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Epigraph
His body a bloody ruby radiant

With noble passion, sun-souled Lucifer

Swept through the dawn colossal, swift aslant

On Eden’s imbecile perimeter

He blessed nonentity with every curse

And spiced with sorrow the dull soul of sense,

Breathed life into the sterile universe,

With Love and Knowledge drove out innocence

The Key of Joy is disobedience

Hymn to Lucifer
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PROLOGUE
The pursuit had led northwards from the English south coast into the heart of the Surrey countryside, deep among thick broadleaf woods under a full moon. It was late March, the spring equinox, and the night was mild and balmy and filled with the sweetly pungent scent of the flowering bluebells that carpeted the woodland floor.
The man called Wolf had stalked his target for hours and for the moment he could go no further, waiting and hoping for the opportunity to finish the job he’d started. A job he did not particularly relish and wouldn’t have been doing unless he was getting well paid for it. A job he must nonetheless complete, lest he disappoint the ruthless men who employed him.
So far, the assignment felt like it was jinxed. It wasn’t Wolf’s fault. He’d followed the plan exactly until things had started going wrong. Which had happened very quickly, earlier that evening.
The hit was scheduled for 7.30 p.m. at the target’s home outside the pretty West Sussex village of Pyecombe, a few miles from Brighton. Abbott was expected to have been alone, but when Wolf had arrived at the nineteenth-century parsonage at the appointed hour and was concealed in the large garden preparing to make his move, he’d been interrupted by the sudden and unanticipated appearance of a gold Range Rover. The vehicle had pulled in through the front gates, rolled up towards the house and crunched to a halt on the gravel driveway next to Abbott’s Lexus.
Wolf had watched from his hiding place as the Rover’s doors opened and out spilled the target’s ex-wife in a red dress, their two young children and a twenty-something brunette that he assumed was the kids’ nanny. Wolf’s mission file contained details on the former Mrs Abbott (number three, the trophy, the most painful marital misstep of the fifty-eight-year-old politician’s career) and the two kids: little Emily, four, and her brother Paul, seven. Since the acrimonious split they now lived twenty miles the other side of Brighton, in a large house provided by the generous divorce settlement and alimony payments that Debbie enjoyed spending on expensive trips abroad. Her lifestyle habits, such as the recent fling with the ski instructor in Zermatt, were well known to Wolf’s employers; but none of the clever-dick analysts who provided the background intel had managed to foresee that she’d show up here today to mess up their plans. Typical.
Anthony Abbott emerged from his front door to meet his visitors, his silvery hair uncombed, casually attired in beige slacks and a cricket jumper. To shrill cries of ‘Daddy! Daddy!’ the kids rushed up and hugged their father. Wolf had a zoom telephoto lens attached to his phone, through which he could see that Abbott was as nonplussed as he was by old Debbie’s turning up like this. Judging by their facial expressions and stiff body language, relations between the couple were still frosty. Abbott appeared impatient for her to leave and kept glancing at his watch, as though he’d been disturbed in the middle of something important he was anxious to return to. If only he knew, Wolf thought, what her unexpected arrival had saved him from. Even if it was just a temporary stay of execution.
She didn’t hang around for long. Eleven minutes later, the Range Rover departed and Wolf watched it disappear up the quiet country lane. He was pleased to see her go, but now he had another problem: it appeared that the purpose of her visit was to dump the kids and nanny on her ex. Wolf wondered whether her intention was to liberate herself for another romantic trip to Zermatt or elsewhere, or whether she wanted to have the house to herself for a tryst at home with another of her numerous beaux.
Whatever the case, the unexpected turn of events screwed things up for him. While others in his profession might not have such scruples, Wolf went by certain rules. The most golden of which being that he would not kill a child, for any amount of money. If he chose to press ahead now, he would be compelled to break that rule, to avoid leaving witnesses. The nanny, too. Messy. Very messy.
And so, Wolf decided to hold back and wait. Improvisation wasn’t a problem for a man of his training and experience. He settled back and kept watching the house.
At 9.33 p.m., the hit now more than two hours overdue, Abbott re-emerged from his front door and started walking briskly towards his car. He’d changed his casual attire for a suit and tie and was carrying a leather overnight bag. It seemed like he was going somewhere, leaving the nanny alone to take care of Emily and Paul. Wolf had been told nothing of any planned excursions – then again, if not for Debbie’s interference, the mission would have been over and he’d have been long gone by now.
Wolf watched as Abbott climbed into his Lexus and set off up the driveway. By the time the car had reached the road, Wolf had already slipped away and hurried back to the Audi saloon he’d hidden around the corner. Like all the vehicles he drove in the course of his work, it had untraceable number plates and officially did not exist. He quickly caught up with the Lexus and followed at a discreet distance as Abbott hustled off down the country lane. Wherever he was going, the man seemed to be in a hurry to get there.
This new twist offered Wolf a fresh opportunity to finish the job, if he could track his target to a suitable location. He stayed on the Lexus, never letting it out of his sight but with always at least one vehicle between it and his Audi. Politicians, as a rule, weren’t very highly trained in recognising when they were being tailed, but you couldn’t be too careful.
The Lexus led northwards for fifty miles, taking the A23 and the M25 into Surrey. He seemed to be heading for Guildford, but then turned off the main road and headed into deep countryside. Wolf hung right back and kept following. Then, at three minutes to eleven, Abbott turned into the gates of a manor estate surrounded by woodland. Wolf drove on past the entrance, slowing down just enough to see the Lexus’s tail-lights disappearing down the oak-lined private road and the plaque on the stone gatepost that said KARSWELL HALL. The stately home itself was out of sight of the quiet country road.
A quarter of a mile further along, Wolf found a spot to hide the car and cut back on foot through the darkness, taking with him the things he needed. Karswell Hall was encircled by a high stone wall that he scaled with ease, and he dropped down inside the wooded grounds and made his cautious way towards the house. From a vantage point among the trees he was able to observe as more cars arrived and paused at a checkpoint on the private road where security guards examined papers before waving the visitors on towards the stately home. It looked like some kind of late evening event or gathering was underway.
It was 11.22 p.m. and he should have reported to base hours ago. Wolf was all too aware that his employers back in London would be wondering what the hell was happening. He faced the choice of whether to abort his mission and admit failure, or stay on his target until a suitable opportunity arose to eliminate him.
Wolf had never admitted failure in his life. He was still figuring out his best move when a black Rolls-Royce limousine purred up to the checkpoint and was halted by the security men. The chauffeur rolled down his window and showed them an admission pass. While they examined it, the driver stepped out of the car for a moment to check a front tyre, and the cabin of the limo was momentarily illuminated by the interior light.
That was when Wolf realised, with a shock, that he knew both of the back-seat passengers.
Wolf had personally met very, very few members of the secretive agency he worked for. But he instantly recognised these two men as his superiors. One was a much older man, easily eighty-five, wizened and gaunt, wearing a black suit and sitting in the back of the car clutching a cane between his knees. A very distinctive cane, topped with a silver bird’s head with a long beak and ruby eyes. Wolf remembered it, though he’d only seen the old man once before. The other back-seat occupant, twenty years younger than his travelling companion, was someone Wolf had had occasional contact with over the years.
The big Rolls moved on through the checkpoint, but the image of the two men remained burned on Wolf’s retinas. What was going on here? Why were his agency chiefs apparently attending the same mysterious gathering as the very target they had directed him to eliminate earlier that day? Wolf generally never questioned the reasoning behind his directives, but this was weird. It seemed to suggest that they were all somehow involved together – though in what, Wolf had no idea. And if that was right, then it meant that Wolf had unwittingly become mixed up in some kind of plot to eliminate one of their own. But one of their own what?
Wolf drew away from the checkpoint. He kept well out of sight as he worked his way around the side of the big house, threading through the trees. Karswell Hall was a hell of a grand old country pile, a real billionaire pad, its scores of windows lit up like a starship with exterior floodlamps casting a glow over the immaculate lawn that sloped down from the rear towards a gleaming dark lake at whose centre was a small wooded island, all wreathed in shadow. The guests, maybe fifty of them, were visible through the windows of the manor, standing in groups, talking, sipping drinks. The gathering was obviously a formal event, judging by the sombre suits and ties of everyone present. Wolf noticed that there was not one woman among them.
Crouched down low and invisible among the trees, Wolf used his compact but powerful telephoto lens to search for Abbott among the guests, but couldn’t make him out in the crowd. Maybe Wolf would get an opportunity to take care of Abbott that night, or maybe not. He kept waiting, and watching.
He had no idea what he was soon to witness.
At the stroke of midnight, the ceremony began.
It was like watching a surreal dream unfold. First the lights went out and Karswell Hall fell into darkness, illuminated only by the pale glow of the full moon that hung over the lake. Minutes later, a procession of figures slowly began to emerge from the rear of the house and wind its way down the lawn towards the water’s edge. But, as Wolf realised, there was something bizarrely changed about the figures. All fifty guests were now wearing strange robes, long, dark, and hooded. Their faces were obscured by black masks. Wolf felt a tingle of apprehension as he saw they were animal masks – no, bird masks, with curved, sharp beaks that reminded him of the head of the old man’s cane.
The procession assembled at the lakeside. They stood shoulder to shoulder with their backs to the trees where Wolf was hiding, all looking out across the water towards the dark, wooded island at its centre as if full of anticipation for something about to happen there. He scanned the crowd, still searching for Abbott, but it was impossible to tell whether he was among them or not. The hooded men were unrecognisable, all except for the thin, stooped figure that walked with a noticeable limp and leaned heavily on a cane. The old man.
Wolf breathed, ‘What the f—??’ He knew that he had to capture this on video. If he didn’t film what was happening he’d have a hard time convincing himself afterwards that he hadn’t been dreaming. He quickly set the phone camera and hit the record button.
Now a low chanting broke out from the crowd. Soft at first, building into a crescendo whose weird sound sent a chill down Wolf’s neck. It wasn’t English. It wasn’t any language he had ever heard before. Then, as the chanting reached its peak, a pyrotechnic burst of flames erupted into life on the island and lit up the trees – and Wolf swallowed hard and blinked in disbelief as he saw the giant effigy that until now had been hidden in shadow. Forty feet tall, carved out of stone, a quasi-human figure with the body of a man and the head of a bird, long-beaked like a heron or an ibis. The monstrosity appeared possessed with a life of its own as the flames made the shadows dance and cast their flickering reflection across the water.
The chanting of the crowd went on rising in pitch and intensity, the same incomprehensible phrases being repeated over and over like some hypnotic religious catechism that had taken hold of their minds. More flames illuminated the billows of smoke rising above the treetops.
That was when Wolf should have left. Should have just turned and run, got the hell out of there and kept running and not looked back. But he didn’t. He couldn’t. Transfixed by the spectacle, almost willing to believe he was being gripped by some nightmarish hallucination, he couldn’t help but keep watching.
Then it got worse. And it became too late for Wolf to turn away.
There were people on the island. Still filming the scene with the zoom of his phone lens wound up to maximum magnification, he saw the figures appear as if out of nowhere through the smoke. Two of them wore the same robes and masks as the chanting crowd watching from across the lake, and carried flaming torches. But the third was something entirely different. It was a female figure, a blonde, clad in a plain white smock dress. From this distance and in the smoke and flicker of the flames Wolf couldn’t make out her features clearly, but enough to tell that she was young, perhaps still in her teens, more a girl than a woman.
But what was instantly obvious to Wolf was that she wasn’t there by choice. The two hooded, bird-headed men who accompanied her were clutching her by the arms and drawing her towards the base of the statue, which appeared to be some kind of altar. She was struggling, but weakly, and her head lolled limply from side to side as though she was inebriated – or drugged. The hooded men thrust her against the altar, pulled her arms out wide and tethered her wrists to what Wolf supposed must be iron rings set into the stone. She hung there as though crucified, her long blond hair obscuring her face. As the hooded men who’d tethered her stepped away, another appeared from the smoke.
He was robed in crimson with some kind of gold hieroglyph symbol emblazoned on his chest. His mask was more elaborate than the others’, like a ceremonial headdress or a bishop’s mitre. Except that a bishop’s mitre didn’t have horns. They were curly like those of a ram, rising into points that gleamed in the firelight. In his left hand he held a staff or sceptre. The right hand clutched a long, glittering dagger.
The masked crowd at the lakeside were going wild, baying and howling like a pack of bloodhounds. The horned figure in the red robe stepped dramatically in front of the tethered captive, raised his hands above his head and addressed the assembly from across the water, speaking more words that Wolf couldn’t understand. His head was spinning and he felt sick as he began to understand what he was witnessing, and what was about to happen. The figure in red was some kind of High Priest presiding over the twisted ceremony. And the crowd of lunatics who’d gathered here tonight on this spring equinox were his worshippers.
Wolf had seen many terrible things in his life. Some of them, he’d caused to happen personally. He thought he’d seen everything. Thought that he was too hardened and jaded for anything to get to him any longer. But the scene he was witnessing now made his mouth go dry and his hands shake. He steadied his grip on the phone and kept watching and filming, despite himself.
Solemnly, gravely, the High Priest handed his staff to one of the other men. Then he turned to face the girl, reached out to her and ripped away the white smock with a single violent jerk. The crowd screamed. She was naked underneath. The incomprehensible chanting of the crowd became even wilder.
Now the High Priest stepped closer. He raised the dagger to show the crowd, its long curved blade glittering in the firelight; then in a fast left-to-right movement that made Wolf flinch, he nicked the girl’s neck with the edge of the blade. The blood trickled down her throat and chest. The High Priest bent in front of her, and for a few moments Wolf couldn’t tell what he was doing. Then he stepped aside, and Wolf saw the five-pointed Pentacle drawn in blood on the girl’s stomach.
This was no theatre show. This was real.
Wolf had witnessed enough. He finally averted his eyes and turned away. But he didn’t turn away fast enough to avoid seeing the final stroke of the High Priest’s dagger that sliced deep into the sacrificial victim’s throat and ended her life. Fire and explosions lit up the whole lake island as the chanting of the crowd reached its climax and became a roar of delight and satisfaction.
Wolf staggered to his feet and stumbled away through the trees, twigs whipping at his face as he beat his retreat. To hell with the job. To hell with the agency, the money, the whole damn thing. He didn’t care any more. He was out of here. Done with all of it, forever. He already knew where he would run to: a special place in which nobody would ever find him.
Too late, Wolf spotted the gleam of something smooth and glassy, small and round, pointing down at him from the ivied trunk of a tree.
It was a camera. And he’d been caught right on it.



