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PROLOGUE

Normandy,
Christmas Eve

After weeks of unusually low temperatures, even for the colder regions of the north of France, the anticipated snowfall that had got everyone laying bets on whether or not there would be a white Christmas had finally hit with a vengeance earlier that day. Hour after hour it had been coming down thick and steady, blanketing the rural landscape, in some places already drifting knee-deep and more. As evening came and a biting wind from the north-east chilled the temperature down still further, those sections of minor road that the local authorities had managed to keep clear became treacherously icy in places. 

All in all, it wasn’t the most ideal of nights for anyone to venture out in a car, let alone on a motor scooter. But it seemed that someone had been foolish enough to take that chance. 

The three men who heard the sound of the crash were called Serge Fournier, Richard Desmarais and Michel St Martin, members of the security team whose job it was to man the gates and, weather permitting, patrol the perimeter of the fenced compound. Their duties really existed only to satisfy the requirements of the training facility’s insurers and the local police, given the activities that went on within the compound and the nature of some of the equipment stored there. Tucked away as the place was in this quiet and uneventful corner of rural Normandy, the need for a security guard team was little more than nominal. 

The trio were all looking forward to spending a little time with their families over the festive season, but the nature of their employment was going to keep them duty-bound throughout most of it. They were used to such things, all three of them coming from a military background in which they’d spent more Christmases cooped up on army bases or hunkered down in hostile territory in a variety of war zones around the world than celebrating at home with their loved ones. By contrast, this was luxury. Despite the snow drifted up against its walls and layered thickly on the roof, the gatehouse’s interior was as warm and cosy as any prefabricated security building was ever going to be. The men had a gas bottle heater roaring merrily in one corner, a stove with a pot of coffee permanently bubbling away in another, a snug little berth in the back for one of them to nap on during the night shift rotations, and they were comfortably insulated from the freezing conditions outside. 

The crash happened at almost exactly 10.30 p.m., when all three men were awake and drinking coffee. Richard Desmarais was in the middle of sharing an amusing anecdote with his companions when the ominous and unmistakable crunch, followed by the clattering and grinding of something heavy and metallic sliding down the road, interrupted him mid-stream. It sounded as though it had happened not far from the gates.

‘Shit! Did you hear that?’ Serge said.

Richard put down his coffee mug and ran to the window, but there was nothing much to see out of it except the falling snow. ‘Sounds like someone’s in trouble.’

They were trained to respond fast to any emergency, and they wasted no time. Grabbing heavy coats, woollen hats and powerful torches from the hooks by the hut door, they raced outside. Jesus, it was turning into a bloody blizzard out here. They pulled up their collars and kept their heads down as the freezing wind drove the snowflakes into their eyes. The compound’s gateway adjoined a narrow, twisty country road that went on for kilometres with hardly another property in sight. Its surface was neglected, potholed and fairly challenging even at the best of times but tonight it had become treacherous in the extreme, with a sheet of black ice that had formed right across from one verge to the other. Michel slipped and almost fell, windmilling his arms to keep his balance. ‘Whoa. Watch your step, boys.’

‘There!’ Richard shouted, shielding his eyes from the snowflakes and shining his torch. The motor scooter had gone careening across the icy road and was jammed half in the far-side ditch at an angle with its rear wheel sticking up and still spinning. Serge’s and Michel’s bright torch beams sliced through the streaming flakes and quickly found the rider. He was sprawled flat on his belly in the middle of the road, his face turned away from them so all they could see was the back of his black helmet. His upper body appeared well padded by a heavy winter motorcycle jacket that was already becoming sprinkled with snow as he lay there, not moving. He couldn’t have been travelling very fast, but an unlucky tumble even at low speeds still could be dangerous, even fatal.

Fearing the worst, slipping and sliding on the ice, the three security men ran towards him. Richard crouched down next to the inert body. ‘Mate, are you okay? Can you hear me?’

To their relief, they saw that the rider was still alive. ‘We need to get him inside the hut,’ Michel said urgently. ‘He’s going to freeze to death out here!’

But Richard shook his head. ‘No, you can’t move him. Worst thing you can do. He could have a spinal injury and you end up paralysing the poor bastard.’

‘We can’t just leave him there!’

‘I’ll call an ambulance.’ Richard stood up and was unzipping his parka to get at his phone when the three men and the body on the ground were suddenly washed with the glow of approaching headlights. The security team turned to face the lights, blinking, shading their eyes from the glare. The minivan rolled to a gentle halt, controlled and skilled. This driver knew what he was doing on ice. The poor guy on the scooter hadn’t stood a chance of staying upright.

‘What happened?’ asked the driver, stepping out of the van and walking towards them. He was a tall man. He seemed quite sure-footed on the slippery surface.

Michel noticed that the driver spoke French with an accent. Italian, he thought, maybe. ‘There’s been an accident. Guy came off his scooter. He’s alive but we don’t know how badly he might be hurt.’

As the driver stood silhouetted against the headlights it was hard to make out his features, except that he had dark hair and a long, thin face. Condensation billowed like smoke from his lips. It must have been warm in the vehicle but he was wearing a heavy winter coat and gloves. He looked over at the fallen rider. ‘I hope he’s all right, but he must be crazy. Who rides a scooter in this weather?’ His passenger joined him and stood at the driver’s shoulder, but said nothing. He, too, was wearing a thick parka, with his hands in his hip pockets.

‘Do you folks carry a breakdown triangle or a road cone in your van?’ asked Serge, thinking about ways they could warn any more approaching vehicles of the accident scene up ahead. Though it was unlikely they’d see any, in such conditions, at this time of night and on this night in particular, when everybody would be at home enjoying Christmas Eve. Two passing vehicles in the space of as many minutes was already an unusually high volume of traffic for the lonely stretch of road that passed the compound. 

