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PROLOGUE

The only sounds to be heard in the fine, sunlit room were the distant whisper of the surf and the occasional soft clunk as one of the two silent, deeply concentrated players shifted one of his chessmen over the board. For the last hour, neither had paid the slightest attention to the magnificent sweep of white sandy shore visible from the windows of the beachfront villa, the gently waving palm trees, the pure azure blue of the ocean under a cloudless, pristine sky.

It wasn’t a large villa. Small, but perfectly appointed, with all the requisite luxuries provided for their guests. This island haven, privately owned and totally inaccessible to ordinary people, comprised another fourteen of them, for the use of the top-level delegates who had been helicoptered or yachted in from all over the world, for a very special and important reason.

The room in which the two chess players sat was cool and airy and brilliant white: white marble floor, white marble columns, white marble fireplace, the only splashes of colour provided by the oriental rugs and the artwork on the walls. Its furnishings were tastefully minimal, an artful blend of classical and modern. Such understated opulence was nothing unusual for these men, who had lived for nearly all of their lives in wealth and privilege.

Both were a long way from their European homelands. The younger of the pair was in his early sixties, slightly built with an intense expression and thick silvering hair swept back from a domed brow. He was Austrian by birth but no longer lived there, spending most of his time at his secluded retreat on Lake Balaton in Hungary. His German-born opponent was more than two decades his senior, but every bit as mentally keen in his elder years as he’d been so long ago, when he’d made his first billion as a young entrepreneur. The deep intelligence, cunning and strategic brilliance that had propelled him to become one of the world’s richest tycoons were reflected not only in the boardroom but also in this game of tactics and war that had been his lifelong passion, and one at which he excelled to the point of being almost unbeatable. He honed his formidable chess skills almost every day, and the board and pieces with which he and his younger opponent were playing now accompanied him on his business travels all over the world, despite their unique historical provenance and extreme value: so priceless, in fact, that two of his security retinue were employed specifically to ensure their safety. It was a foible, perhaps a risk, but he loved the chess set so much that he would not play on any other.

The Louis XVI sideboard nearby (nicely positioned under a gilt-framed Thomas Gainsborough oil) contained an extensive selection of fine Cognacs, Armagnacs and Calvados – and while neither man was averse to a tipple even so early in the day, the cut-crystal glasses and decanter on the table at which they played contained nothing stronger than iced water with a twist of lemon. It was important that they kept their wits sharp, not just for the game but for the two-day conference that was due to begin shortly, their whole reason for being here. It wouldn’t be long now before they were summoned to the meeting venue on the far side of the island.

All the more reason, then, to get this game finished before they were interrupted. The younger man was an excellent player by any standard. His winning strategy had been steadily unfolding for the last while, his black troops were strongly positioned and he fancied that he could see clearly four or five moves ahead of his opponent, with victory in sight. But what had started as a deceptively mild-mannered game plan on the part of the older man now suddenly began to reveal itself in its almost Machiavellian fiendishness. With the audacious sacrifice of his queen by which he’d lured the enemy straight into his trap, the white army was suddenly poised to unleash its unstoppable onslaught. The older man’s face remained completely calm and impassive, but he played with a kind of contained cold fury that if anything had become more intense in the aftermath of his recent sadness. Those who knew him well – and very few did, as he tended to keep people at arm’s length – knew that the last twelve months had been a painfully unhappy time for him.

The final slaughter was quick and bloody. One by one the black pieces were swept ruthlessly off the board until the black king was laid bare of his protecting rooks and knights, and became a fugitive running for his life while the white pawn that had been innocently creeping deeper and deeper into enemy territory now reached the finish line and the all-powerful white queen was restored to the board to devastating effect. Black’s position was now utterly hopeless. In three more moves the hunted king was helplessly trapped, cornered, pinned down, and the checkmate was complete.

‘I lose count of the number of games I’ve lost to you,’ the younger man said, shaking his head. ‘Once again, Auguste, you have decimated and humiliated your poor old friend.’

‘Not at all,’ the older man protested, smiling modestly as he set the pieces back to their original positions. ‘In fact it was a much closer contest than it appeared to be. You had the advantage several times.’

‘Nonsense. You annihilated me as you always do.’ The younger man laughed. ‘I should be thankful that we don’t play for money, or else you’d have stripped me of my fortune as well as my self-confidence.’ A fortune that, at the last count, was high up in Europe’s top fifty. ‘Perhaps one day you will allow me to get my revenge,’ he added, with a look in his eye that betrayed the truth that he did in fact take these losses quite personally.

‘Next time, I’m sure,’ said the older man.

Their conversation was interrupted at that point by the arrival of a delegation manager come to remind them with a polite smile, ‘Gentlemen, the meeting is due to get underway. If you would be so kind as to follow me …’

As they were about to leave, the older man went to get his dark suit jacket from the back of the chair where he’d been sitting. In so doing he accidentally nudged the chess table with his hip, causing some of the pieces to topple over and one of them, a white knight, to fall off the board and drop to the floor. ‘Oh, no!’ he exclaimed in horror.

Luckily, the table stood on a fine oriental rug – or else the precious old chess piece, carved centuries ago from a piece of Persian white opal into the most elegantly stylised horse’s head, three inches in height, might have shattered into a hundred tiny pieces on the hard floor.

‘Thank God, it’s all right,’ he said, inspecting it. ‘I must be getting clumsy in my old age.’

‘I’m glad it wasn’t broken,’ said the younger man. ‘I must say, Auguste, that if I owned such a magnificent work of art as that chess set, I’d leave it safely at home. One of these days … it really doesn’t bear thinking about.’

‘I know, I know,’ replied the older man, still turning the recovered chess piece over in his fingers and carefully scrutinising it for any cracks or chips he might have missed on first inspection. ‘Perhaps I ought to take your advice.’

The younger man chuckled. ‘That would be the first time you ever did that, my old friend.’

‘Gentlemen?’ prompted the delegation manager, looking at his watch. ‘The car is waiting.’

‘My apologies,’ the older man said. ‘Let’s waste no more time.’

‘And needless to remind you also,’ the manager added obsequiously, ‘that the usual rules apply, with regard to personal phones or electronics of any kind. I trust you have taken the necessary precautions?’

