s little car was in the garage having its alternator replaced, would Ben be a sweetie pie and drive over there himself to pick her up from the station?

With no work assignments on his immediate horizon, he couldn’t pretend that he had anything better to do, except sit on his rock drinking and smoking and gazing at the ocean. ‘I’d be delighted,’ he said. ‘Are you coming too?’ She replied that she needed to stay here, as she was planning on cooking up a feast for Aurora’s arrival and wouldn’t be able to tear herself away from the kitchen for a single moment all day. He knew the real reason was that she wouldn’t set foot in his car, because the speed of his driving petrified her.

And so, late that morning he jumped into the Interceptor and roared off on his errand. The large, rambling home he shared with Winnie was situated in a remote and sparsely populated part of the Connemara coastline overlooking the western end of Galway Bay, near a place called Trá Mhór. It was about an hour’s journey along the rugged R374 with its narrow stone bridges connecting the many little islands of the fragmented coastline, the Leitir Móir causeway and the spectacular views over the North Atlantic shoreline, then joining up with the R336 coast road that led all the way into Galway City. His route took him through some of Ireland’s loveliest landscapes, passing by picturesque fishing villages and ports, ancient churches and great swathes of unspoilt countryside, all of it under a clear blue sky and the sunshine glimmering on the ocean.

He reached Galway station with time to spare for a cup of thin, vile-tasting railway coffee and was standing on the platform as the train rumbled in. He watched as the passengers disembarked, knowing who to look for from the photo he’d seen, but unprepared for the singular beauty of the young woman who was one of the last to step from the train. She was slim and finely-built, not tall, but she moved with all the grace and poise of a ballerina, drawing a good many admiring glances from men and women alike as she crossed the platform, carrying an elegant tweedy travel bag on a shoulder strap. He signalled to her, and she broke into a dazzling smile and quickened her step towards him.

‘You must be Ben,’ she said, putting out her hand.

‘Your aunt sends her apologies, but she’s slaving over a hot stove and couldn’t get away.’

Aurora laughed. She had a nice laugh, rich and musical and infectious. He found himself grinning. Like a gentleman, he offered to carry her bag, and led her to the station car park.

Born in Hampshire and living in London these days, it was Aurora’s first ever trip across the water to Ireland. ‘I’d heard that it was nice, but this is something else,’ she marvelled at the scenery as they headed back along the coast road, drystone walls flashing by. ‘What I wouldn’t give to be able to get away from London and live in a place like this. Now I know why they call it the Emerald Isle.’

‘Suits me,’ he replied. ‘I wouldn’t much fancy living in the big city either.’

‘You’re the lucky one. So it’s just you and Auntie Winnie?’

‘Just us. She’s like family to me. We’ve known each other a long, long time and we rattle along pretty well. When I’m not doing my best to drive her nuts, that is.’ As he spoke, he took a humpback bridge at just a shade under ninety miles an hour, then threw the Interceptor into a series of switchback bends like a racing driver.

‘You certainly know these roads,’ she observed with a smile.

‘Sorry. Am I going too fast?’

‘No, I love it,’ she replied. ‘This is a pretty amazing car. It’s a real classic, isn’t it?’

‘I suppose it is,’ he said. ‘Made in 1975. It belonged to my father.’

‘Wow. I wish my dad had a car like this he’d agree to let me have.’

‘He didn’t give it to me voluntarily,’ Ben said. ‘He’s dead. Both my parents died quite young.’

She bit her lip, looking embarrassed. ‘Of course. Auntie Winnie did tell me something about that, years ago. I’m sorry.’

‘He loved the car too. Whenever he wasn’t in court, he was either cleaning it or fiddling around with it or driving around the Cambridgeshire countryside. That’s where I grew up.’

‘In court? Was he in trouble a lot?’

‘He was a judge,’ Ben replied. ‘Quite a senior one. Though I admit I didn’t really pay attention to much of what he did, back then.’

‘Winnie said you used to be in the army.’

‘For a few years.’

‘So you didn’t follow in the family footsteps?’

Ben smiled. ‘Not exactly, no.’

‘I’m sure they’d have been proud, though.’