Chapter 1
Five days later
Somewhere over the south of England en route for France, Ben Hope eased back in his window seat, gazed out at the fluffy clouds drifting by and wondered whether this was the fifth, or the sixth, such trip he’d made in the months since late December. Or maybe it was the seventh. He was losing track, much to the amusement of his associate Jeff Dekker, who never tired of teasing him about his unlikely developing relationship with, of all people, a female police officer from the Scottish Highlands. Ben would have to privately admit that the romance had taken him by surprise, too. Her name was Grace Kirk, and it seemed that he couldn’t get enough of her.
His most recent visit to Grace’s tiny, remote village of Kinlochardaich had lasted three days, which was about as long as Ben felt he could stay away from his home and workplace in northern France before he started to feel he was neglecting his obligations there. The tactical training centre he co-ran with his fellow ex-military associates, called Le Val, was tucked away in a quiet corner of the Normandy countryside and over the years had grown into a thriving little concern whose specialist services were in demand from all over Europe and beyond.
Ben loved the place and wasn’t ready to quit his job, while Grace felt the same way about her own home and career; and so for the moment at least, their relationship would be a long-distance one. It was a convoluted thirteen-hour flight that usually involved stop-offs in London or Manchester, as well as Paris or Lyon or sometimes even Amsterdam. Grace had been still fast asleep when he’d left her at 4.30 a.m. to catch the 6.33 flight from Inverness. He’d called from the airport to let his business partners know he was en route and would be home by that evening.
Now, six hours later, with the time-wasting tedium of Heathrow behind him, his next stop was Paris before he’d finally embark on the final leg of his journey home. He was looking forward to seeing Jeff (who’d be full of the usual piss-taking humour, but Jeff was like that), their colleague Tuesday Fletcher (who owed his colourful first name, as well as his eternally laid-back manner, to his Jamaican heritage), and to enjoying a nice glass or two of his favourite scotch whisky before tucking in for an early night.
Bliss. Ben was in little danger of ever succumbing to the soft life, but the temptation did present itself now and then.
The London-to-Paris flight was unusually empty that day; entire rows of seats across the aisle as well as those behind and in front were vacant. In fact, he virtually had this entire section of the plane to himself. A luxury he’d never encountered before on a commercial flight, but one that suited him fine, allowing him to spread out a little. His old brown leather jacket and military olive-green canvas knapsack occupied the seat next to him, along with the crumpled newspaper he’d been idly leafing through earlier before losing interest. Ben didn’t really care much for following world affairs. He was relaxed into the steady thrum of the plane, still watching the sky drift by and thinking about nothing much in particular when a fellow passenger who was strolling down the aisle from the rear of the plane stopped by Ben’s row, gestured at the unoccupied seat next to him and asked courteously, ‘Please, may I?’
Ben studied him for a moment. He had an excellent memory for faces, but he couldn’t remember having ever seen this man before. The stranger appeared to be in his mid-sixties, though it was hard to tell. He wasn’t tall, wasn’t short, wasn’t fat, wasn’t thin. His grey hair was receding from a high forehead, but was otherwise thick and somewhat unkempt. Sticking-out ears and a large, thread-veined nose with a prominent wart to one side. He wore glasses with a heavy black frame and thick lenses that magnified his eyes like a lemur’s. His suit was dark and his shoes were shiny. Generally respectable-looking and unthreatening in his manner. He seemed to have some particular reason for wanting to talk, though Ben had no idea what it could be.
Experience had taught Ben to be a careful person, sometimes to the point of being cagey and suspicious. But his natural tendency, especially at a moment like this when he was at ease, relatively carefree and fresh from three very pleasant days spent with someone he was extremely fond of, was to be open and friendly. Maybe the fellow had stopped to ask if he could borrow the newspaper. Maybe his watch had stopped and he wanted to know the right time. Maybe all kinds of things.
Ben hesitated a moment longer, then cleared his stuff from the seat, dumped it on the floor at his feet and replied, ‘Be my guest.’
The stranger plucked at his trouser legs the way dapper Englishmen do before sitting down, then settled in the empty seat and peered curiously at Ben through the thick glasses.
‘Enjoying your trip, Mr Hope?’ He spoke softly, but there was no misunderstanding his words.
And now Ben felt the familiar old sense of suspiciousness come flooding back, and he regretted his initial response. He had spent years travelling all over the world under a variety of fake identities, both during and after his time in British Special Forces. Nowadays he was just an ordinary citizen, or as ordinary as a man like him could ever be, and he seldom had cause to travel using any identity other than his own. But he still didn’t like being recognised like this. And whoever the well-dressed stranger was, he obviously hadn’t come to ask the time.
Ben replied tersely, ‘I’m sorry, I think you got the wrong person. I don’t know any Mr Hope.’
The stranger’s face crinkled into a polite smile. But there was a falseness to it, a coldness behind his eyes that made the curl of his lips seem unpleasantly knowing, almost mocking. ‘I do beg your pardon. What I should have said was “Enjoying your trip, Major Hope?” Because, you see, I do happen to know exactly who I’m speaking to. I might add that it’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance. By all accounts you’re really quite a remarkable fellow.’
Ben stared at the stranger for a very long time. He said, ‘There are plenty of other free seats on this plane. You might want to go and sit in one of those instead.’
The mock-polite smile again. ‘Don’t be coy, Major. A man with your record, which, by the way, makes fascinating reading, should be proud of his achievements. More than a dozen years serving your country in our most elite military force, responsible for countless successful missions in theatres of war all over the world, involving some quite outstanding displays of strategic brilliance and courage. I’m sure I needn’t run through a whole summary of your exemplary career, though.’
The stranger couldn’t be bluffing. He seemed to know too much for that. But if he really had read Ben’s military file, that meant he had access to high-level classified information. Which in turn meant he wasn’t just anybody. He was also talking far too openly about matters that were not meant to be public knowledge.
Ben glanced around him at all the vacant seats, and wondered whether it was just a coincidence that he’d been seated in an almost empty section. Whoever had arranged this cosy meeting could easily have made ghost reservations for half the plane, ensuring that the conversation would not be overheard. And Ben had let himself be caught right in their trap. He felt angry and powerless.
‘All right,’ he said to the stranger. ‘You’ve seen my record, and you know who I am. Which means you’re obviously bothering me for a reason.’
‘You’re quite correct. I thought we could have a little chat before you got home. Easier this way.’
‘You got me,’ Ben said. ‘I’m your captive audience. So is this the part where you cut the crap and tell me what you want?’
‘To retain your services,’ the stranger replied, as though it were the most obvious thing in the world. ‘What else?’
Ben shook his head. ‘Sorry to disappoint you, but you’re wasting your time there. I’m self-employed. Meaning that I get to choose who I work for. Me.’
‘Of course. Of course. And I hope you can forgive me for intruding on your privacy like this. But I think perhaps you’ll feel more amenable to speaking to me once you’ve seen what I have to show you.’
‘Show me?’
‘Indeed.’ The stranger reached inside his jacket and pulled out a small, slender tablet phone that he offered to Ben.
‘No, thanks. I’m not interested.’
The stranger didn’t take the tablet away. ‘Please. I insist.’
Ben reluctantly took it. The tablet was black and glossy and looked brand new. The screen was displaying what he immediately realised was a paused video file.
The stranger said, ‘Watch.’
Ben tapped the screen, and the video began to play. For the first few moments it could have been a still photo image, as nothing was moving on the screen. It showed the inside of a dark room. Ben had to peer closely to make anything out. He still had no idea what this was about.
But as he began to make sense of what he was looking at, he felt every muscle in his body tighten with alarm.