‘Of course, of course.’ The two delegates had been through this ritual many times before. Such devices were strictly forbidden at their ultra-secret conferences. The rules of their close-knit and highly covert organisation were nothing short of sacred, and to break them, according to the oath that each member was required to swear on admittance, was punishable by the severest penalties.

They left the villa and climbed into the long, luxurious car that had been sent to whisk them across the island to the meeting. The doors slammed, the engine purred into life and they took off.

And what his colleagues hadn’t noticed was that the older man had discreetly slipped the chess piece into his jacket pocket.








Chapter 1

Twelve weeks later

At 11.49 on the morning it happened, Valentina Petrova was sitting in a classics lesson at her exclusive international boarding school in Switzerland, listening to her teacher Madame Chiffon talk about the chapter of Homer’s Iliad that the students were going to translate from Greek. Valentina was a star pupil and usually highly attentive, but right now, as Madame Chiffon droned on, she was somewhat distracted by the view from the classroom window – the glitter of the midday sunshine twinkling across the waters of Lake Geneva far below, stretching away to the mountains in the distance – and thoughts of lunch. In just a few minutes she and her classmates would join the rest of their friends in the school refectory, where a grilled Swiss cheese sandwich awaited. A delicious blend of Sbrinz and Emmental, with a touch of Dijon mayonnaise and a slice of tomato. Her mouth watered at the prospect.

What the seventeen-year-old girl didn’t yet know was that for her, the lesson would come to an end a little sooner. Interrupted by an unexpected knock at the classroom door that snatched Valentina from her dreamy thoughts, Madame Chiffon stopped mid-flow and said, ‘Come in.’

The door swung open and in walked Frau Meier, the headmistress’s tall, blocky secretary, whom some of the girls secretly nicknamed Frankenstein. Looking uncharacteristically nervous, Frau Meier apologised for breaking into the lesson, lumbered quickly over to Madame Chiffon and whispered something in her ear that made the classics teacher turn pale.

Madame Chiffon looked stunned for a moment, exchanged an anxious glance with the secretary and then turned to address the class. She was looking straight at Valentina.

‘My dear, you’re needed at the headmistress’s office, right away,’ Madame Chiffon said. ‘You’d better hurry.’

Valentina felt herself flushing. The pang of guilt and the paranoia that she’d somehow been caught daydreaming quickly evaporated as she realised this could only be bad news. She rose uncertainly from her desk and followed Frankenstein out of the classroom, feeling the eyes of her friends on her as she stepped out into the corridor and the door closed behind her.

Her heart began to thump. ‘What am I needed for, Frau Meier?’ she asked as the secretary led her through the grand building, more like a magical fairytale castle than a school. Valentina had been a pupil here for the last five years, since she was twelve, and she loved it. Here she was treated like a normal person and not the sole heiress to the Kaprisky billions. It was a warm, welcoming and happy environment, even though academic standards were tough and much was expected of her. But the taut, grim expression on the secretary’s face was anything but joyful, and she gave no reply to Valentina’s question.

It was a terrible moment of déjà vu for Valentina, because she had been summoned away from the classroom like this once before. That had happened last year, when her granduncle Auguste had called her in floods of tears to break the awful news that her Russian father Yuri Petrov and her mother Eloise, Tonton’s niece, had been killed in an avalanche while on holiday skiing in the Austrian Alps. Valentina’s parents had been estranged from one another for much of their daughter’s childhood, but in the last few years they’d got back together. Valentina had so many cherished memories of that time, before it had all been shattered.

The months since the accident had been the worst of her young life. She’d survived the crushing grief and heartbreak thanks mainly to the loving support of so many people around her, her classmates, her teachers, and of course Tonton himself, to whom she’d always been very close but who in the wake of their family tragedy had become even more like a surrogate father to her.

Now, just when she’d thought she had come through it all, Valentina was reliving the same horrible feeling all over again.

Frau Brunner, the headmistress, looked even more sombre as she stood behind her desk, talking in a low voice on the phone. As Frankenstein ushered Valentina into the large, airy office, Frau Brunner broke off from whatever she’d been discussing with her unknown caller and said, ‘Here she is.’ Before Valentina could say anything, the phone was being pressed into her trembling hand.

‘Yes?’ she said uncertainly, in a voice that sounded tiny and quavering. She could barely stand the way the headmistress and the secretary were frowning at her, so she kept her eyes averted downwards.

‘Valentina, it’s Gabriel.’

Gabriel Archambeau was the veteran lawyer and adviser who had looked after the affairs of the considerable Kaprisky estate since before Valentina was born, and was a close friend of the family. Based in Chartres in France, he often visited their residence near Le Mans. He was normally jovial and fun to be around, except of course for when her parents died, when she and Tonton had needed all the consoling friendship they could get. The tension and sadness Valentina could hear in his voice brought those awful memories closer again, confirming her fears that something else bad must have happened. There was a hard lump in her throat. Why wasn’t Tonton calling her? Why Gabriel?

Gabriel had never talked down to her or treated her like a kid, even when she was much younger, and he broke the news with typical directness. ‘Valentina, there’s been an … incident. It happened just after ten o’clock this morning. I’m here at the estate, with the police.’

Valentina took in the deliberate use of the word incident and understood immediately that in Gabriel’s precise, lawyerish way of speaking, it must mean something very different from the accident that had taken her parents away from her. Feeling numb with shock, she mumbled, ‘What is it? What’s happened?’

‘It’s … it’s your granduncle Auguste. It’s Tonton.’ Gabriel’s voice sounded close to breaking point.

Valentina’s throat felt so tight it was like she was being strangled, and she could barely speak. She managed to say, ‘Is … is Tonton dead?’

‘No, he’s not dead. He came out of surgery about ten minutes ago but …’ Gabriel let out a deep sigh that sounded more like a wheeze, as though he’d been holding his breath for the last hour.

‘But what?’ she demanded, a jet of impatient anger piercing through her anxiety.

‘I … I can’t talk about this over the phone, Valentina. There are a lot of things I have to explain to you and it should be done in person. You’d better come home right away. I’m sending the plane.’