‘I’m not sure,’ said the driver. He turned to the passenger. ‘Jacques, do we have anything like that?’

‘I don’t think so, Jean,’ said the passenger. He spoke French with the same accent as the driver. ‘I’ll go and take a look in the back.’

While Serge was talking to them, Richard had got out his phone and was getting ready to dial 18 for Emergency Services. 

That was when the scooter rider scrambled to his feet, with astonishing speed and miraculous agility for someone who, the instant before, had been supposed critically injured. He reached into a pocket of his padded jacket and came out with a small CS gas spray gun that he aimed in Richard’s face and fired. Richard dropped his phone and let out a yell of shock and pain as the pressurised stream of liquid tear gas spattered all over his face and into his eyes. 

For half a second, Serge and Michel were too stunned to react. But the driver of the van and his passenger didn’t appear in any way fazed by what had just happened. That was because they were involved. Before Serge or Michel could do a thing to stop it, the pair from the van pulled identical CS sprays from their own pockets and let rip.

CS gas is technically a powder. Aerosolised on release it makes contact with the skin and instantly becomes a potent acidic liquid that causes extreme burning pain, temporary blindness, respiratory difficulty and disorientation. The coordinated attack on the three security men rendered them completely helpless to defend themselves as, next, the van passenger and the scooter rider produced blackjacks from their jackets and stepped in quickly to club each of them over the head. Michel, doing all he could to fight back but quite incapacitated by the gas, was the first to hit the snowy road unconscious. He was followed a second later by Serge, and then Richard. 

‘Good job,’ said the driver of the van, reverting now from French to their native language. The van’s sliding side door had opened and the remaining three members of the gang stepped down onto the icy road carrying holdalls and gathered close to the driver. His name wasn’t Jean, but César, César Casta. He was the leader of the gang and the planner of tonight’s attack.

‘We weren’t expecting more than three on the gate,’ Casta said. ‘If there are any others inside, we’ll deal with them.’ 

‘There’s the one in the farmhouse,’ said the front seat passenger, whose real name was Pasquale di Borgo. ‘The crippled guy.’

Casta smiled. ‘Oh, that one. He won’t be a problem. Ángel, not too banged up?’

Ángel Leoni was the member of the gang who’d been elected to ride the scooter the short distance from where the van had been waiting to the compound’s entrance, where the staged accident was to take place. He was an expert motorcyclist, but even he couldn’t have got much further than he had on the slippery road. The snow and ice were the one part of their plan that hadn’t been anticipated, though it had added an extra element of realism. ‘I’m fine,’ he replied, taking off his helmet. He was wearing an extra layer of protective clothing under the thick bike jacket, and had suffered no more than a couple of bruises.

‘All right,’ Casta said. ‘Masks on and let’s get to work.’

They put on the black three-hole balaclavas that would hide their faces from the cameras inside the compound. The motor scooter was kicked and shoved all the way into the roadside ditch, where it wouldn’t be seen. It was untraceable to them in any case, having been stolen days earlier. Then two men each grabbed a hold of Michel, Richard and Serge and dragged the unconscious bodies to the gatehouse, where they were laid side by side in a corner out of sight of the windows and securely bound up with thick plastic ties around their wrists and ankles, tight gags over their mouths for when they woke up. 

While that was being attended to, Leoni and di Borgo opened one of the holdalls and took out the weapons. There was a loaded semi-automatic pistol for each member of the team, fitted with a long silencer. Casta had made it very clear what the guns were to be used for. This place was guarded by more than just men, and the gang were expecting to encounter that obstacle before long as they made their way into the compound. 

‘Not bad,’ said one of the men, the new recruit, admiring his weapon with a fascinated glitter in his eyes. He racked its slide, chambering a round, and aimed the cocked weapon at the unconscious security guards. ‘Let’s see how well they work, shall we?’

‘Put it away, Petru,’ Casta snapped at him fiercely. ‘That’s not what we’re here for.’

‘I say we plug all three of them right now,’ said the man called Petru. ‘It’s called operational security.’

‘I said put it away,’ Casta repeated. ‘You know the rules. Break them, and you’ll regret it.’

Petru met his leader’s glare with a look of calm defiance. He didn’t lower the gun right away. Then he shrugged and said, ‘Whatever. You’re the boss.’ He stuck the weapon in his belt.

Casta kept the hard glare on the new guy for a moment longer, not much liking the cocky expression in his eyes. ‘And I give the orders. You remember that.’

‘Yeah. Right.’

Casta pulled the glare off Petru and turned to the others. ‘Look for keys,’ he ordered.

‘I thought only the crippled guy had the keys,’ said di Borgo.

‘Check them anyway, just in case.’ Which they did, but their search of the three unconscious guards and around the hut yielded nothing. 

‘Fine, then we’ll make the crippled guy hand them over to us,’ Casta said.

‘What if he refuses?’

‘Then we persuade him,’ Casta said.

The compound’s gates, as tall and strong as the wire mesh fence that circled the whole perimeter, were operated from a console near the security hut door. At the press of a button they whirred open. Di Borgo ran back to the van, drove it through the open gates and left it parked by the gatehouse where they would return for it later, with the key in the ignition as Casta had told him to. Inside the van were several more holdalls, empty and waiting to be filled with the loot the men had come here to plunder. While di Borgo was moving the vehicle, the team member called Carlo Cipriani was shinnying up the pole next to the gatehouse to snip the phone landline wire with a pair of long-handled cutters. Once that was all taken care of, the first phase of the invasion plan was complete. The second would be carried out on foot.