Chapter 2
Because the scene in the video clip was a bedroom. A bedroom he recognised and had got to know well over the course of the last three months. The same bedroom he’d last slept in himself, before getting up early to catch the plane from Inverness.
In the dim, grainy image on the screen he could see the curve of Grace’s shape beneath the bed covers, turned on her side, gently rising and falling to the rhythm of her breathing, her black hair spread out across the whiteness of the pillow and both hands clasped under her cheek, the way she often slept. Like she was praying in her dreams. Praying for what, Ben had often mused as he lay there watching her.
The video had not been filmed from a static hidden camera. That would have been bad enough – but the slight tremor and sway of the frame told him that it had been captured on a phone or other device by someone inside Grace’s bedroom. Someone who wasn’t supposed to be there.
‘In case you were wondering,’ the stranger said, ‘this was taken this morning, just minutes after you left. Looks peaceful, doesn’t she? Like Sleeping Beauty.’
Ben said nothing. He couldn’t speak. He just wanted to cram the tablet sideways between the stranger’s teeth and pound it in until it disappeared down his throat. But before he could react either way, a movement on the screen made him tense up even more. Because whoever had slipped unnoticed into Grace’s bedroom to film her hadn’t come alone. The second man who stepped out of the shadows the other side of the bed was clad all in black, head to toe, apart from the three pale ovals of the eye and mouth apertures of his balaclava. His hands were gloved. One of them held a semiautomatic pistol. That was black, too, like the long, tubular sound suppressor fitted to the end of its barrel.
The second man stepped up to the edge of the bed. Raised the muzzle of the silenced handgun a few inches from the back of Grace’s head, almost close enough to brush against her hair. He held it there for a few seconds as she went on sleeping, oblivious, as serene as a dormant child. Then he lowered the weapon, stepped away and melted back into the graininess of the shadows as though he’d never been there. With that, the video clip ended and the screen went black.
Ben knew how this game was played. What he’d just been shown was a classic textbook warning. A display of power. Telling him, See, this is what we can do. We can do it easily. We can do it any time. And nobody will even see us coming.
The stranger said, ‘Needless to say, she had no idea of what was happening. Around the time you were boarding your flight at Inverness, she was getting up and preparing to go off to work. That’s where she is now. Going about her police duties without the faintest clue that her every move is being monitored around the clock by a team of operatives ready to move in on command and execute their orders. Nor does she ever need to know, so long as you play your cards right and cooperate with me and my colleagues. I expect I have your attention now, don’t I?’
The trap had just sprung shut, with Ben neatly snared inside it. He said nothing.
The stranger went on: ‘Oh, you can play it cool if you like. But I’m sure you must be full of questions. For example, you’re probably wondering who I am. For the purposes of this conversation, you can call me Saunders. As to the rest, such as whom I work for and what interests I represent, that’s not your concern. You can simply rest assured that this is not a bluff, and that you need to take what I’m telling you with the utmost seriousness. Am I making myself clear?’
‘I think you’ve made your point,’ Ben said.
There is a special kind of anger that goes beyond all possible limits of normal furious, burning rage. It starts deep in the pit of your stomach and gradually spreads to the extremities of the whole body, turning the blood to ice water, boosting adrenal output and focusing the mind more sharply than a combat fighter pilot’s. The hindbrain becomes hyper-aware, the physical senses are greatly amplified, and time seems to move in slow motion.
That was the kind of anger Ben was experiencing at this moment.
The man calling himself Saunders said, ‘Good. Now, here are the ground rules. You are about to receive a set of mission instructions, which you will follow very carefully and exactly. If you refuse to take the mission or comply with said instructions, the team of men who will be watching over Miss Kirk day and night are under orders to dispatch her. A task they will carry out in the most professional, quick and humane manner, but even so I’m sure you prefer to avoid that outcome. Once your mission is complete, the team will stand down and she will never know they were even there.’
‘Really? I can trust you on that, can I?’
If Saunders detected the sarcasm, he didn’t show it. ‘You have my word.’
Ben said, ‘I’m still waiting for the rules.’
All the mannerisms of phony politeness had left Saunders’ face, and the real man was visible behind his former mask of genteel courtesy. The big lemur eyes behind the magnifying lenses were as hard as glaciers and locked unwaveringly onto Ben’s.
Saunders replied, ‘They’re very simple. Please remember that the surveillance team will be watching every move Miss Kirk makes, and everyone with whom she comes into contact. If someone so much as says hello to her in the street, within seconds we’ll know everything about not just their lives, but those of their entire circle of family and friends. Likewise, all her communications, such as landline and mobile phones, emails and social media, are being closely monitored. Therefore, the slightest attempt on your part to warn her, in any way, will be detected the instant you make it, and will result in her being shot in the head at the first opportunity. There will be no reprieve, no second chance.’