Three hours later, after a rushed and frantic trip aboard the Kaprisky jet, Valentina was whisked through the tall gates of the estate to find her home swarming with police. The ambulances and coroner’s vehicles had long since disappeared. Gabriel met her, wearing a crumpled grey suit and looking a hundred years older as they hugged one another tightly.

‘There’s an Inspector Boche who wants to speak to you,’ Gabriel said.

‘I don’t care about him. I want to see Tonton,’ Valentina replied firmly, and Gabriel nodded.

The Kapriskys’ private clinic adjoining the estate was just a short drive away in Gabriel’s Jaguar. They called it ‘their’ clinic but in fact it was one of the best-equipped small hospitals in Europe. At this moment, Tonton was the sole patient in the state-of-the-art intensive care unit. The emergency surgery had succeeded in saving his life and all his vital signs were good – exceptionally good for a man of his age, and one who had just been the victim of a sustained and brutal attack. But though he’d managed to come through, he hadn’t regained consciousness since the incident and was in a deep coma.

Valentina was shaking with dread as a tall, thin doctor called Theroux led her and Gabriel through a labyrinth of gleaming white corridors to a viewing window, the closest she’d be allowed to get to her Tonton for the moment. She had to force herself to peer through the glass. Her granduncle was a small, frail shape swathed in white sheets on a hospital bed surrounded by bleeping machines and attentive nursing staff. He looked peaceful, and if it hadn’t been for all the tubes and wires and the oxygen mask over his face, he might have been sleeping normally instead of languishing in a state of profound unconsciousness, closer to being dead than alive.

Valentina turned to Dr Theroux. Her slender hands were balled into fists by her sides. She took a deep breath, jutted out her chin and mustered up all her courage to ask him, ‘Is my Tonton going to die?’

‘He’s as strong as a horse,’ the doctor replied after a moment’s reflection. ‘Few men half his age could have withstood the initial trauma, let alone survived the anoxic brain injury he’s suffered. His entire system shut down for several minutes after the attack, starving his organs of oxygen. That can be the only reason the attackers apparently left him for dead the way they did. Considering all that, he’s doing extremely well. But it’s still far too early to form a prognosis, with this level of damage and the number of complications that could still arise.’

He waffled on like that for a while longer, using all kinds of technical medical expressions that Valentina didn’t understand and found increasingly confusing. She cut him off with a raised hand and another question.

‘Will my granduncle ever wake up from this coma? The simple version, please. I’m not a doctor.’

Dr Theroux shrugged. ‘The simple version? Basically, we don’t know. In some cases patients can make a full recovery, given time. In others, the vegetative state can be persistent, or permanent.’

Permanent. Valentina couldn’t, wouldn’t, even contemplate that horror. She willed herself to cling onto hope. But still the terrifying doubts wouldn’t go away. She asked Theroux, ‘And if he does wake up, will he be … normal? I mean, will he still be my Tonton? Will he even recognise me?’ Tears flooded her eyes and spilled down her cheeks as she said it.

Gabriel put an affectionate arm around her shoulders. ‘We don’t know that either, sweetheart. We just have to trust that Dr Theroux and his team are doing all they can, all right?’

Valentina sniffed, wiped her eyes and collected herself. Tonton wasn’t the only one in the family who was tough. She refused to allow herself to cry openly in front of strangers.

‘All right,’ she said to Gabriel. ‘Now take me to talk to the policemen.’

The detectives were waiting for them in front of the main house, which was still milling with uniformed officers and the forensic teams who came and went like ants, collecting clues and evidence. As Valentina and Gabriel stepped out of the Jaguar, Inspector Boche came forward to introduce himself to her and offer his deepest sympathies. He was a bullish man who looked as if he needed to shave twice a day and had one of those wispy tufts of hair in the middle of a bald scalp that Valentina found mystifying. Why didn’t they just cut it off?

Boche launched into a well-practised spiel, offering his deepest sympathies at this difficult time, blah blah blah. ‘Never mind that,’ Valentina said. ‘Monsieur Archambeau has already explained to me what happened. Now please fill me in on the rest of it. Every detail.’

She listened intently, her head slightly bowed and her young face taut and grim, as Boche ran back through the whole grisly account, or as much as they knew at this point. The enormity of what had happened was dizzying. It wasn’t just her uncle. Twelve people she’d known for most, or all, of her life were now dead, brutally, ruthlessly murdered inside her home, while her beloved Tonton’s life hung in the balance. But why? Who could have done this terrible thing?

Boche said, ‘I know you have many questions, Mademoiselle. So do we. We’re still in the very earliest stages of this investigation and it may take time to get to the bottom of what happened here. In the meantime we would be extremely keen to speak with Georges Roblochon, the kitchen assistant.’

Valentina frowned. ‘Georges?’

‘You know him?’

‘Of course I know him. I’ve known him for as long as I can remember. But why do you need to speak to him?’

‘Because he’s the only staff member unaccounted for,’ Boche explained. ‘We know he was here on the estate shortly before the attack happened, from gate security footage showing him in the van with the cook as they returned from buying kitchen supplies in Le Mans.’

‘Yes, Annick and Georges always go to the fish market on a Wednesday morning. But—’

‘Annick Marceau’s body was among the others recovered at the crime scene,’ Boche said. ‘But that of Monsieur Roblochon is conspicuously absent. So where is he?’

‘Are you saying Georges is a suspect?’ she gasped. ‘That’s not possible. Georges is the sweetest, gentlest man. It’s absurd to think he could have had anything to do with this.’

‘Then I look forward to speaking with him, so we can verify his innocence. But in my experience innocent men don’t mysteriously vanish with such convenient timing. He hasn’t returned home since the incident and his elderly parents in Le Mans haven’t heard from him either. All of which makes him a person of interest to us.’

‘I don’t believe it,’ Valentina said. ‘You’re getting this wrong.’ The frustration overwhelming her, she was unable to stop the tears that rolled down her face. Gabriel was looking anxiously at her, and stepped in protectively to bring the torture to an end.

‘I think that’s enough information for Valentina to process at the moment,’ he said to Boche.