‘Of all the shitty nights we could have picked,’ di Borgo complained, brushing snow off himself. 

‘Stop your bitching,’ Casta told him. ‘We couldn’t have asked for luckier weather. The whole damn place is cut off. And with this little device,’ he added, reaching inside his backpack and taking out a box that looked like a radio transmitter, with multiple stubby antennas, ‘it’s even more cut off.’ The device was a portable signal jammer that would kill all mobile phone reception inside a two-hundred-metre radius. ‘Once we’re inside, even if the crippled guy gets wind of us and tries to raise the alarm, he won’t be able to.’ Casta activated the jammer and tossed it back in the pack. ‘Carlo, how are we doing with that landline wire?’

‘Done and dusted,’ replied Cipriani, showing him the wire cutters he’d used to cut the line.

‘Good. Are we ready?’

‘We’re ready, boss.’

‘Then let’s do it.’

Casta turned off the lights and the gatehouse fell into darkness. Then, with him in the lead, the six men set off down the track that wound into the heart of the compound. Moving away from the gates they passed without a glance under the weathered metal sign that stood high overhead on two tall posts. In itself, the gate sign gave no indication of what this place was, or what purpose it served, though the intruders knew it precisely. The sign bore only the name. Two words.

It read: LE VAL.

10.46 p.m., Christmas Eve. The attack had begun.




Chapter 1

December 17th
Seven days before the attack

Jeff Dekker had been vowing and declaring for the last two days that he could smell snow coming, and eagerly challenging anyone who expressed doubt to put their money where their mouth was. Nobody would take his bet, however: in general Jeff’s authoritative nose deserved its reputation for accuracy in those kinds of matters, as he’d successfully predicted the majority of white Christmases all through the time they’d lived here at Le Val. His friend and business partner, Ben Hope, had often joked that it was Jeff’s former career as a naval commando with the Special Boat Service that had developed his uncanny olfactory powers by training him to sniff out icebergs and growlers from miles away across polar seas. Those days of active service were well behind him now, just like Ben’s own years in 22 SAS – though the two men’s current occupation was hardly an idle one by comparison. 

Anyhow, if snow was coming, Ben was damned if he could tell. For the moment the sky was still blue, the birds were chirping in the bare trees, and the winter sun was shining palely down over the quiet, peaceful part of rural northern France that had been his and Jeff’s home and workplace for the last several years. It had been just the two of them, to begin with, working with a variety of assistants and helpers who came and went. Later they’d been joined by a former British Army sniper called Tuesday Fletcher, a cheerful yet highly capable younger man of Jamaican origin, who was now as much a part of the core team at Le Val as its two founders.

The tactical training centre was a curious kind of business enterprise to have come to exist in an agricultural area mostly devoted to dairy farming, apple growing and the resulting production of delicious Normandy cheeses and cider. Strangers to the area might have wondered at the tall security fence that bordered a long, long stretch of the lonely little road, and the secure entrance with the gatehouse manned around the clock by security guards. The place could have been taken for a military camp, or some kind of training centre for the local gendarmerie – an impression easily confirmed by the sounds of gunfire that were frequently to be heard coming from deep inside the fenced compound. Locals were quite used to it by now, and any curiosity they might once have felt concerning the presence of the facility within their midst had long since faded. Meanwhile Le Val’s directors and staff had been fully accepted into the community. People in these parts were especially warm, generous and welcoming, once they got to know you – and even if you were a Brit – and Ben, Jeff, Tuesday and the rest of the team were all well liked by the residents of Saint-Jean and Valognes, which were the local village and the nearest town. 

All the more reason, then, for Ben to receive so much genuine concern and sympathy as he hobbled through the streets of Valognes that cold, sunny morning. Almost everywhere he went he was accosted by familiar faces, all wanting to know what had happened to him. There were only so many times he could repeat the story of how he’d come to be limping around with a crutch and a foot in plaster. The whole business was getting a bit tiresome and it couldn’t be over soon enough for him. 

He’d suffered far worse injuries in his time, though none so foolish and annoying as the accidental fracture he’d suffered in late November. At least the automatic gearbox on his new car, a blue BMW Alpina D3 that was a replacement for the one he’d utterly destroyed earlier that year (not an unusual event in Ben’s life), allowed him some freedom as he could drive around with just one foot. He had to be grateful for the fact that it was the left ankle that had been broken.

Ben’s constant companion during his convalescence from the accident had been Storm, his long-time favourite of the German shepherd dogs who, technically, were required to earn their keep patrolling the Le Val compound. Storm had allocated himself a break from his guard duties in order to take care of his beloved master, shadowing Ben’s every limping step. The dog was used to lounging about in the back of a big Land Rover Defender and didn’t quite so much appreciate the confines of the Alpina’s rear seat, but it seemed that nothing could tear him from Ben’s side. 

Ben’s purpose for coming into town that morning was to collect a prescription for more painkillers, fairly heavy-calibre stuff that the little village pharmacy in Saint-Jean didn’t stock. He disliked taking them, but they helped. All the years he’d let the army pump all manner of drugs and vaccines into him without a word of complaint; why worry about a few little pills? It was only liver damage, after all. 

After his visit to the pharmacy, a place where he wasn’t as well known and therefore hadn’t had to tell the story of his injury, he set off down the busy street to another place where he was known, and likely would have to. The place in question was a small bar and brasserie belonging to his old pal Marcel Boisrond, who not only served an excellent croque monsieur toasted sandwich but also had no problem letting dogs into his establishment. That made him one of the good guys, in Ben’s book.