Chapter 3
Ben said, ‘No need to sugar-coat it, Saunders. Tell me it like it is.’
Saunders went on, ‘Likewise, if you try to involve the authorities in this matter, she will be shot in the head. Should you be tempted to enlist any of your talented business associates to intervene in this situation, she will be shot in the head.’
Ben was thinking that if he were to snap this man’s neck like a stale stick of baguette and hurl his dead body out of the aircraft, she’d probably be shot in the head, too. ‘She’ll be expecting me to call when I get home.’
‘We know. You needn’t concern yourself with that. It’ll be done for you, by text message. A simple line or two, to say you got back safely and will be in touch soon. It will appear to have come from your phone, which, incidentally, is also being monitored.’
‘You’ve thought of everything, haven’t you?’ It was an understatement. It seemed to Ben like they had him pretty well stitched up. As Jeff Dekker would have said, tighter than a camel’s arse in a sandstorm.
‘It’s my job.’
‘All right, Saunders, or whoever you are. I get the message. What is it that you want from me?’
Saunders explained, ‘You’ve been selected from a shortlist of candidates. A very short shortlist, I might add. Made up of names of current or former operatives who share a common expertise in the art of locating, and then neutralising, selected targets.’
‘Human targets,’ Ben said. It wasn’t a question.
‘For a number of particular reasons, you came out top of the list. Head and shoulders above the nearest competition, thanks to your prior experience in this kind of work. Before you went freelance calling yourself a “specialist kidnap and ransom consultant” you excelled at tracking insurgents and terrorist commanders on behalf of HM Government.’
Ben was no longer surprised that this man Saunders seemed to know so much about his past. It wasn’t just his military experience. These people clearly had gathered detailed information on his private hostage rescue career, too, and that bothered him a lot. He’d always worked hard to cover his tracks. The knowledge that these spooks, or whoever they were, seemed able to see straight through his defences made him feel vulnerable, even paranoid.
‘Is that who I’m being recruited by, HM Government?’
Saunders gave a noncommittal shrug. ‘Let’s just say that one of our lambs has strayed from the flock. We need someone with your inimitable talents to find him and teach him the error of his ways.’
So after the brutal candour about the threat hanging over Grace if Ben didn’t play ball, now it was back to the euphemisms. ‘You mean you want him eliminated.’
‘Eliminated, neutralised, terminated, call it what you will.’
‘There’s your problem,’ Ben replied. ‘Because I’m not an assassin.’
Saunders raised an eyebrow. ‘Oh, dear. That sounded suspiciously like a refusal to take the mission. Are we forgetting the ground rules already?’
Ben said nothing.
‘Under the circumstances, Major, you’re whoever we want you to be. Let’s not pretend you haven’t done it before. Your particular skillset is well documented. Plus, you’re uniquely qualified for this specific mission. Unlike any of the other potential candidates, you happen to be personally acquainted with the target. Given the nature of the job, we considered that would give you an edge. Not that a man of your expertise is likely to have too much trouble.’
‘Killers come as friends,’ Ben said. ‘That’s how it works in your organisation, I suppose.’
‘I wouldn’t call him a friend, exactly. You haven’t seen him in a long time.’
‘Who is he?’
‘His name is Wolf. Jaden Wolf.’
‘That’s some name for a stray lamb,’ Ben said. But he recognised it immediately, and it was clear to him why he’d been picked for such an assignment. That didn’t make him any happier about it. ‘So what’s Wolf done to deserve this?’
‘The whys and wherefores are not your concern,’ replied Saunders. He pointed at the tablet phone. ‘You can hang onto that. It contains all the information you’ll require, on an encrypted data file that is programmed to self-destruct two minutes after opening, so I suggest you read it carefully and commit it to memory. Shouldn’t be a problem for a clever chap like you.’
‘What’s the decryption key?’
Saunders smiled. ‘We selected one that would be nice and easy for you to remember. The password is “Ruth”.’
Ruth was Ben’s sister and only surviving relation. She lived in Switzerland, and they were in touch from time to time. When Ben was in his teens, Ruth had been kidnapped by Arab human traffickers during a family holiday in Morocco. He’d devoted many years of his life to finding her, and never wanted to lose her again. He understood that the use of her name as a passcode was another not-so-subtle warning of the hurt these people could inflict if he failed to obey them.
He asked, ‘When did this happen?’
‘Five days ago.’
‘That’s a long time for someone like Wolf to be running. I’m presuming you’ve had your own people out looking for him.’
Saunders nodded. ‘We were able to track a few of his movements. His vehicle was found abandoned in a village in Surrey, where a car was reported stolen the same night. The stolen car was discovered the next day in a street in London. It’s all in the file.’
‘And you have no idea where he is now.’
‘If we did, you and I wouldn’t be having this conversation.’
‘Which means he’s either still in the country, or he’s travelling on a false ID.’
‘He’s a resourceful sort of chap. Almost as resourceful as you are. You and he had the same teachers, after all.’
‘Then he could be anywhere. Sitting in a cave in outer Mongolia or sailing a fishing boat around the Florida Keys.’
‘Why else would we have seen the need to enlist the very best man for the job of tracking him down? Few people have ever known Jaden Wolf as well as you. I have every faith that you can find him, Major Hope.’
‘Don’t call me that.’
‘Why not?’
‘Because I don’t like it,’ Ben said. ‘I left that whole world behind me a long time ago.’ And now it was catching up with him again, like a trailing shadow that he couldn’t shake off.
‘As you wish.’ Saunders pointed again at the tablet phone. ‘You’ve been supplied with a number to call to notify us once the mission is complete, as well as a secure email address to which you’re required to send photographic evidence of the neutralised target, and its location. Needless to say, one of my operatives will be sent to the scene to ascertain personally that the job has been carried out to our satisfaction. Afterwards, you will be free to return to your life, and neither you nor Miss Kirk will hear from us again. You have my word on that, too.’
‘You’re a man of real integrity, Saunders.’
‘Well, I think that more or less concludes this little chat. You and I will not meet again, but it’s been a pleasure talking to you.’
Saunders went to get up, then paused. ‘Oh, just one thing. Before I go, I should point out that there are several of my agents on this aircraft, so I suggest you stay in your seat for the remainder of the flight and don’t make a fuss, or come looking for me or anything silly like that. There will be no reminder regarding Miss Kirk’s situation. Be sensible, do your job, and you needn’t have a thing to worry about.’
Then Saunders stood and walked off down the aisle the way he’d come, and Ben was alone again.