The inspector nodded gravely. ‘Yes, of course. I’m sorry. Just let me say, Miss Petrova, that you can rest absolutely assured that we will not rest until we find the perpetrators of this terrible crime and bring them to justice. I have my very top men working on this, and they will be working around the clock. There’s nobody better.’

Valentina remained silent for a long moment, gazing into the middle distance as her mind worked furiously and she decided what she was going to do.

‘No,’ she said at last. ‘There is someone better.’








Chapter 2

Ben Hope rested back in the plush cream leather seat and watched the green patchwork countryside skim past ten thousand feet below. The luxurious Airbus helicopter in whose rear passenger cabin he was travelling could accommodate thirteen, which gave its sole occupant plenty of elbow room. And plenty of privacy to sit there wondering what the hell this was all about.

Yesterday’s urgent and unexpected phone call from a certain Gabriel Archambeau had interrupted a busy afternoon’s work at Le Val, the tactical training centre that Ben operated along with his fellow ex-military colleagues Jeff Dekker and Tuesday Fletcher in their sleepy corner of rural Normandy. Sleepy, that was, except for the sounds of rattling automatic gunfire, roaring engines and popping flashbangs that could often be heard wafting across the fields when the Le Val team got into action instructing groups of trainees from all over the world. And except for those all too frequent occasions when a distress call came in on behalf of a friend in serious trouble.

A man with Ben Hope’s background and experience could certainly never have been considered a stranger to trouble. The whole course of his past life was littered with crises, emergencies and often deadly conflict. But this time it sounded bad. Really bad.

Archambeau hadn’t said much over the phone, but it had been enough for Ben to instantly drop everything and agree to do whatever he could to help. He’d spent the rest of yesterday fretting over what the hell could have happened. Then early this morning, the familiar gleaming bright red helicopter with the KAPRISKY CORP corporate logo emblazoned on its sides had touched down in the cropped grassy meadow that was Le Val’s long-distance rifle range. Ben was already there waiting for it.

With its maximum cruise speed of over 300 kilometres an hour, the Airbus could make the trip southwards across France from Le Val to the Kaprisky estate in under sixty minutes. The magnificent residence and its thousand-acre grounds were situated within the commune of Champagné, fourteen and a half kilometres from the city of Le Mans. It was a place Ben knew well from his previous visits there. He had a long personal and professional acquaintance with its owner, the octogenarian billionaire Auguste Kaprisky.

Auguste had always been a bit of an odd bod – and Ben’s friend and business partner Jeff Dekker wasn’t a million miles off the mark when he likened the old guy to the famously crazy billionaire Howard Hughes. He was eccentric in his ways, notoriously stingy with his money (one of the enduring Kaprisky legends was that he used to place artificial flowers on his late wife’s grave, because fresh ones were so expensive and short-lived), and was often dressed in the same old threadbare suit he’d owned for forty years, deliberately staying thin so as not to have to buy another. He was stiff and formal in his manner, famously reclusive and paranoid about security, and perhaps even more famously lacking in humour, having earned himself the nickname ‘the man who never smiles’. Ben knew that wasn’t entirely true. He’d seen the old man crack a dry smirk, maybe as many as twice or three times over the years.

And yet for all his peculiarities, and the extreme, almost reptilian coldness he could display when displeased, he was equally capable of great warmth and generosity of spirit. He absolutely doted on his grandniece, Valentina, and he was deeply loyal to his friends. When some years earlier a ruined former business rival had gone berserk and somehow managed to penetrate the residence’s security cordon to pepper the house with an Uzi submachine gun, Auguste was convinced that only the expertise of his personal security guards, who’d quickly neutralised the crazed shooter before he could do more damage, had saved his life. And he’d freely acknowledged that he owed that live-saving expertise in large part to Ben Hope, the man who had trained them to handle exactly those kinds of contingencies.

That had been the incident that began the unlikely friendship between the ex-SAS soldier and the billionaire. The bond had grown even stronger when Ben had been called on to travel to Russia to pry little Valentina and her father, Yuri, from the hands of some very dangerous and ruthless people.

Over the years since, Auguste’s gratitude had remained undiminished and he’d come to Ben’s aid several times in whatever way his vast resources allowed, such as lending the use of his Gulfstream jet and crew when Ben needed to fly in a hurry to Africa on a mission to rescue his son Jude from Somali ship hijackers. On another occasion, the old man had offered his home as safe haven for a friend of Ben’s who had found herself in danger. As if all that weren’t enough, a crate of eyewateringly expensive champagne was delivered to Le Val each Christmas, much enjoyed by the team.

Ben had been off again on his travels – he couldn’t even remember where to on that occasion – when Yuri Petrov and his wife Eloise had been tragically killed. He’d been unable to attend the funeral in person but sent his condolences. Since then, he and Auguste hadn’t been in touch as frequently as in the past, and he sensed that the grief had hit his friend very hard indeed. He’d often meant to give him a call.

And then this had to happen.

Ben had always regarded the incident with the business rival and the Uzi as a freak occurrence, never to be repeated. Now it seemed not only that he’d been dead wrong, but that, this time around, the attack on the Kaprisky residence might have succeeded, and quite spectacularly, where the first had been doomed to failure. The difference? The first had been a bungled amateur hit. The second, seemingly, was anything but.

For the moment, until he learned more, Ben had been provided with only a handful of core facts: that a team of armed men had managed to penetrate and storm the residence in broad daylight, wipe out the house staff including all eight of the personal bodyguards, put two bullets in Auguste Kaprisky and make their escape, leaving him for dead. At this point the old man was in a critical condition and there was no saying whether he’d make it or not.

As for who might be responsible for the attack, the police apparently had no idea, other than that it must be someone highly organised and very smart, with an intimate knowledge of the estate’s security systems. Many people worked on the estate – groundskeepers, gardeners, stable grooms, pool maintenance staff and an estate manager who oversaw them all – but the whole operation had been executed without alerting any of them, to say nothing of the armed personnel who manned the main gate and security barrier.

After a search of the grounds Gendarmerie officers had discovered an open access gate in a remote section of the perimeter fence, more than a quarter of a mile from the house. Skid marks on the road outside the fence showed where a fast getaway vehicle had made its escape. It was being assumed that the intruders had used that route as a means of both entry and exit. How they’d managed to slip across the estate unseen on foot, let alone get inside the house itself, remained a mystery. The extensive network of CCTV cameras that surveilled the perimeter had been disabled somehow shortly before the incident.