As it happened, when Ben hobbled into the brasserie he discovered that Marcel wasn’t around. Working the bar in his place was a slim, dark-haired woman who was maybe a dozen or fifteen years younger than Ben. He hadn’t seen her before and thought she must be a recent hire. He limped up to the bar, rested his crutch against the polished wooden top, and gestured for Storm to sit. At the wordless command the dog instantly went down on his rump.

It was a fairly rare thing for Ben Hope to walk into a bar and not order his habitual single malt scotch – Marcel actually kept a bottle of ten-year-old Laphroaig in stock especially in case Ben might pay a visit. But it was a little early in the day for the hard stuff, so Ben ordered a black coffee and a glass of water to wash his pills down with. His French was extremely fluent and his accent so faint that he often managed to pass for a native. The barmaid said she’d bring them over to him. He thanked her, picked up his crutch, released the dog from his sit and made his way over to their usual table as she attended to the coffee machine. She wasn’t being particularly talkative, and Ben thought he understood the reason why.

He had always been a highly perceptive man, and his natural observational skills were honed by his Special Forces training and subsequent experience. In the few short moments he’d spent standing at the bar, he’d made three particular observations: the first of them of no real consequence at all, the second only slightly more so, and the third more so again, which was related to the second in a way that made him aware of an uncomfortable dynamic going on in the bar.

All of which told Ben that trouble was about to kick off.




Chapter 2

Ben’s first and most innocent observation was the little sprig of mistletoe hanging above the counter, a pleasing Christmassy touch seldom seen much nowadays. The second was the group of young English guys, seven of them, tourists he assumed, occupying a table at the side of the bar room and making a good deal of noise. They’d no scruples about drinking beer before lunchtime, and had evidently knocked down quite a bit of it. Ben often found the behaviour of a certain type of British traveller abroad to be as embarrassing to him personally as it was obnoxious to the locals. That in itself wouldn’t have concerned him so much, if it hadn’t been for his third observation, namely the frown on the barmaid’s face and the way she kept glancing nervously in the direction of the group. 

Ben reached his usual table in the corner, propped up his crutch once more and lowered himself into a chair. It was his usual table because it gave him a view of the whole room, the door and the street outside. Ben always liked to have a vantage point like that, wherever he went. Force of habit, pretty much instinctive after half a lifetime spent watching your back in the likely event of very real extreme danger. The dog laid himself down flat on the floor by the table. Ben found a piece of training treat in his pocket and chucked it down for him. 

A few moments later, the barmaid came over carrying the tray with Ben’s coffee and a small carafe of water with a glass. She offered him a smile as she set it down, and he thanked her again. He noticed the way her smile disappeared as she turned to walk back to the bar, passing the British guys’ table. He also noticed the way they all stared as she went by, craning their necks to ogle her and exchanging stupid, wolfish grins and knowing looks. 

Idiots. But they weren’t his concern. He opened a pack of painkillers, tapped out two pills, knocked them back with some water and then reached for his coffee. Black and strong and rich. Best coffee in town. He leaned back and savoured it slowly, one sip at a time, waiting for the meds to relieve the ache in his foot and ankle. 

Outside the brasserie window, the traffic rumbled by on the slushy road and the townsfolk of Valognes went back and forth doing their Christmas shopping. But Ben wasn’t watching any of that happening. There were other things going on inside to draw his attention. As he sat there with the dog at his side, he observed one of the Brits at the other table get up and go over to the bar, where the barmaid was polishing glasses. Every group of young men has to have an alpha male; and the lower the general IQ level and the higher the lad factor in that group, the more of a moron that alpha male is likely to be. This guy was a prime example. His face was redder than his hair and his arse was hanging out of his pants as he rose from their table with a ‘Watch this’ kind of look and went swaggering up to the bar and leaned his fleshy bulk on the counter top. ‘Miss? Oy, Miss? Pardonnay moi, Mademoiselle.’

‘I speak English,’ she replied, if only to save him from his terrible French.

‘Come here, darling,’ he said with a grin. After a moment’s hesitation and another frown she reluctantly put down the glass she’d been polishing and stepped closer to the counter. The guy’s friends were all watching intently and suppressing guffaws as their alpha male beckoned to her and said, ‘Come closer.’

She stiffened and came a step closer, the way a person would step closer to a rotting corpse.

‘Me and the boys would like another drink. But seeing as we’ve been spending so much cash in this place, I’d like a favour from you as well.’

‘What is that?’ she asked him.

He pointed a chubby finger up at the sprig of mistletoe that hung above the bar. ‘Know what that is?’

She nodded, said nothing.

‘See, in my country, at Christmas a guy can ask a pretty young lady for a kiss under the mistletoe and it’s bad luck if she refuses. That’s, like, tradition, yeah?’

The barmaid eyed him suspiciously. ‘So?’

‘So it’s Christmas,’ he said. A loud snigger came from his table. ‘I’m asking for a kiss. You have to say yes.’

‘This is not the tradition in France,’ she replied. Standing her ground, arms folded.

‘But you know how to give a guy a kiss, yeah? Bet you’ve given plenty of nice French kisses before. Come on, darling. It’s my birthday. Me and the boys are here to enjoy ourselves and I’m asking for a kiss to make me happy.’

‘You want another drink?’ she asked, reaching for a clean glass and sticking it under a beer tap. ‘Birthday boy will get a special drink, but no kiss. I already have a boyfriend. Kisses are only for him.’

‘Come on, bitch,’ he said, grabbing for her arm. ‘All I’m asking for is—’ 

And then the half-poured beer was in his face. He recoiled from the bar, spluttering and gasping. ‘Oh, you fucking slut!’