Chapter 4
For what it was worth, the rest of Ben’s journey home went smoothly. He made his connection in Paris, got to Cherbourg exactly on time and sped back to Le Val in his BMW Alpina. The night was warm and still, and the stars were shining bright. Storm, Ben’s favourite of the various canine residents of Le Val, was there to greet him when he got out of the car, wagging his tail and full of happiness at his master’s return. Ben bent down to give the big hairy German shepherd a hug, had his face liberally washed by a sloppy great tongue and then climbed the steps to the front door of the farmhouse.
Home sweet home. Warm, welcoming light spilled from the windows of the farmhouse kitchen into the yard. Ben could see his friends Jeff and Tuesday having dinner in their usual places at the old oak table. The kitchen was the hub of the house, the common room and command centre where the core members of the Le Val team spent most evenings drinking, smoking, relaxing and sharing a laugh after a long day’s work teaching good guys with guns how to better protect and serve the innocent citizens who depended on them. A delegation of cops from the BRI-BRAC anti-terror brigade in Paris had just finished up a two-day Hostage Rescue Team refresher course in which Jeff had put them through their paces in Le Val’s killing house, where the live-fire combat exercises were fast and furious, bad-guy targets lurked behind every doorway and the simulation of a real-life HRT raid was made to be as realistic as possible.
In short, life at the compound was just the same as ever. Stepping back into that comforting, familiar environment, Ben might almost have believed that the episode on board the plane earlier that day had been nothing more than some weird dream that he could just shrug off, forget and move on from.
But it hadn’t been a dream. Ben’s predicament was as real as the threat hanging over Grace Kirk, and he could no more afford to ignore it than he could disregard Saunders’ rules. The first of which was tell no one. And that, Ben knew, was going to be his first tough challenge.
As he stepped inside the house and put his head around the kitchen door he was met with the sound of laughter and the aroma of the big pot of beef stew that sat on the range.
‘Dead on time. Welcome home, lover boy,’ was Jeff’s boisterous greeting. The wine had been flowing that evening, judging by the empty bottles on the dinner table and the flush in Jeff’s cheeks. Jeff was in a happier mood these days, after going through the grinder following the collapse of his relationship with a French woman called Chantal. Some months earlier he’d celebrated his rediscovered bachelor status by throwing himself into learning to fly. Since getting his pilot’s licence just weeks ago, he’d spent a chunk of his hard-earned cash on a 1967 Cessna 172 Skyhawk and could talk of little else. A stack of light aircraft magazines, service manuals and pilot licensing literature lay heaped on the sideboard.
‘How was your trip?’ Tuesday asked, grinning his dazzling trademark grin that could light up all but the darkest of spaces. Jeff grabbed a third glass from the cupboard, set it down for Ben in his usual place at the head of the table, and swilled wine into it. ‘Come and have a drink, mate. Plenty of stew left in the pot, too.’
‘I’m not hungry. Think I’ll go and take a shower.’
Jeff peered at him. ‘You all right?’ For Ben to turn down a drink was a rare event; besides which, there wasn’t much you could hide from Jeff Dekker. He liked to laugh and mess around, but beneath the laddish façade was a highly astute and perspicacious mind. You didn’t get to spend over ten years in the Special Boat Service, half of them in command of your own troop, unless you were a pretty smart and capable guy.
‘I’m fine,’ Ben said, with not much conviction.
‘Sure about that?’
‘I’m fine,’ Ben repeated. Leaving them to it, he headed upstairs to dump his bag in his room. His quarters were small and simple, with a single bed, a plain wardrobe, a mirror on the wall and very little else in the way of decor. The only luxury was his ensuite bathroom. He quickly stripped off his things and hit the shower. Sixty seconds exactly, ice cold, grimly relishing the shock of the frigid water that jolted his system and helped to keep his mind sharp and clear. He towelled himself vigorously, returned to his room with a towel around his waist, changed into fresh clothing and set about repacking his bag for another trip. Where that would lead him, he still had no idea – but from the information that Saunders had supplied him he knew that his starting point would be London. And he could afford to waste no time getting there.
After he’d finished repacking his travel items, he unlocked the small security safe bolted to the wall by his bedside. The contents of the safe were the reason he’d come home, rather than heading straight back to London the instant he’d touched down at Charles de Gaulle airport. Inside were two handguns with multiple loaded magazines, two burner phones, ten thousand euros in cash, and a manila envelope containing three fake passports.
It was primarily the passports that Ben was interested in. He spilled them out of the envelope. They were the work of one Thierry Chevrolet, a master forger whose expertise Ben had enlisted back during his wild, dangerous days of hustling around Europe chasing down kidnappers and rescuing the victims they’d taken for ransom. For several years he’d kept them in a bank deposit box in Paris, the city that had served as his main European base of operations. Since getting out of that game and reverting back – at any rate, trying to revert back – to being a normal citizen, he’d no longer had any use for the deposit box and brought everything across to Le Val. There they’d stayed, locked up, unneeded and mostly forgotten.
Until now. Saunders might have got him by the balls, and there might be no option other than comply with the man’s threat, but Ben was damned if he was going to let these bastards pry into his life for another minute or shadow his movements another mile. The fake passports were in the names of three fictitious individuals named Harris, Connors and Palmer. They were equally well-used and covered with visa stamps that read like a scrapbook of Ben’s adventures all over the world. The Palmer passport had expired but the other two still had some life left. Ben decided that he would travel as Paul Harris, with the Connors identity as a fall back. He tossed his real passport and the Palmer one onto the bed and stuffed the two fakes into his bag.
Now the phones. With his personal mobile compromised, it had to be ditched too. He tossed it on the bed next to the discarded passports and grabbed the two burners from the safe. Both anonymously paid for in cash and untraceable to their owner. The only other person in the world who knew their numbers was Jeff Dekker. And that was good enough for Ben.
Next he turned his attention to the handguns, removed them both from the safe and laid them on the bed, too. One was a Springfield XD, polymer-framed, all-singing, all-dancing, state-of-the-art modern combat pistol. The other was the venerable steel Browning 9mm that he’d used for many years in the SAS. With its rugged design and fourteen-shot capacity the model had barely changed since its inception in 1935, because it hadn’t needed to. It was an old friend to him, fitted his hand like a tailor-made glove and had never once let him down.
Ben hesitated over the weapons. No question, he couldn’t go after a man like Jaden Wolf unarmed. But the travel issue was the sticking point. He could take the chance of finding a substitute once he reached his target location, but good, reliable hardware wasn’t always easy to get hold of in the field. On the other hand, smuggling a gun overseas was taking a hell of a chance. An even bigger one, if he was stupid enough to try to bring a firearm onto a civilian passenger plane.
But Ben had already decided that the fastest way to London was by car. And despite the risk, he had his ways and means. Making his choice, he stuck the old Browning and three loaded magazines into his pocket.
Next, he thought about money. His mission expenses were an unknown quantity. The full ten thousand euros was probably more than he needed, but five might be too little. Settling on seven, he bundled six thousand into his bag and kept the remainder aside to carry on his person. As he was slipping the wad of notes into his wallet, something fell out. It was a folded 4x6 photo print. The picture had been taken on a cold, sunny, snowy day back in January, during one of his early return visits to Scotland when he and Grace had gone hiking into the mountains above Loch Ardaich. Pausing to marvel at the scenery, they’d snuggled together while she snapped a selfie shot of them with her phone. On his return to Le Val he’d asked her to email it to him, and printed it out on the office printer. Faintly embarrassed at his own sentimentality, he’d been carrying it with him ever since.
Seeing the picture again now made him think of what he’d brought on her. If he’d been just some ordinary guy with a normal life, this threat would not be hanging over her now. She was in mortal danger because of him. Because she loved him.
He let the picture slip from his fingers. Looked up and saw his own raw, grim expression looking back at him in the mirror. A rush of self-hatred gripped him and he slammed his fist into the glass. Jagged shards fell to the floor. Breathing hard and fighting to contain his emotions, he looked at his hand and the blood oozing from his lacerated knuckles.
Get a grip on yourself. This doesn’t help her.
His hand hurt, but he didn’t care. He wiped the blood on his bed cover, then threw on his leather jacket, slung his bag over his shoulder and headed downstairs.



Chapter 5
Now for the tricky part: getting past Jeff and Tuesday without attracting suspicion. Ben was wondering whether it was better to say goodbye or just disappear. But that choice was made for him when Jeff emerged from the kitchen and collared him in the hallway.
‘What’s up?’ Jeff asked.
‘Nothing’s up.’
But Jeff wasn’t so easily fooled. Eyeing the bag on Ben’s shoulder he grinned and said, ‘Christ almighty, off again so soon? Don’t tell me you’re headed back to Scotland for more. What happened, did she forget to bring the handcuffs?’
Highly tickled by his own joke, Jeff roared with laughter until his face turned purple. Tuesday, who had appeared in the doorway behind him, rolled his eyes in exasperation. ‘Please excuse him, Ben. It’s not his fault. The poor guy’s suffering from a bad case of suspended adolescence.’
The banter was just part of the routine at Le Val, a throwback to their military days. Ben knew that if he told his friends what was really going on, they’d drop the larking around like a red-hot coal and nobody in the world would be more deadly serious about offering their help in any way possible, with no concern whatever for their own skins. But as alone as he felt at this moment, however much he ached to share his problem with them, it was a risk he dreaded to take. If Saunders and his shadowy team of watchers got the slightest inkling that Ben had broken the rules by bringing in outside help, there would be nothing to stop them from carrying out their threat. Grace would die, and Ben could not live knowing he’d caused that to happen.
Stitched up tight.
No way out.
Except to do what he’d been ordered to do.
‘There’s something I have to take care of,’ he said. ‘Please don’t ask me what it is, because I can’t tell you. When it’s over, I promise that I will. But for the moment I need you to cover for me while I go off and deal with this, alone. I hate having to ask you to do that. I hate this whole situation. But that’s just how it is.’
Whatever quantity of wine Jeff might have consumed that evening, the effects of the alcohol seemed to vanish instantly and he was suddenly as sober as a brain surgeon. Both he and Tuesday were frowning and full of questions that they had to work hard to bite back. ‘You know we’re there for you,’ Jeff said after a beat. ‘Anytime, in any way. No matter what. You know that, yeah?’
‘I do know that.’
‘You’re sure this is how it has to be, mate?’
‘I have no other choice.’
‘Whatever you need from us, Ben,’ Tuesday said. ‘We’ve got your back.’
‘I appreciate it,’ Ben replied.
‘Hey, your hand’s bleeding,’ Tuesday said, noticing Ben’s gashed knuckles. ‘Looks like a nasty cut.’
Ben barely glanced at his injured hand. ‘Just a scratch. Must have knocked it.’
‘Hmm. Whatever you say.’
What Ben had to tell them next was too important not to mention, even though he knew it would sound strange. ‘Listen. One more thing. I need you to screen all phone calls to the office line while I’m gone.’
Now Jeff’s eyebrows shot up in surprise. ‘What? Why?’
Ben replied, ‘Because Grace might try to phone. If she does, I don’t want you to pick up. And whatever you do, don’t call her back. Okay?’
Any verbal contact, however innocent, could be construed by the watchers as a breach of the rules. But with no way of knowing that, Jeff and Tuesday were taken aback by Ben’s request. Jeff was staring at him through narrowed eyes. ‘Enough messing around, mate. Level with us. You’ve been acting odd since you got back.’
‘I asked you not to ask,’ Ben said. ‘I don’t know how else to say it.’
Jeff said, ‘Come on, Ben. You can’t leave us in the dark like this.’
‘I’m sorry. I don’t know what else to say.’
‘At least tell us where you’re going.’
‘I’m going to London. All right? I have to go now.’
Ben clapped their shoulders, nodded his goodbye and left before they could see the emotions welling up inside him. The lump in his throat was one of gratitude for their trust and comradeship, and guilt for not being open with them. What had he ever done to deserve friends like these? And just when he needed their help the most, he was forbidden from accepting it. That thought only made him despise Saunders even more.
And it formed a new resolve in Ben’s mind. Jaden Wolf wasn’t the only marked man out there. Once that situation was dealt with, Saunders would be next. Nobody would threaten to hurt Grace and get away unpunished. Nobody.
He closed the farmhouse door behind him. Outside in the darkness of the yard, he gave Storm a parting hug. He slipped a Gauloise from a fresh pack, lit it with his Zippo, then clanged the lighter shut and got back in the car. The three-litre, straight-six, triple-turbo engine was still warm from the drive from Paris. It roared into life and Ben stamped on the gas and slewed hard around in the yard and took off again.
One lone wolf going after another. As the hunt began, Ben thought about the man he was being commanded to kill.