Meanwhile, the perpetrators’ motives for wanting Kaprisky dead were still unknown. The police’s only lead was a kitchen assistant believed to have been at the house that day, but whose body hadn’t been found, alerting their suspicion that he might in some way have acted as an accomplice to the attackers. A search was underway for the potential suspect. But until they knew more, much more, there was nothing but questions, more questions, and no answers.

In short, figuring out what the hell had happened here was a job for someone with a little more skill and experience than the local police could bring to the table. Ben was that person. Or he hoped he was, for the sake of his old friend.

They were getting close to their destination. Like a miniature model far below he saw the little private road that led to the estate’s main gates with their security hut and barrier, where the guards checked everyone who entered and left. The cops had set up a cordon at the entrance and a couple of patrol cars were hanging around, but there was no sign yet of the TV news crews and paparazzi who’d soon be thronging around the gates like flies on fresh manure and circling the house in their helicopters. Less than twenty-four hours since the incident, Gabriel Archambeau was obviously working hard and pulling all the strings he could to keep the sensational breaking story out of the media for as long as possible, but even he couldn’t work miracles.

Even from the air, the estate seemed to go on for ever. The helicopter overflew the lush greenery of acres of woodland giving way to emerald paddocks in which magnificent Arab horses galloped away at the sound of the approaching aircraft. Now the pilot was banking over the seventeenth-century château itself, giving Ben a bird’s-eye view of the Kaprisky residence as little starbursts of sunlight sparkled off its towers and turrets. The fabulous home had once belonged to the Rothschild banking dynasty, before the German-born Kaprisky fell in love with France, changed his name from August to Auguste to make himself sound more Gallic, and badgered the Rothschilds into selling him the estate for cash. The joys of almost limitless wealth.

Ben had known a lot of very rich people in his time. He’d always been happy he wasn’t one of them.

Moments later, the chopper came down to land on a circular helipad at the rear of the property, and Ben climbed out into the wind of the rotors’ downdraught carrying his old green canvas bag, the only luggage he’d brought with him.

He’d half expected Gabriel Archambeau or some other employee to emerge from the house to meet him, but nobody did. He walked alone around the side of the château and across the courtyard, pausing to light a Gauloise and gaze around him, trying to visualise the scene as it had been during the attack. Outwardly, there was no visible sign of disturbance. The police presence and forensic vehicles had all gone, leaving the place itself physically unchanged in their wake.

It was just as Ben remembered it from his last visit. The breathtaking splendour of the great house and buildings, the perfection of the grounds. Water burbling and splashing from the baroque-style fountain, with its classical statue of Diana the huntress, at the centre of the circular courtyard in front. The scent of roses and freshly mown grass. The soft cooing of doves and the distant whinny of horses. The only thing that hadn’t been here before was the haunting sense of something terrible having happened. Ben could feel it hanging in the air like a pall.

He flicked away his half-finished Gauloise and walked up the balustraded stairway to the grand entrance. The château’s double front doorway was ten feet tall and carved out of solid oak. Ben tugged the sash of the ancient manual pull-cord doorbell, and from somewhere within came the faint chime, like the ringing of a gong. He waited patiently for a few moments, knowing it took an age for anyone to get to the door of the huge house. At last he heard the clunk of the lock, and one of the doors swung partly open.

Auguste Kaprisky’s long-serving butler had been Jean-Claude Vautour, a dour little man who always wore the same black waistcoat and white gloves, with oiled-back thinning hair and sunken cheeks like Peter Cushing. But no more, he’d been one of the victims of the attack. In his absence, Ben was greeted by the dark-suited, square-shouldered hulk of a private security operative he’d never seen before. Moving fast, no expense spared, Archambeau had scrambled in a whole new team to replace the old one that had been wiped out.

The new guy was maybe eight years younger than Ben, and a good eight inches taller at about six-seven. Built like a silverback gorilla, with enormously long musclebound arms that threatened to pop the seams of his suit sleeves. Ginger hair buzzed short enough to stand straight up like bristles. He wasn’t making any effort to hide the butt of the holstered auto pistol that protruded from his jacket. He was wearing a military-style radio and earpiece. The big fleshy face under the buzz cut was stony and expressionless.

‘I’m expected,’ Ben said. Wondering how fast the gorilla would be able to get that pistol drawn and into action if he made a move. Not fast enough, probably. It was getting harder to find the staff these days.

The gorilla glanced Ben up and down, gave a curt nod, then without a word to him spoke into his radio in a voice two octaves deeper than a normal human being. ‘He’s here.’ Then he opened the door wider and stepped back to let Ben through. ‘This way.’

‘I know the way,’ Ben said.

The hulk led him through the huge marble-floored entrance hall, their footsteps echoing up to the high domed ceiling adorned with fresco artwork and gilt. The walls were hung with a few examples from Auguste Kaprisky’s extensive art collection, an eclectic mix comprising the old and the modern, from Dürer and El Greco to Picasso and Kandinsky. Ben recognised the names but he wasn’t much into art. They made their way down a long, broad corridor that smelled of furniture wax and floor polish, and was lined with Greek statues on marble plinths. All more or less the way Ben remembered it from his previous visits here, though in all truth he’d never really paid any of it a great deal of attention.

The end wall of the corridor was adorned with an enormous oil painting of Napoleon Bonaparte, a particular hero of the old man’s. More than two metres high, it depicted a younger, slimmer future emperor than most of his portraits, sitting astride a magnificent white horse rearing dramatically up on its hind legs with a craggy mountain scene in the background, a reference to Napoleon’s crossing of the Alps with his army in 1800.

Ben couldn’t recall if the painting had been there when he’d last come to the house, and he barely gave it a second glance now. On the adjacent wall to its right hung a vast early eighteenth-century gilt-framed mirror; now that item he did remember, because when Auguste had bought it at auction a few years earlier, he’d proudly told Ben that it had once belonged to Marie Antoinette. To Ben’s eye the flamboyant rococo monstrosity represented one of the billionaire’s occasional lapses of taste, but then what the hell did he know?