Ben hadn’t been the only one in the room watching this moron’s behaviour with growing annoyance. Storm was picking up on the building tension, and had sat up on his haunches, frozen absolutely still and rigid, all his senses fixed on the source of the trouble. Ben hadn’t officially put him in a down, or else the dog wouldn’t have moved at all. At this point, a small hand signal was enough to command him to remain sitting. 

The moron stood dripping with beer and seething at the barmaid. His friends were in an uproar over the unfair treatment this ungrateful French chick had dished out to their mate, and he wasn’t about to lose face in front of them. This was how things escalated. Ben had seen it so many times. And so he broke the sequence, the best way he knew how. 

He called out, ‘Hey, you.’

The moron turned away from the bar and stared across the room. ‘Are you talking to me?’

‘Yes, I am,’ Ben said. ‘And I strongly suggest you go and sit down before you get more trouble than you can handle.’

But of course, the moron didn’t do that. He did what all morons do, and have been doing since the beginning of recorded history. He bunched his fists by his sides and screwed his face into an angry scowl and began walking across the floor towards Ben. He eyed the plaster on Ben’s foot and the crutch propped against the wall. The scowl on his face spread into a smirk and he suddenly had more of a swing to his step. 

Which, considering the fact that Ben wasn’t alone, and especially considering the kind of companion he had with him, was a serious error of judgement.

‘What’re you going to do, gimp? Hit me with your crutch?’

Ben said, ‘The argument’s not between you and me. It’s between you and him.’ He pointed at Storm.

The guy’s eyes darted to the dog, then back to Ben. ‘You can’t bring dogs in here.’

‘He’s a guide dog,’ Ben replied. 

A fresh snigger appeared on the guy’s face. ‘What, are you blind as well as crippled?’

‘He’s a different kind of guide dog,’ Ben said. ‘One whose job it is to guide you and your friends on a better path through life.’

‘Oh, yeah? What better path?’

‘The path to freedom and enlightenment,’ Ben said. ‘In your case, it leads straight out of that door and back out into the street. You still have time to follow it. That is, if you want to walk out of here intact.’

But some people really were beyond educating. ‘I’m not going anywhere, dickhead. You want some of this?’ The moron darted back towards the bar and snatched up the empty glass whose contents the young woman had flung into his face. ‘I’ll be having words with you later,’ he promised. ‘After I’m done with this bastard here.’ He cracked the rim of the glass against the back of a chair, splintering it into a jagged spike.

Ben didn’t move from his chair. His voice was calm. ‘That was provocative. We don’t like provocation, do we, Storm?’

The dog made no reply, but it was clear to all what he was thinking.

‘That dog comes near me, I’ll slash its stupid throat.’

‘You want to find out what’ll happen if he comes near?’ Ben said. ‘I only have to say two words. Here’s the first.’ He spoke to the dog. ‘Storm; ready.’

At the sound of the command, Storm was instantly up on his feet. Ninety-five pounds of lean muscle, fur and teeth, ears pricked and tail carriage high, eyeing the moron with unblinking focus. The moron stopped in his tracks.

‘Don’t think of it as a dog,’ Ben said. ‘Think of it as an advanced weapons system. One that’s completely safe and harmless until I pull the trigger. But if I do, it can run three times as fast as you can, and you can say goodbye to the road to enlightenment. It’ll be the road to the hospital to get your balls sewn back on. That is, if my friend here hasn’t already eaten them. There’s no training command for “spit them out”. Even if there were, they wouldn’t be much use to you half chewed up.’

‘I’m not scared of no fucking hound dog,’ said the guy, but without the least shred of conviction.

‘One more word from me,’ Ben told him, ‘and you’re a eunuch. Or else you and your pals are gone in the time it takes me to finish this last bit of coffee. Your choice, fella.’

There wasn’t much left in Ben’s cup and it took him less than a minute to drain it. Twenty seconds before the cup was empty, there were seven fewer people in the bar room. The alpha-male moron was first to hurry out of the door, tripping over himself in his haste to preserve what little dignity he had left and swiftly followed by his friends. Ben watched through the window until the group had slunk sullenly off down the street and disappeared.

‘Thank you for what you did,’ said the barmaid, coming over with a little brush and a scoop to clear up the broken glass. 

‘I didn’t do anything.’

‘Then I should be thanking him,’ she said. She laid down the cleaning things and crouched down to pet the dog, who’d suddenly become as malleable as a puppy and loved the attention he was getting from her. ‘He’s beautiful.’ Looking back up at Ben with a smile. ‘My name’s Nathalie.’

‘He’s Storm. I’m Ben.’

‘No, please. Don’t get up. Your poor foot. What happened to it?’

‘Just a knock. I’ll live.’

‘I hope it gets better soon.’ She added, ‘When you came in here, I didn’t know you were English.’

‘Half Irish,’ he replied. ‘But this is home now.’

‘Here in Valognes?’

‘No, out in the sticks, near Saint-Jean.’

‘I moved to Valognes recently,’ she said, flicking her long dark hair. ‘Living with my mother and two cats. It’s only temporary.’

‘Until you and your boyfriend find a place?’

She shook her head and smiled. ‘I don’t have a boyfriend. That’s just what I tell certain kinds of dicks who come in here. Would you like a drink? It’s on the house.’

‘Thanks, but I’ll be on my way. I don’t think those gentlemen will bother you any longer.’ The painkillers had relieved the ache in his ankle about as much as they were going to. He hauled himself out of his chair, silently cursing that bloody plaster, and grabbed his crutch.

‘Joyeux Noël,’ Nathalie said with a smile as he was leaving.