Chapter 6
Saunders had said that few people knew Jaden Wolf as well as Ben had. He’d been right. Because there weren’t many experiences in life that could form bonds between people like the shared adversity of extreme danger and war. That was the nature of Ben’s past history with the man who was now his target.
For those who’d never been there, it was easy to scoff at and dismiss as trite the notion of a ‘band of brothers’. But those who had been through the terror and the exhilaration, witnessed the raw brutality of mankind’s most destructive and pitiless endeavour, watched their comrades being maimed and killed and put themselves on the line right along with them, knew that that sense of kinship was the core experience of combat. The willingness to lay down your life to safeguard those of your brothers in arms was, ultimately, a form of love – one that forged some of the most intense and indelible bonds known to the human condition.
Ben was one of the minority of people who understood what that really meant. And so was Jaden Wolf.
Wolf was a few years younger than Ben, who had first met him as an intense, raw-boned twenty-three-year-old still fresh from his ascension from the Royal Marines to the hallowed ranks of UK Special Forces’ most elite unit, 22 SAS. Many young troopers from all throughout the British Army dreamed of wearing the coveted winged dagger badge with its Who Dares Wins motto; few of them dared to pit themselves against the bone-crushingly, soul-destroyingly arduous selection process, and fewer still, far fewer, ever made it through to achieving their goal.
For young Jaden Wolf, the journey to the regiment had been a particularly gruelling one, marked by failure, cruel disappointment and injury. On his first unlucky attempt to pass the notorious endurance phase of the twice-yearly selection course he’d slipped on ice, knocked himself unconscious, almost frozen to death in the mountains of the Brecon Beacons and had to be stretchered out with acute hypothermia, concussion and a badly dislocated shoulder, earning himself an automatic RTU by failing to finish. Though he’d been by no means the only candidate to have to return to his unit with his tail between his legs, he felt the humiliation deeply and spent the next year nursing his injured pride and training like a maniac before trying again.
Nobody ever said it was going to be easy. Wolf’s second attempt, the following winter, came perilously close to repeating the failure of his first when, during a forced march in full kit with a sixty-pound Bergen on his back and torrential rain making it all but impossible to see, he lost his footing in the rocks and tumbled a hundred feet down a gorge. In the fall, his rifle butt smacked him in the face, broke his nose and knocked out half his teeth. But this time the young Marine was not to be deterred, and would sooner die than fail again. By sheer force of will, he managed to drag himself out of the gorge and rejoin the march at double speed. He finished the endurance phase covered in blood and barely able to stand – one of just nineteen men out of over two hundred who’d shown enough grit to make it to the end.
Several months later, having battered his way through the rigours of Jungle Training, Escape and Evasion Training and the euphemistically termed ‘Tactical Questioning’ (military-speak for torture resistance), Wolf was able to stand proud as one of the fully-fledged new regimental members who received the exalted beige beret and winged dagger insignia. The fancy new titanium and gold denture he now sported in place of his missing teeth quickly earned him the nickname ‘Jaws’ among his SAS comrades. Along with the rest of the newcomers he was still on probation, his every move closely watched by the Directing Staff in case he slipped up or showed the slightest weakness. But it seemed that no amount of mental stress or physical hardship could wipe the gleaming golden smile off his face.
The several times Ben had got to work with him, Wolf had proven himself to be a tough and reliable trooper. He was unambitious for his own advancement and yet showed the capacity of a born leader of men, as efficient at fighting the enemy as he was thoughtful and selfless in regard to his peers. Ben had heard the whisperings among the top brass that Wolf might have the makings of a fine commanding officer.
Another quality Ben had liked in him, even though it was a decidedly non-military one, was the caring attitude he showed towards animals. On one occasion, when Ben’s unit entered a remote Iraqi village while hunting renegade Islamist insurgents, the SAS troops had found a tumbledown building that they initially suspected housed a cell of enemy fighters, only to discover that it was being used as stabling for a small herd of horses and mules, all of them badly undernourished and living in filth. He remembered Wolf’s disgust and anger at the appalling condition in which the poor beasts were being kept. After giving their keeper a severe dressing down, the young trooper had personally seen to it that the animals were cleaned up and given food and fresh bedding. When it came time for the unit to move on, Wolf was reluctant to leave the horses behind.
Wolf’s love of animals hadn’t always earned him the admiration of his superiors, however. Eighteen months after the horse incident, Wolf had returned from two weeks’ leave with a leg in plaster, the result of having thrown himself in front of a car to save a dog from being run over. Anyone who loved Man’s best friend that much had to get Ben’s approval – but the SAS top brass were not amused. A critical mission that had been months in the planning very nearly got screwed up as a result of Wolf’s having to be replaced at short notice, and he faced disciplinary action for turning up for duty half crippled. Only when Ben had intervened in the matter to plead his case had Wolf been spared from administrative punishment.
It wasn’t so long after that affair that Ben’s own military days drew to a close. After thirteen long and sometimes difficult years he finally quit the regiment to pursue his solo career, implementing his skills in service of innocent victims of the kidnap and ransom industry. Some time after, he’d heard through the grapevine that Wolf had quit, too, though nobody seemed to know where he’d gone afterwards.
Ben had always wondered where Wolf might have ended up. A lot of ex-SAS guys drifted into high-level security work, getting paid fat tax-free dollars for consulting on oilfield protection in the Persian Gulf or keeping VIPs safe from the bullets of assassins. Others went the less salubrious mercenary route, enabling the rulers of tin-pot nations to overthrow and butcher their neighbours, or sometimes to persecute and oppress their own citizens. A smaller minority became employed by secretive government agencies at home or abroad, doing work that was no less dark and dirty but highly lucrative. Some stayed in contact with their old army pals. But Jaden Wolf seemed to have vanished off the face of the earth.
Now, it seemed that Ben was about to catch up once again with his former comrade.
If only he could find him first.