‘I doubt that. But let’s not talk about my family, okay?’

She nodded, sensing that it was a difficult subject for him even if she didn’t understand why. ‘What shall we talk about?’

‘Tell me about you,’ he said. ‘Winnie says you’re set to take the ballet world by storm and become an international superstar.’

Aurora threw back her head and let out another of those chiming laughs that it was impossible to hear without smiling. ‘Oh, dear old Auntie Win. She does tend to exaggerate. I’m not exactly Margot Fonteyn.’

Ben drove and listened as she talked about her dancing career, her goals, her dreams, her disappointments. Ever since she’d been a little girl it had been her determined ambition to be a professional dancer and yes, she had managed to reach a certain level in that extremely tough and competitive world. The high point so far had been when she’d auditioned for the part of Juliet in a production at the Royal Ballet in Covent Garden.

‘I’m impressed,’ Ben said. Even though he knew nothing about ballet, that sounded like the dancer’s equivalent of getting badged into 22 SAS. He knew from personal experience the kind of hell that young would-be recruits put themselves through to attain that life-changing goal.

‘Didn’t get it, though. Even though I tried. God knows I tried.’

‘You’ll get there,’ he said. ‘I’m sure of it.’

‘Thanks for the words of encouragement. I’ll keep plugging away, that’s for sure. But there’s so much competition out there, I only hope the big break comes my way before I get too old.’

‘Old? You?’

‘You’d be amazed. It’s like trying to succeed as a tennis player, or a model. Most dancers’ careers are all washed up by their mid to late thirties, so there’s a limited time window if you want to make it.’ Still, she explained, she worked hard every day, grasped every opportunity with both hands and trained twice a month at a studio run by a famous former ballerina who charged a fortune for her coaching services.

‘You’ll get there,’ he repeated. ‘I know you will.’

‘Oh, you know,’ she said philosophically. ‘I’ve no illusions. Even if I never really hit the big time, I’d settle for opening my own ballet academy one day. To be able to pass on what I’ve learned to new generations of up-and-coming talent. That’d be a dream, too. Literally a dream,’ she added with a laugh. ‘It’d cost a fortune to set something like that up. Way out of my league.’

‘Never say never,’ Ben said.

The drive home seemed to take half the time, and he was almost sorry when they reached the house. But it was a joy to see Winnie so happy and animated. The rest of the day passed very pleasantly. Aurora raved about the house, the beach, the ocean views. The feast was no disappointment, either, as Winnie had excelled herself in the kitchen. Ben was a gracious host and took care of household duties so that the two of them could spend time catching up.

At breakfast the next morning, Winnie suggested that her niece might like to see something of the local area. Maybe Ben would show her around? Which again, being at a loose end these days and surprised at how much he looked forward to enjoying more of Aurora’s company, he was happy to do. He’d long ago explored all the hidden little coves and bays, and knew the best walking trails and all the long, rocky beaches where you could wander for hours without meeting another soul.

They set off early, planning to make a whole day of it. He enchanted her with a visit to a lonely spot, far off the beaten track, where herds of wild Connemara ponies were often to be seen roaming over the hills and moorland. The horses were usually shy of humans and would bolt if approached, but to his amazement three of them came right up to Aurora and let her pet them, quite docile and completely trusting. ‘They’re wonderful,’ she laughed, as bright-eyed with joy as a child. Further along the rugged coastline they went hiking along cliff trails where the seabirds wheeled and screeched and you could lean right into the wind and gaze across the heaving grey-blue North Atlantic with only a few small scattered islands between you and America.

‘What’s that one there?’ she asked, pointing far out to sea.

‘That’s St Macdara’s Island,’ he explained. ‘Nothing much there, except for the remains of a sixth-century monastery. Every summer people make a pilgrimage to the ruins, hold a mass and pray for the protection of fishing vessels from the sea. We could take a boat trip out there tomorrow, if you want.’

‘I’d love that,’ she said.