Opposite the mirror stood a tall, impressive doorway. The hulk stopped beside it, surreptitiously turned to admire his reflection in the glass, then rapped his heavy knuckles on the door and grunted in his sub-bass tone for Ben to go in. Attitude.

Through the door was a yellow silk-panelled room that was an accurate replica of one of the more opulent salons at Fontainebleau Palace. Ben had been inside the room many times but it had never felt so sad and empty. An elegant curve of windows at its far end looked out into the grounds, where a couple of the horses disturbed by the arrival of the helicopter had returned to their tranquil grazing.

Standing watching them through the window was a young girl Ben knew well but hadn’t seen since their safe return from Russia. She’d been just a child then, although she’d handled herself bravely through more danger than most adults would ever see in a dozen lifetimes. Their last communication had been a handwritten note from her in a little pink envelope, given to Ben by her father, Yuri, because she was too bashful to do it herself.



Dear Ben,

Thank you for what you did for me, and my Papa. I will never forget you. I hope that you’ll come and visit us very very often.

Love from your best friend in all the world.




She’d signed it with four kisses under her name. Yuri had laughed about the note, saying he reckoned his daughter had a schoolgirl crush on Ben and dreamed of marrying him one day when she was older.

She was still a schoolgirl, but those romantic dreams were a long way behind her now, and she’d grown up into a fine young woman. She turned away from the window as he walked into the room, and he saw that she’d been crying. At the sight of him, her tear-streaked face broke into a smile of joy, like sunlight bursting through the clouds.

‘Hello, Valentina,’ Ben said.








Chapter 3

‘It’s so good to see you,’ she said as she hugged him, burying her face into the hollow of his shoulder and clasping him around the middle. ‘Oh God, I can’t tell you how happy I am that you’re here.’

Ben could feel the tension and pain in her body. They stood like that for a long moment in the silence of the room, then she pulled away from him and gazed up into his face with the saddest eyes, filled with tears that glistened in the light from the windows. ‘Let me look at you,’ she said, as though she couldn’t quite believe it was really him. ‘It’s been so long since I saw you last. But you haven’t changed a bit.’

She herself very much had, though. Up close, the depth of maturity in her expression was startling. The last eighteen months of heartbreak and tragedy had entirely done away with the youthful Valentina he’d known and left her thinner, harder-edged, more serious, an adult before her time. Ben knew all too well what it felt like to lose someone. There’d been far too much of that in Valentina’s young life. He wished he could tell her things would get better.

‘How is he?’ he asked.

She shook her head. ‘The same. There’s been no change since last night. I don’t know if he’s ever going to wake up.’

‘I’m so sorry.’

‘Would you like to see him?’ she asked. ‘They won’t let us into the room with him, but you can see him through the window.’

‘I’d rather not see him like that, Valentina.’

‘Nor me,’ she murmured, wiping a tear. After a silence she said, ‘Who could have done this, Ben?’

‘That’s what we’ll try to find out,’ he replied. ‘I’m here now. I’m not going home until we get to the bottom of what happened to your Tonton. That’s a promise, Pumpkin.’

She managed a smile through the tears. ‘That’s what Papa used to call me.’

‘I know.’

‘I miss him too. I miss them all so much. I feel so alone and lost without them. At least I did, until you appeared.’

‘Your granduncle’s a fighter,’ Ben said, laying his hands on her shoulders and looking earnestly into those heartrendingly sad eyes. ‘He always was. You haven’t lost him yet, so let’s not give up hope, okay?’

She sighed, nodded sagely. ‘Thanks, Ben. You always make me feel better.’

‘I’ll always try,’ he said.

‘Are they here yet?’ she asked, glancing nervously towards the window. ‘The press?’

‘Not yet.’

‘They will be,’ she sighed. ‘It’ll be hell. Why can’t they leave us alone? Those horrible ghouls, prying into people’s lives, feeding off their unhappiness.’

‘Because of who you are,’ Ben said.

‘I hate it,’ she said bitterly. ‘I hate being rich. I wish we were just ordinary people, like everyone else. Then nobody would have wanted to hurt us like this, would they?’

You could always just give it all away, Ben might have said. But he didn’t say that. ‘We don’t know why anyone wanted to do this. We can’t assume anything right now. In any case, it’s not only wealthy people who get attacked. There can be all kinds of reasons.’ ‘Maybe you’re right,’ she replied. ‘I don’t know about these things. I wish they didn’t happen to anybody at all.’

‘Me too,’ Ben said. ‘But that’s the world we live in.’

‘I suppose I must sound terribly naive saying that, don’t I? But I’m not, at least not completely. One thing I do know is, don’t attacks like this normally happen at night, under cover of darkness, when everybody’s asleep? I mean, isn’t it unusual that it happened during the day, in the middle of the morning?’

‘It is unusual,’ Ben agreed. ‘Whether it means anything, we’ll have to try to figure out. One step at a time, okay? Now why don’t we sit down and you tell me exactly what happened, right from the beginning.’

Valentina nodded. ‘Would you like a drink? Tonton told me you’re fond of whisky. There’s a bottle in the cabinet.’ Pointing.

‘No thanks, Valentina.’

‘Well you won’t mind if I do,’ she said. ‘I need it.’ Seventeen years old and hitting the bottle.

‘You should go easy on that.’

‘I’m not a child any more, Ben,’ she said with a note of firmness. Who was he anyway, to be lecturing anyone on the perils of drink? She crossed the room to an antique globe on a stand and opened up the hollow planet Earth to reveal a selection of drinks and glasses. He watched as she poured herself a small measure of Crème de Cassis into a crystal brandy glass. He might have guessed that if a teenage girl was going to take up boozing, her first choice would be some sticky, sickly liqueur. He was relieved that at least it wasn’t the hard stuff. At her age, he’d already discovered a taste for single malt scotch that later became a little too much of a habit.

Valentina carried her glass over to an alcove window seat and settled on it, facing the window and making a little nest for herself among the velvet cushions. Ben sat with her and waited for her to speak first. She took several small sips of the liqueur, then set the glass down on the sill and folded her hands in her lap, staring helplessly at them. ‘What can I tell you that Gabriel won’t have told you already? Nobody has a clue about anything. You know about Georges?’