Ben was heading out of the door when his friend Marcel, the proprietor, suddenly appeared carrying a box of catering supplies. They greeted one another, and then Marcel noticed the plaster and said, ‘What the hell happened to you?’

And Ben had to tell the whole damn story all over again.




Chapter 3

The sorry tale of how Ben had broken his ankle all began with the excavation project at Le Val that had been planned for several months, and finally got started late that autumn. 

The original plot of land that Ben had purchased together with the farmhouse years ago, when he was first setting up his new tactical training facility, covered an area of thirty or so acres which had since expanded considerably as the business grew. Within the grounds lay a patch of ancient forest, dating back to pre-Roman times when this whole region would have been covered in deep, thick woodland filled with wild boar, roving packs of wolves and perhaps even the occasional European brown bear. More recently than that, somewhere around the time when William the Conqueror was marshalling his invasion force to set sail for England, a church had been built at the heart of the woodland. 

Over the centuries that followed, the growth of the population and the resulting clearing of the land to make way for agriculture had decimated all but a tiny fraction of the vast tracts of forest. But Ben’s patch had survived, and within it the ruins of the church still stood. Various sections of wall remained, some of them only knee-high, others intact enough to show where the original roof beams had rested. Stained glass, slates and stones had all been heavily pillaged through time and some of that stolen material had probably found its way into the construction of the older parts of the nearby village of Saint-Jean. The most impressive remaining feature of the ancient church was the surviving section of its round tower. At one time the tower might have stood forty or fifty feet in height, overlooking the trees and topped by a castellated belfry with arched windows all around. The circular walls had partly crumbled away long, long ago, but it didn’t take too much imagination to picture it in its glory days. 

Ben had always been a runner, a climber and a hiker, as well as being a man who loved and sought out the quieter, wilder places in the world, and from the earliest days at Le Val he’d formed the habit of running at least five miles a day through the fields and woods surrounding his home. As the beaten path through the trees was part of his habitual cross-country circuit, he’d very often pause to sit among the church’s crumbled remains and bask in the peacefulness of the place while indulging his habit of smoking a Gauloise or two. More often than not, these quiet, reflective moments were shared by Ben’s running-mate, Storm, who would be curled up at his feet or else sniffing for rabbits in the undergrowth.

Aside from just enjoying its presence Ben had always been fascinated by the history of the ruined old church. And in recent years he’d become increasingly concerned that the ingress of creeping ivy, tree roots and other invasive vegetation was eventually going to claw away all that was left of the ancient mortar, prise apart stone from stone and level its remaining walls and the round tower into featureless rubble. The forest had a life of its own that way, patiently and inexorably reclaiming the ground that man had taken from it. Millions of years from now, it might well be that every last trace of human civilisation, here and all across the planet, would have been consumed and erased by the forces of nature. There was little even Ben Hope could do to prevent that from happening; but while he was still here, while it was still within his power to do something about it, he hated to stand by and watch such a precious piece of history be slowly destroyed.

And so, after consulting with a specialist archaeological restoration firm based outside Paris that September, it had been decided that the old church should be rescued before it was too late, and sympathetically restored to at least some semblance of its former splendour. After two months of wading through all the necessary red tape, working out costs, conducting initial surveys and obtaining permissions, in early November the team from Paris, led by an amiable Dutch-Belgian archaeologist called Jacques de Klerk, had rolled in and set up a base of operations in one of the prefabricated huts used for running classes at Le Val. 

The excavation project had to be extremely delicate and careful – Ben had no intention of letting anyone rip his beloved ancient woodland to pieces. He’d become deeply involved not only in the historical research process but in the physical task at hand, and when his busy working schedule allowed for it he was often to be found on site with the team members, whom he’d got to know well.

The detective work of de Klerk’s restoration experts soon revealed that this wouldn’t be the first time the old church had been rebuilt. While its most venerable parts could be confirmed to date back at least a couple of centuries longer, to the time of the Norman Conquest, other areas of stonework had been added sometime during the twelfth century, around the period of Christendom’s second and third crusades against Saracen-held territories in the Holy Land. The heyday of the Knights Templar. The sieges of Jerusalem and Damascus. Just to touch the stonework and imagine oneself being transported back to those epic times of history was enough to make Ben’s head spin. 

But that was nothing compared to the mind-blowing revelation that was to come. 

It began innocently enough, with the discovery by de Klerk’s team of a mysterious hole in the ground within the footprint of the church. It was roughly circular and about two feet in diameter, covered with a large boulder that had obviously been there for centuries, completely overgrown by a thick mass of thorns. After they’d rolled the boulder away to expose the mouth of the hole, Ben and the team had been scratching their heads wondering what it was – a well or drain of some kind, had been their first idea.

They were about to find out that it was much more than that. 

To help them in their geophysical survey the archaeology team had brought along a GPR or ground-penetrating radar device. Gone were the days when delicate and irreplaceable archaeological sites couldn’t be properly investigated without resorting to the time-honoured but potentially horribly destructive use of shovel and pick. The hi-tech wizardry of the device now allowed time detectives to gain a pretty accurate idea of what lay hidden under their feet without disturbing so much as a blade of grass. On one previous excavation project the team had used it to locate lost burial chambers dating back to the time of Charlemagne. It had its limitations, de Klerk warned Ben – it wasn’t great at detecting anything made of wood, and it also worked better with some soil types than others. 

But they were lucky. And they were astounded, as the radar showed them what was buried under Ben’s church ruins. Masked by dirt and layers of old vegetation the mysterious hole was, in fact, a stone-lined shaft that descended diagonally to a depth of about ten feet, levelled out and continued underground away from the building.