Chapter 7
Five days earlier
Jaden Wolf knew that from the instant he’d been caught on security camera, he was a marked man and his life as he’d known it was over. That was fine by him. After what he’d witnessed that night, he wanted out. All the way out. And he had no plans ever to return.
He’d encountered no resistance as he made it out of the grounds of Karswell Hall, but he knew that they’d waste no time in coming after him. The clock was ticking. He had to move extremely fast, or all escape routes would be blocked ahead of him and it would be game over. Failure to complete a mission was not an option at the best of times; now that he was a witness to such a dark and terrible secret, there was no way they’d allow him to live. If caught, he would be made to disappear as though no trace of him had ever existed. Reaching the perimeter of the estate he scrambled back over the wall and sprinted to his car. The Audi, like virtually everything else he owned, would have to be abandoned sooner rather than later. He threw himself behind the wheel and took off into the night with a squeal of spinning tyres.
Wolf drove eleven miles in seven minutes before the signs for a village flashed by in his headlights. It was a traditional old place, with a greystone church and cemetery, sleepy timber-framed and flint cottages, a quaint village square and a little stone bridge over a river. He parked the Audi under the shadows of a spreading oak tree, got out and spent a couple of minutes removing its number plates. That would help slow the police’s attempts to ID the abandoned vehicle. They’d soon find that it had no engine or chassis numbers, either. Being traced by the police wasn’t Wolf’s concern, however. More watchful and sinister forces were everywhere. He knew that all too well. He’d been one of their foot soldiers until tonight.
Wolf abandoned the Audi and moved fast and silently through the dark village streets for quarter of a mile until he found what he was looking for. Some of the newest and most hi-tech cars were also the easiest to steal, and Wolf was an expert. The DS 3 Crossback was parked just a few yards from the front door of its owner’s cottage. Wolf took a small electronic device from his pocket that boosted the signal for its keyless central locking while simultaneously relaying it to the key inside the cottage, fooling the system. The locks clunked open. Wolf was inside and away within six seconds.
From there, it was just a thirty-five-mile drive to London. Wolf sped through the night and covered the distance in a little over twenty minutes. He sliced through the city and parked the Crossback on a residential street close to the Imperial War Museum, half a mile from his apartment. He lived on the top floor of a handsome old building overlooking a little park where he often walked and fed crumbs to the pigeons. The apartment wasn’t large, but it was comfortable for a single guy who generally kept himself to himself apart from the occasional short-term lady friend. Wolf wasn’t so attached to the place that it would hurt him never to come back.
He had his pistol in his hand as he climbed the stairs and approached his door. Silently, stealthily, he slipped inside. He paused for an entire minute, until he could be confident that the apartment was empty. He was still ahead of the curve. None of his fellow agents had come for him – yet. But they could turn up at any moment and he intended to get out of here as fast as he could. Keeping the lights off he walked into his bedroom, where he kept a go-bag packed and ready. It contained all the essentials for a fast getaway, including another pistol and a quantity of walking-around money. Wolf snatched the bag and left. He did not return to the stolen car. Southwark underground station was four minutes’ walk away. It was on the Jubilee line, and this was a Friday, which meant the tube would be running around the clock. He donned a NY Yankees baseball cap from his bag and kept his eyes down as he entered the station, letting the long peak of the cap mask his face from the CCTV cameras.
Wolf travelled the night tube, constantly watching out for anyone following him. Nobody was, or he’d likely already be fighting for his life. He got off at St John’s Wood Station, and walked another quarter mile to a private security facility that offered twenty-four-hour access to safe deposit storage ranging from shoebox-size to a walk-in vault. Guards patrolled the facility day and night, and customers’ valuables were protected by a state-of-the-art biometric authentication system. Wolf had been using the place for five years, after a meticulous search for the most bombproof private security storage in London.
Also the most discreet. Which it needed to be, considering the nature of some of the items he kept in his personal vault. Those included a fully-automatic Heckler & Koch G3 battle rifle and an Uzi submachine gun – which he wouldn’t be bringing with him. It also included his cash savings fund of quarter of a million pounds, half of it in euro currency, and a collection of driving licences and passports in a variety of names – which he would. Some of the fake papers were ones that had been provided to him by his employers, but Wolf had taken the precaution of creating two additional false identities that nobody knew about. Neither Jack Cullen nor Douglas Baker would trigger any alert via passport control, and they were free to flit about the world as they pleased. Wolf decided that, for the time being at least, he would travel as Jack Cullen.
The money was packed in a black holdall. It was heavy, but manageable. He transferred the contents of his go-bag apart from the pistol, which he’d have to leave behind along with the one in his belt. Wolf locked up his vault, checked out of the facility for what he knew would be the last time and walked back out into the night. Now he was ready to leave Britain and never return. It didn’t bother him a bit. There was nothing here for him any longer. And he knew exactly where he was headed.
In a back alley a mile away from the security facility, Wolf bade a formal goodbye to his old self. He watched as the passport and driving licence in his real name, along with all his cards and other ID, burned away into a small pile of ashes and molten plastic. He walked for a long time through the night streets of London. The killers would no doubt have reached his apartment by now. Finding it empty, they’d soon be hunting city-wide for him. He was a step ahead. He meant to keep it that way.
A few hours later, a lone traveller by the name of Jack Cullen arrived at Heathrow Airport where he boarded a flight to Luxembourg, carrying a black holdall with him as hand luggage. One hour and seventeen minutes after takeoff, he was moving on once more, satisfied that he was leaving no trail that anyone could follow. He would soon be completely home free. That thought made him feel strangely liberated, almost happy. This was the first day of a new life for him. One that he had often dreamed of and should have begun a long time ago – but he’d never had the courage to take the step. In the most bizarre and terrible way, last night’s events at Karswell Hall had been the catalyst to set him free.
Over the next two days Wolf made his way across France. He slept rough at night, in remote spots where police patrols wouldn’t harass him. Hitch-hiking was the best way to avoid bus and railway stations or anywhere else his face might get picked up on a security camera. Even though French citizens were far less heavily surveilled than the subjects of the cynically mistrustful British state, you could never be too careful. Most of his rides were with long-distance truckers, in whose company he felt comfortable. His dad had been a lorry driver all his life, before lung cancer had punched his ticket. If Wolf hadn’t joined the Marines, he might have pursued the same freewheeling, solitary kind of existence.
On the third day since leaving London he reached the Pyrenees and crossed the border into Andorra. He was elated knowing that he’d made a clean getaway. Soon he would get to his final destination. A place that he had often visited in his dreams. A secret haven where the evil lunatics he’d worked for could never find him. His new life would be a simple one, keeping himself to himself, close to nature and the things that he loved. He had enough money to last him years, maybe even forever if he was frugal. He would be safe and free, and happy. The future seemed assured.
That, at any rate, was the plan. If Jaden Wolf had known then who his employers would soon be sending to track him down, he wouldn’t have been so confident.



Chapter 8
Ben hurtled from Le Val towards Calais, a long drive across northern France whittled down to just over three hours by the insane speeds at which he pushed the high-performance Alpina along the motorway through the dead of night.
He made only two stops along the way. The first was to refuel and buy a ham and cheese half-baguette sandwich, some bottled mineral water and some handi-wipes from the service station shop. The second stop was in search of a quiet spot away from the main road, where he used one of his burner phones to book a crossing on the Eurotunnel Le Shuttle, due to depart at 03.25, in the name of Paul Harris. That done, he ate behind the wheel while rereading the file on Jaden Wolf that Saunders had given him. It revealed nothing of what Wolf had been doing for these people, or why they might want him dead. But Ben could guess. He could guess plenty.
He washed down the sandwich with some water, smoked a Gauloise, then got out of the car and set about taking the necessary precautions to conceal the items he needed to smuggle illegally into Britain. He’d made the same simple modification to several of the cars he’d owned. It had always worked for him in the past and with a bit of luck it would work now.
Ben had made good time from Le Val and it wasn’t yet midnight. He cleaned up his grimy hands with the wipes and the rest of the water, then climbed into the front passenger seat, racked its backrest all the way down, and tried to grab a couple of hours’ sleep. It wasn’t a success. With so many anxious thoughts buzzing through his mind the best he could hope for was to close his eyes and try to let his body relax. A Buddhist monk wouldn’t have been able to find inner peace at a time like this. In the end, he gave up and got out of the car, pacing and smoking to try to burn off his nervous energy. That didn’t work either.
Then it was time to head the last few kilometres to catch his night crossing. Back on the motorway, he soon passed under the overhead TUNNEL SOUS LA MANCHE sign and followed the filter lane for private vehicles. At the other end of a flyover was the automated check-in terminal where a machine fed him his boarding pass to hang on his rear-view mirror. After the French passport control was the security check area, where cars were stopped at random for inspection. Ben had been through that routine before. Some examinations were more thorough than others. The vehicle might be put over a grid with a camera below that scanned the underbody for anything fishy. Sniffer dogs were sometimes let loose to test their uncanny skills in detecting drugs or explosives. A suspect vehicle could be stripped down to the last nut and bolt while its owner sweated in a Border Force holding pen. And now and then, to much triumphant fanfare that belied the fact that any success was almost entirely down to luck, they actually nailed a smuggler.
What Ben was carrying carefully concealed inside his car would have landed him in jail on charges of anything from arms trafficking to suspected terrorism. But his precautions turned out to have been unnecessary as the Alpina sailed through the security control with nobody the wiser about the Browning Hi-Power and thirty-nine rounds of ammunition wrapped in an airtight, heat-resistant package within a secret compartment deep inside the Alpina’s engine bay, coated in heavy grease.
The useful tricks you could learn from a lifetime of dealing with terrorists, thugs and psychopaths. Ben couldn’t help but wonder how many of those would be waltzing unimpeded through the tunnel today, this week, this month, happily avoiding running the gauntlet of airport security. The disparity between the two forms of travel was plain crazy. You were forbidden to take a can of soup or a badminton racket onto a plane for fear that such items would imperil the lives of your fellow passengers; and yet there was little to prevent some enterprising jihadist suicide bomber or other nutcase from packing a car full of PETN high-explosive and letting off a nasty little surprise midway beneath the English Channel. It would almost certainly happen one day.
But it wasn’t Ben’s job to question policy, least of all if his situation could benefit from its slackness. After the security point he presented his fake passport to the British end of the customs check. Then he was being waved through and following the EMBARQUEMENT signs for boarding. A staff member in an orange high-vis jacket directed him onto the train, where vehicles lined up nose-to-tail like cattle being shipped to market. Ben killed his engine, rolled down his windows, and soon the train got rolling. As they hurtled along fifty metres below the sea bed, he sat quietly resisting the urge to smoke while looking once more at Saunders’ file on the target. The video clip of Grace and her intruders was just a tap of the screen away, but he couldn’t bring himself to look at it.
Thirty-five minutes later, at three a.m. local time, Ben rolled the Alpina off the train on the other side of the Channel, in the port town of Folkestone seventy miles from London. The address that Saunders had given him was in the heart of the city, on the cusp between Lambeth and Waterloo not far from the river. In some parallel fantasy universe, Ben might walk into Wolf’s apartment and find him sitting there unawares, sipping a cup of tea while idly planning his getaway sometime in the near future. In the real world, Wolf was somewhere on the far side of the planet and the spooks had already been through every square inch of his place any number of times, days before Saunders had resorted to his alternative plan of extorting Ben to pick up the cold trail.
Ben would soon find out. Somewhere near the rural Kent village of Charing he detoured into the countryside and found a deserted back lane where he could retrieve his pistol and ammunition from their hiding place. Then he was back on the road and speeding towards London with the loaded Browning nestling comfortably in its traditional place behind his right hip. By 4.30 a.m. he was parking the car close to Wolf’s address, ready for whatever he might find there.
The outside of Wolf’s apartment building was surveilled by a CCTV system, but Ben soon found the conveniently disabled camera around the back. Whoever had neatly snipped its feed wire had very likely been the same person who’d picked the lock on a nearby rear entrance to the building. Ben shone his mini-torch on the fresh scratches around the keyhole and thought, Hmm. He wouldn’t have made those scratches himself, because he was a pretty adept lock-picker. Less than a minute later, he was inside the building and making his way up a dark backstair to the top floor.
The same tell-tale scratches were on the lock of Wolf’s apartment door. Ben thought, Hmm again. Not too surprisingly, it looked as though his real-life assessment of the situation had been right. Someone else had been here before him, and done a reasonable, if not perfect, job of covering their tracks. Would Wolf have picked his own lock? Ben didn’t think so.
Another minute later, he was inside the apartment. Gun in hand he stalked from room to room until he’d cleared the whole place and found it empty. Only then did he turn on the lights and survey the extent of the damage. Whoever had surreptitiously entered the apartment had done a thorough job of tearing the place apart. It was either the work of one very busy ransacker, or more likely two or three working in a team. Whatever the case, one thing was for sure: the burglary hadn’t been reported to the police or the apartment would have been sealed with crime scene tape.
Wolf’s home was quite sparsely furnished, but the things he did own were upmarket. He’d clearly been making good money working for Saunders’ people. Ben wondered whether it was money that the ransackers had been looking for. The way they’d torn the place up suggested they’d been interested in more than just finding the man himself. If not money, then perhaps documents? Photographs? Computer drives? In the living room a large modern bookcase had been dragged away from the wall, as though someone wanted to check for a hidey-hole or concealed safe behind it. Pictures had been torn down from the walls or knocked askew on their hooks, presumably for the same reason. An expensive white leather sofa had been slashed to ribbons and half its stuffing ripped out. They’d even been prising up floorboards.
If Wolf had left behind any obvious clue as to his current whereabouts, the searchers would surely have found it days ago, and Ben wouldn’t have been standing here now. Coming here seemed like a hopeless cause – but it was Ben’s only lead. In any case he’d expected to find the place in a mess. He wasn’t going to be fazed by it, because finding clues where there were seemingly none to be found was one of the abilities that had served him well in the past. He stood there in the wreckage of the apartment, mentally absorbing the energy of the place, trying to put himself in his target’s mind.
To catch a wolf, you have to think like a wolf.