‘The missing staff member? Only that he’s a possible suspect. I take it he hasn’t turned up yet.’

She shook her head. ‘No sign of him. But I refuse to believe he had anything to do with it. If the police think otherwise, they’re nothing but a bunch of idiots.’

Ben was generally inclined to feel the same way about police officers, a handful of rare exceptions notwithstanding, but he made no comment. He asked, ‘Where is Gabriel? I’d expected to see him here.’

‘I sent him away,’ Valentina replied. ‘The poor man is so upset by what’s happened. There’s nothing more he can do here for the moment, and I can handle things myself. Besides, I wanted to see you alone.’

‘You’ve grown up into a very brave young lady,’ Ben said, smiling at her with a real feeling of pride and affection.

‘Oh, no. I’m really not.’ She sighed, took another sip of her Crème de Cassis and gazed out of the window at the calmly grazing horses, getting her thoughts together. ‘I was at school when it happened. Tonton was alone here in the house, or as alone as he ever can be. The bodyguards are’ – she corrected herself – ‘were never too far away, hovering around him the whole time, as closely as he would allow. He’s a very private person, as you know.’

‘Gabriel told me that it was one of the estate maintenance staff who raised the alarm, some minutes after the attackers had left.’

‘That’s right. It was Marcel, the head gardener, who lives in a cottage on the estate. He happened to be driving past the house on his little tractor thing, when he noticed a back door open and saw what he realised was a foot sticking out of it. He ran over to investigate, and nearly died of fright when he saw the body.’

‘Whose was it?’

‘Gaston’s,’ she replied. Gaston Bonnet had been one of Kaprisky’s personal close protection team. Ben remembered him well. ‘And then poor Marcel saw there was another body close by. That was Vincent, Vincent Moreau. He was—’

‘You don’t need to explain to me who Vincent was,’ Ben said.

‘Of course, you trained some of them, didn’t you? Anyway, Marcel was too terrified to go any further into the house, so he hurried off to tell the gate staff, and the police were called. If it hadn’t been for Marcel, they certainly wouldn’t have found Tonton in time to save his life.’

‘So this back door was what, a tradesmen’s entrance?’

‘It’s a little basement back kitchen and storeroom with steps up to the ground floor,’ Valentina explained. ‘Next to it is a utility room where I happen to know some of the bodyguards go to sneak a cigarette now and then. Tonton doesn’t approve of anyone smoking in the house.’

‘Which could explain why Gaston and Vincent were down there,’ Ben said.

She nodded sadly. ‘And the housekeepers, too, because the utility room is used for keeping cleaning equipment, mops and buckets and such. The police think that the intruders got in through the back kitchen, encountered Vincent and Gaston, then pushed further into the house and soon afterwards met Marie-Anne, the housekeeper, and her two assistants, Sophie and Clementine.’

‘Who were all killed as well,’ Ben said.

Valentina’s mournful expression darkened to one of anger and revulsion. ‘They shot Marie-Anne …’ she hesitated, balking at saying it ‘… they shot her in the eye. The police said she was killed instantly, and I suppose she must have been. Clementine wasn’t so lucky. She managed to crawl some way before she died. Clementine was only a year older than me. She was my friend.’

‘I’m sorry,’ Ben said again. It sounded so lame, but what else could he say? He moved quickly back to the practical facts. ‘This back kitchen door, would it normally be left open?’

‘It used to be, but not any more. There was a problem with some of the junior grounds workers going in there to help themselves to pastries and sandwiches, so Tonton said it should be kept locked.’

‘And had the door been broken into from the outside?’

‘No, that’s the funny thing. The police didn’t find any sign of forced entry.’

Gabriel hadn’t given any of these little details over the phone. Ben made a mental note of them and said, ‘Okay, and then?’

Valentina went on, ‘It seems as if the next person they shot was Jean-Claude,’ referring to Vautour, the butler. ‘He was much more than just a butler to Tonton. They’d known each other since long, long before I was born. He was on his break, drinking coffee in the main kitchen, when he must have heard a noise and went to investigate. The police found his half-empty cup on the kitchen table. His body was on the stairs.’

‘So the attackers were making their way to the upper floors when they shot him,’ Ben said. ‘What about the other bodyguards, apart from Gaston and Vincent? Where were they?’

‘Pierre, Pierre Nord, he was found with Tonton, in Tonton’s study on the second floor. Tonton was shot twice, you see.’ She wiped a tear, seemed about to break down, then swallowed and went on in a tight voice, ‘It seems that it was the first shot that hit him in the shoulder. They said it missed its mark because of Pierre, who got in between Tonton and the killers, trying to shield him. There were three bullets gone from Pierre’s gun, but we don’t know if he hit any of them. Then they shot him dead. After he fell to the floor, they fired the second shot at Tonton. That’s the bullet that went into his chest. It stopped his heart. But he didn’t die.’ Another tear welled up, quivering on her eyelash, then rolled down the smooth curve of her cheek.

Ben remembered Pierre Nord well from their training sessions. A big, strong guy, tough and determined. He’d given his life to do his job. Ben said, ‘I know it’s hard for you to have to go through all this again. But I need a full account of the details to help me understand how it all happened.’

‘It’s okay. Like you said, I have to be brave. Or at least act as though I am.’

‘You’re doing great,’ Ben said. ‘All right, so far that accounts for three of the bodyguards. What about the others?’

‘Two more of them, Jacques and Noël, were right behind Tonton. The police suspect they came rushing into the room just as those shots were being fired, too late to save him. Jacques’s gun fired two shots. One of his bullets went through a clock on the mantelpiece and into the plaster of the wall behind it. The broken clock was how the police knew exactly what time it happened, six minutes past ten. Where the other bullet went, we don’t know yet. As for Noël, his gun was still full, so that must mean he was killed before he fired a shot.’

‘Yes, that’s what it means. So that makes five, leaving Max, Denis and Lucas.’

‘Lucas didn’t work for Tonton any more,’ Valentina said. ‘He left two months ago, and was replaced by a new man.’