‘This is no drain,’ de Klerk said. ‘And it’s not a cellar either. This is a tunnel.’




Chapter 4

It soon turned out that de Klerk was right. As they’d carefully dug out the mouth of the shaft, easily wide enough for a person to fit into, they’d found stone steps leading downwards. Ben was the first to venture down there, despite de Klerk’s warnings about the possibility of sudden collapse and getting buried under tons of dirt. 

But Ben was too intrigued not to take the risk. He was accompanied by Storm, who refused to stay put as his master descended the steps. When he reached the bottom the mouth of the shaft was several feet above his head. Nobody had been down here in some thirty generations, maybe even longer. 

As the floor levelled out beneath him Ben brushed away centuries of cobwebs, shone his torch and found himself in a dark, damp horizontal sort of mine-shaft. Underfoot were the type of cobblestones that had been used to pave medieval streets. The walls were rounded and lined with some kind of rough mortar, crumbling in places where it was pierced with tree roots and damaged by moisture, but otherwise surprisingly well preserved. Ben was reminded of the secret tunnels he’d known beneath an Alpine monastery where he’d once spent several months. Never in his wildest imaginings could he have thought something like this could have existed here at Le Val, right under his feet all this time, on his own land. Breathless with excitement at their discovery, he’d followed the course of the tunnel for nearly thirty yards until his torch beam hit a solid wall of earth and stone where the roof had caved in up ahead, and he was forced to turn back. 

Undeterred, the team reverted to the magic of the GPR underground scanner to determine the path the tunnel took beyond that point. Back at the Le Val classroom that had been turned into the project’s command centre, the data from its readings was collated on a digital map grid that allowed them to chart its exact route. To everyone’s amazement, even the normally unflappable de Klerk’s, the reconstructed image showed it leading right under the woods. It cut an almost perfectly straight line, diverting at one point to avoid a subterranean stream that nobody had ever known was there until now, and from there all the way to the farmhouse itself. 

Ben couldn’t believe that he had a secret passage attached to his house. More investigation using the now-indispensable GPR device pinpointed its entry point in the vaulted stone wine cellar at the rear of the building. Thinking it might be possible to enter the tunnel from that side, Ben, Jeff and Tuesday Fletcher had spent hours hunting for its mouth and digging and scraping at the stone wall. To their disappointment they found that the wine cellar end of the tunnel had partially subsided, too, leaving only a narrow crawl-space almost too small for an adult human to get through. To widen it would have meant attacking the house foundations, and Ben reluctantly gave up on the idea. 

‘It’s an escape tunnel,’ de Klerk said. ‘That’s the only possible explanation for why anyone would have built such a thing. During troubled times in history – and God knows there have been enough of those – priests could have taken refuge from attackers, and fled from the church to the house.’ Correcting himself, he added, ‘Or, I should say, to whatever kind of building originally existed on its site, given that the farmhouse is only a couple of hundred years old. Tunnels like this were a common enough feature of medieval architecture. For those who knew their secret, they were literally a life-saver. And this is one of the best-preserved examples I’ve ever come across. It’s like finding hidden treasure.’

Before too long, de Klerk’s words would come to assume a whole new meaning. 

Around this time a new player had become involved in the intrigue. Ben had first met Victor Vermont the previous year, quite by chance in the village post office in Saint-Jean, and after a couple more social encounters had been invited back to Victor’s home for a glass of his home-made apricot brandy: particularly fine stuff, as it happened. Victor was in his eighties, just about old enough to be Ben’s grandfather, but despite the age gap between them, a lasting friendship had developed. 

Victor was originally from these parts, having been born right here in Saint-Jean on the very day that World War II broke out, but had moved away as a young man to pursue a career as a museum curator. In that capacity he’d worked for many years in some of France’s most historic towns, including Rouen and Amiens, as well as abroad. On his retirement, he’d returned to his birthplace and bought a rambling old house half a mile outside the village, which he’d set about turning into a veritable Aladdin’s cave of art and antiquities, books and musical instruments collected over a lifetime. Ben had never known anyone so expert on history, especially medieval history, of which Victor possessed an encyclopaedic knowledge. He was also a lover of good wine and whisky, the owner of a collection of rare single malts that Ben especially appreciated. Age had only sharpened his wits: he was virtually unbeatable at chess, and he could play both volumes of Bach’s Well-Tempered Clavier entirely from memory on the antique Kriegelstein grand piano that took pride of place in his salon. But for all his scholarly ways Victor loved nothing more than laughter and companionship. As fit as a fiddle, he walked or cycled the half-mile into Saint-Jean each day to do his shopping, share jokes with old friends he’d known since the 1950s, and chat up Madame Charpentier, the elderly widow who ran the village post office. She was four years his junior and they’d been childhood sweethearts; still besotted with her, Victor had confided to Ben that his long-term aim was to persuade the old girl to marry him. Ben wished his friend all the luck in the world.

Ben had always passively intended to find out more about the history of his home. Now that his curiosity had been sparked by the excavation project, it was to Victor that he’d turned in the hopes of learning more. The old curator was only too happy to offer his help. He was as intrigued by the archaeologists’ discoveries as Ben was, and enthusiastically dived into piecing together other aspects of Le Val’s past.

While Victor was burying himself deep in the kinds of obscure archives that only a wily old history buff like himself would even know existed, Ben had been getting more and more involved with the archaeological restoration project. By mid-November, de Klerk’s team had carefully cleared away enough debris and tree roots from around the site to begin work on the church walls. The projected costs were spiralling, but Ben didn’t care. The heap of reward money he’d been gifted by an Omani billionaire, Tarik Al Bu Said, in return for recovering a magnificent stolen diamond called the Star of Africa, had been sitting unused and half-forgotten in an account for years, waiting for the day he had something worthwhile to spend it on. That day had now arrived.