They had lunch at a harbour café in a coastal village. In the afternoon he took her to look at the rugged, mist-shrouded peak of Kill Mountain and they walked the Leitir Móir causeway that they’d driven over the previous day. The hours flew by faster than Ben could have imagined, and before he knew it the sun was beginning to dip over the ocean, painting the water with shimmering hues of red and gold. ‘Winnie will be worried about us,’ he said. ‘And there’ll be hell to pay if we’re late for dinner.’

She squeezed his hand. ‘I’m sorry to go back. I could stay here for ever.’






Chapter 5

‘I could get used to this,’ Aurora said later that night, lounging comfortably in the passenger seat as the Interceptor rocketed along the empty dark roads.

Winnie had cooked up another feast for their dinner that evening. Her culinary skills were geared more towards hearty traditional fare like roast beef and Yorkshire puddings than anything in the line of gourmet delicacies. It could be heavy going at times, but Ben was amazed at how Aurora could put it away and remain so slender. Perhaps her dancer’s fitness routine, burning up five thousand calories a day, had something to do with it.

During dinner the conversation had drifted around to the topic of music. Ben’s first passion in that department was for jazz, of the spiky, discordant and hard-to-listen-to modern variety. That wasn’t so much to Aurora’s taste. Nor to Winnie’s, who when alone would often sing along to her favourite Max Bygraves records – which made it all the more surprising to Ben when she declared to her niece that ‘You can’t come to Ireland without hearing some proper Irish music.’ To his certain knowledge, Winnie was no fan of that either. ‘Ben,’ she’d said, ‘what about that pub in Roundstone? They have a lot of live gigs there, don’t they?’

Roundstone was another village just down the coast. The pub Winnie had in mind was called O’Flanagan’s, and it was famous for its often impromptu jam sessions with local musicians, some of which could get quite rowdy.

‘Tonight?’ he’d replied. ‘I’m sure Aurora must be tired after all the walking we did today.’

‘Not a bit,’ Aurora had said, smiling across the dinner table. ‘That sounds great.’

‘Winnie?’ Ben asked, out of mischief.

‘Oh, Ben, I’d love to. But I think I’ll get an early night. You two go and enjoy yourselves.’

Ben strongly suspected that he was being set up to spend more time alone with Aurora. She was crafty, that Winnie. Not that he was complaining. And so here they were, speeding through the darkness towards the village of Roundstone.

‘You mean you could get used to Ireland?’ he replied to Aurora’s question.

‘Everything,’ she said dreamily. ‘The kind of life you have here. The beauty of this place, the sea, a big fabulous house …’

‘I’d hardly call that empty old pile fabulous.’

‘Driving around these roads in this car …’

Ben replied with a shrug, ‘It’s just a mode of transportation.’

‘I’d love to have a go.’

He looked at her. ‘You can drive, can you?’

‘Of course I can drive. I have a little Mazda in London.’

‘This thing has a bit more oomph than you might be used to.’

‘I can handle that,’ she laughed. ‘So will you let me drive it?’

‘We’ll see,’ he said.

‘That’s no kind of answer. Will you?’

‘Okay, I promise I’ll let you drive it. How’s that for an answer?’

‘Perfectly acceptable,’ she said, stretching out in the seat. ‘And I’ll take you up on it, Mr Ben Hope.’

That night’s musical entertainment at O’Flanagan’s was the usual combination of fiddles and guitars and banjos, together with a flute and a bodhrán. It was the kind of pub where it would be a sacrilege to drink anything other than Guinness, poured naturally with a perfect shamrock on top. The only problem with Guinness, Ben found, was that it went down too easily. He was getting started on his third pint by the time Aurora announced that she’d like to dance, and reached for his hand to drag him out onto the floor. He declined, rather than make a fool of himself, and so without missing a beat she skipped out alone from their little corner alcove to join the small crowd already dancing.

He turned to watch as she launched into an amazingly complex Irish step that was a long way from ballet but no less skilful, with her back as straight as a rifle barrel and her feet moving so fast and nimbly that they were a blur. Soon others were following her example, though nothing like as well. She was laughing and smiling, totally in her element. Ben couldn’t stop watching her. Her whole body was one with the music, as fluid as water, seeming to pulse with the rhythms.

After twenty minutes without a break Aurora came back
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