Ben was surprised to hear that. ‘Who’s the new man?’

‘André something. I don’t remember, you’d have to ask Gabriel. Anyhow, Max, Denis and André were found dead in different parts of the house. The police said that Denis had eleven bullets in his body. Eleven, Ben. What kind of person does that to another person?’

One with a high-capacity weapon, most likely with fully automatic capability, Ben reflected inwardly. And one with the ability to place a string of rapid-fire shots on target in a high-pressure combat situation. In the hands of your average gunned-up criminal, the lively, squirming recoil of something like a small, compact submachine pistol could easily get out of control and produce a vertical spatter of bullet holes that mostly missed their target and stitched a line up the wall behind. That had been the case with the demented Uzi shooter who’d made the last attempt on the Kaprisky residence. This had been something totally different.

Trying to form the details into a coherent picture he said, ‘So it all seems to have happened so fast, it took them completely by surprise and they weren’t able to get into position in time, except for Pierre, who might just have been with your granduncle by chance at that moment, and Jacques and Noël who happened to be nearby.’

‘Nobody even heard the shots. How could that be?’

‘It’s a big house,’ Ben said. ‘And if everybody was using sound suppressors, the reports wouldn’t travel very far.’ He could have talked about the attackers’ possible use of specialised subsonic rounds to reduce the noise even further, sacrificing a little velocity at the muzzle without compromising their effectiveness for a close-quarter massacre like this. It was how his SAS unit would have done it, back in the day. And often had.

‘Okay, I understand that,’ Valentina said, frowning. ‘But I don’t get how come these intruders were able to overpower Tonton’s security men so easily. Why? You’re the one who trained them. Can you understand it?’

There was no sense of blame or accusation in the tone of her question, just confusion and bewilderment. Ben couldn’t realistically blame himself for the apparent failure of the bodyguards, either. He’d taught these men well. They were some of the more talented close protection operatives he’d worked with, and up until this incident he’d have been perfectly confident in their ability to shield their VIP principal from all but the most extreme scenario. There was no question of Auguste Kaprisky having been fobbed off with second-rate personnel.

And yet, this had happened nonetheless.

‘Yes, I did train them,’ he replied. ‘All except the new guy, André. And they were pretty good. But the men who did this were better. That’s all I can say. No matter how high you think you’ve climbed up the tree, there’s always someone higher than you.’

‘Except you, Ben. Nobody’s better than you, surely.’

He shrugged. ‘I can’t say that.’

‘So who are they? Where did they come from? Who were they working for?’

‘The police will be asking the same questions,’ Ben said. ‘Someone out there knows something. And until they can find a better lead, the cops are going to keep coming back to Georges, the kitchen assistant. He’s the missing link. The nearest thing they have to a real suspect.’

‘I told you, Georges is innocent,’ she said firmly. ‘If you knew him, you’d understand how crazy it is to suspect him of any involvement. A simple soul like him wouldn’t harm a fly. He was completely devoted to Annick, our cook. And to Tonton. He’s about forty, I think, but he’s got the mental age of a child and an IQ to match.’

‘You’re sure of that. Then where is he?’

‘I don’t know. But there’s bound to be some explanation. Maybe he ran away when it all started happening. He must have been completely traumatised. The poor thing could be hiding somewhere, too afraid to come out. Or perhaps he’s hurt, lying in a ditch somewhere, suffering. Oh God, what must he be going through?’

Ben was keeping an open mind on poor dear Georges, but he could see it was a dead end pressing her on that point. ‘All right. Let’s step back and look at the bigger picture. What’s the motive here? The easy answer being money, of course. This house has more treasures in it than the Louvre Museum. Your Tonton’s art collection, to begin with, all those Rembrandts and Van Goghs. And Napoleon on his horse and that gaudy gold mirror in the corridor outside. Not to mention all the rest of the stuff he’s been cramming this house with for decades.’

‘You don’t like the mirror?’ Valentina asked, managing another weak smile.

‘Personally? I think it looks like something that came out of an oversized Christmas cracker. But not everybody would feel the way I do, and I’m sure it’s also pretty damn valuable. As are all the rest of the little trinkets and baubles lying around that would be more portable and manageable for a thief looking to make a fast getaway on foot, which I’m assuming is what they did.’

‘I don’t think Tonton would approve too much of your calling them trinkets and baubles.’

‘Then again, I’m not a fine art connoisseur,’ Ben said. ‘But I do happen to know that’s a genuine Ming vase there on that mantelpiece, and that those are a couple of original Fabergé eggs either side of it, the one on the left a gift to your granduncle from Prince Rainier of Monaco. Basically everywhere you look in this house there are knick-knacks worth millions of euros. You’d only have to stick one of them in your pocket to come away a pretty rich man. And that’s what’s strange. These people could have had their pick of all this prime loot, and yet, from what Gabriel told me on the phone this morning, nothing at all was taken. Which means we have to rule out the most obvious motive.’

Valentina cocked her head a little to one side and looked at Ben thoughtfully. ‘Yes, I expect Gabriel would have told you that. But it’s not actually the case.’








Chapter 4

Ben looked at her. ‘You mean, something was taken?’

Valentina nodded. ‘Just one particular item. Or more correctly, thirty-two of them. The pieces from Tonton’s chess set. His favourite chess set that he plays on the most. He has lots of them.’

‘His favourite one being the Napoleon set.’

She seemed surprised. ‘You know it?’

‘I do know it.’ Ben had actually had quite a number of games on it with Auguste over the years. He could play reasonably well, though nowhere near the level of the old man, who could give the world’s top grandmasters a run for their money. As a wily strategist with a genius intellect and the apparent ability to think in five or six dimensions at once, chess was so much Auguste’s game that it could almost have been invented for him. He’d been passionate about it all his life, and amassed a collection of sets dating back to various periods of history, some of them many centuries old. But just as Valentina had said, the Napoleon set was the one he’d lovingly bring out time and again.

He loved to talk about it, too. Ben had been told its history, oh, maybe ten or twelve thousand times, certainly enough to remember. It got its nickname from its famous erstwhile owner, who, when he wasn’t going around conquering much of the world at the head of his vast armies and crowning himself Emperor of France, had been a keen
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