Progress had been slow, though. Everyone knew that sooner or later the winter weather might close in and force them to call a break to the project. In the meantime, Ben was determined to crack on both with rebuilding the church walls, and with reopening the tunnel. On a cold but sunny Tuesday in late November the first shipment of specialist building materials finally arrived. As the crane and the JCB roared and rattled in the background Ben was at work digging out the collapsed section of tunnel that had prevented him from being able to explore any deeper. Every shovelful of dirt had had to be removed by hand, because the structure was just too delicate to risk bringing in the heavy machinery. It was back-breaking work – but at last, on the afternoon of November 27th, a day Ben would remember for more than one reason, he was able to clamber back down into the newly opened section of tunnel and resume exploring.

And that was where he’d found the secret crypt. 

More importantly, what was inside it.




Chapter 5

The crypt was a small stone chamber that had shown up on the GPR readings without anyone being able to figure out exactly what it was. De Klerk’s best preliminary guess had been that it might be an anteroom used by the tunnel’s builders for storing tools or materials like cobblestones and mortar, to avoid having to go all the way back to the mouth of the tunnel each time for resupplies. Or maybe as a nook for one exhausted team of workers to rest in for a few hours, out of the way, while another took their place.

And either of those might indeed have been its original purpose – but later, once the tunnel was finished, it had been put to another use. As a hiding place for something that someone in the past had valued so highly that they wanted nobody to find it. It had worked. For nearly nine hundred years, that precious item had remained perfectly concealed from the world.

He found the oblong casket raised off the floor on a block of stone, placed there presumably to protect it from the worst of the dampness. It was about three feet in length, two in width and one high, made of ancient oak now so decayed with age that it was almost falling apart as Ben carried it back up the steps to the mouth of the tunnel. It was far heavier than it should be for its size. What the hell was inside?

Seeing Ben emerge from the shaft with the mysterious object in his hands, de Klerk and Dupeyron, who was operating the JCB a few yards away at the top of a ramped incline of earth and rocks, instantly stopped what they were doing and came running over. 

Ben laid the heavy casket on the ground, his arms straining with the weight. As they crouched there examining it, the rotted oak box completely fell apart to reveal the sealed lead compartment inside. 

‘We shouldn’t open it here,’ de Klerk said. ‘Whatever’s inside could be extremely sensitive to air and humidity. Twelfth-century scrolls, or some religious relic—’

But even as de Klerk said it, Ben had found, and accidentally pressed, the ingenious spring-loaded release mechanism. The heavy lid fell away, along with fragments of sealing wax dried and brittle with age. The box seemed to give a reluctant hiss as its contents breathed the air and saw the daylight for the first time after having lain hidden in the dark for so many centuries.

‘Holy crap, will you look at that?’ said Dupeyron, staring bug-eyed.

Inside the casket, the leather bag that had contained it all eaten away, was a large cross. It wasn’t just any old wooden crucifix, because that wouldn’t have survived the ravages of time either. As Ben lifted it out, feeling the hefty weight of it in his hand, the glitter of gold flashed brightly in the sunlight and the rubies and emeralds inset into the crosspiece sparkled vivid red and green along with other precious stones Ben couldn’t put a name to. The lettering cut into the solid gold was medieval Latin script, still as crisp and sharp as the day it had been engraved.

Ben had seen nothing quite like it before, still less held anything like it in his hand. It was beautiful. 

And in that moment, its beauty was Ben’s undoing as he crouched there in the dirt gazing at the magnificent object in his hands. He was so transfixed that the sudden yell of ‘Look out!’ seemed to echo from some faraway place, not part of his current reality. He was peripherally aware of de Klerk and Dupeyron scattering in opposite directions, and as he looked up in alarm a fraction of a second later, of something huge rumbling towards him: the massive front end of the JCB with its dirt-clogged steel shovel raised up just high enough to see the screen of the driverless cab behind it, coming straight for him like a runaway locomotive.

He scrambled out of the way, clutching the cross, and narrowly managed to avoid getting crushed by the edge of the shovel and the clattering caterpillar tracks by flinging himself into the dirt with his legs outflung. The JCB came rolling by, inches from his feet, and collided with a grinding crash into a stack of big, square grey stone blocks, each too heavy for one man to lift, left there ready for the rebuilding of the wall. 

That was enough to stop the vehicle’s freewheeling momentum, but the force of the impact dislodged a large stone from the top of the stack. Ben watched, as though in slow motion, as the stone spun off its perch and toppled down, hit another and bounced, tumbling end over end in space. Seeing it coming right at him he writhed out of its path, but he wasn’t quick enough to get his whole body out of the way in time. The heavy stone landed on his left ankle, rolled off and came to a rest in the dirt.

Ben simultaneously felt the crunch and heard the snap. The pain didn’t come right away. When it did, it was excruciating.

‘I’m so sorry!’ Dupeyron was babbling over and over again. ‘I mustn’t have pulled the handbrake on properly!’

The Le Val team used walkie-talkies to communicate with one another across the compound. De Klerk got on Ben’s and radioed Jeff Dekker, who promptly came roaring and bouncing over the rough ground in his Ford Ranger pickup. ‘It’s busted clean, mate,’ was his instant diagnosis when he carefully inspected the injured ankle. 

‘Don’t be stupid,’ Ben protested through gritted teeth. ‘It’s just a bit of a sprain. Let me get up. I can manage.’

Jeff had seen this routine before, and he wasn’t having any of it. With a steely eye he warned, ‘You try
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