Chapter 9
Ben revisited each room of Wolf’s apartment in turn, scanning details, thinking hard. In the bedroom the intruders had rifled through a unit that contained various personal effects including two high-priced Swiss watches, but not taken them. They seemed to have been more interested in disembowelling the bed mattress, which was as badly slashed to pieces as the living room sofa.
It was the same story when he examined the bathroom, where similar havoc had been wrought: cabinet drawers ripped out and upended on the floor, the contents of a small cupboard below the sink scattered everywhere. Ditto the small kitchen, whose top-of-the-line appliances seemed to have seen little use, suggesting their owner either ate out most nights or was seldom at home. The intruders had had a poke around in the empty fridge, leaving the door wide open. There was a small notice-board on the wall next to the cooker with some Post-it notes attached to it, but if Wolf had left a memo there saying ‘Gone to Timbuktu’ the spooks would probably have noticed.
Nothing coming to him yet, Ben walked back into the living room. He paused beside the tall bookcase that the intruders had shunted away from the wall, and spent a moment running his eyes along the shelves. Searching for inspiration. Or maybe he was just running out of hope that he’d find anything. Wolf’s book collection surprised him somewhat, showing eclectic tastes that ranged from classics of fiction to history and religion. There were some works on ancient Chinese philosophy, meditation, Tai Chi and Qi Gong. On reflection, that seemed to fit with what Ben remembered about Wolf’s quiet, contemplative nature. Maybe the place to go looking for him was some remote Daoist temple retreat in the Himalayas.
Two other shelves were reserved for CDs and DVDs. Wolf’s taste in movies was as unusual as his choice of literature. Ben hadn’t known too many Special Forces guys who showed enthusiasm for European arthouse cinema. Wolf’s collection was diverse, with names like Werner Herzog and Andrei Tarkovsky jumping from the shelves that Ben only recognised at all because his ex-fiancée Brooke Marcel had been into that kind of thing and tried to get him to watch some with her. He’d finally drawn the line with Last Year in Marienbad.
By contrast, Wolf’s musical interests seemed far less wide-ranging. In fact, Ben noticed, his large CD collection was exclusively devoted to Spanish Flamenco, not a single rock or jazz album among them. Ben ran his eye along the spines and saw names like Sabicas, Carlos Montoya, Juan Martín and Manitas de Plata that he’d never heard of before. He slid a few down from the shelf and gazed at them. The images on the jewel cases were of swarthy, rugged men clasping guitars and sultry raven-haired dancing ladies in red dresses. You could almost hear the castanets and the stamping feet. Ben had visited Spain a few times during his K&R days, and spent a memorable evening or two in bars watching live Flamenco jam sessions raise the roof with raucous singing and guitar playing so violent it was a wonder they didn’t break the damn things.
It was as Ben replaced the CDs on the shelf and turned away from the bookcase that the pictures on the walls caught his eye more closely. Before, he’d only glanced at them to ascertain that they’d been knocked askew or taken down as the ransackers hunted for the elusive wall safe. Now he was suddenly looking at what they were pictures of.
He could be certain that the intruders hadn’t paid much attention to the pictures themselves, either. What kind of professional hardman gave a crap about fine art? The framed prints were modern in style, to Ben’s eye at least. Cubist, or something. He was no expert himself, though he could appreciate the skill involved, and the tasteful way that Wolf had arranged them on his wall. Four pictures had been hung in a neat row. Each one featuring a Spanish guitar, or a figure playing a guitar, conveyed in a semi-abstract style that you sometimes had to squint at to get what it was depicting. The prints were reproduced from paintings that were all obviously the work of a single artist. Ben looked more closely and saw the signature ‘Juan Gris’ in the bottom corner of each. He’d have bet that Juan Gris wasn’t from Latvia.
Spain, Spain, Spain. Interesting.
Remembering something he’d seen there, Ben walked back into Wolf’s bathroom. He was no longer interested in examining the wreckage the intruders had left in their wake. Hanging askew on the wall opposite the bath and shower unit was another, smaller, framed picture he’d barely glanced at earlier. Now he gave it closer attention. Unlike the prints in the living room, this was an original oil painting of a panoramic rural landscape, done in a more traditional descriptive style than Wolf’s little modernist collection.
It depicted a pretty, centuries-old village nestling against a starkly majestic rocky escarpment backdrop with sparsely vegetated hills in the foreground. The ancient stone buildings were tinged pink, with red terracotta roofs and overhanging balconies sloping in all directions, here and there a castle-like spired tower rising above the narrow medieval streets. The effect was so quintessentially Spanish that just looking at it as he stood here in a wrecked London apartment in the middle of the night, Ben could almost hear the chirping of the crickets and the rasp of Flamenco guitars wafting on the warm mountain breeze, smell the scent of the wild lavender and thyme that grew among the rocks, and feel the radiance of the sun beating down. It was an image you could stand and look at for a long time and lose yourself in. Ben could imagine Wolf doing just that.
The music. The guitar paintings. The landscape. Suddenly it all came together in Ben’s mind, and a memory that he hadn’t thought about in years came flashing back as vivid and sharp as the day it had happened.
Ben’s memory carried him back many years to the remote craggy wastelands of north-west Afghanistan, and a time when his SAS unit had been deployed on a reconnaissance mission to hunt for enclaves of Taliban fighters. The SAS were no strangers to some of the world’s wildest places, but the raw, savage beauty of these mountains seemed almost like another planet. After travelling for three days from the insertion point they had made no contact with the enemy. In fact on this occasion, though they didn’t know it yet, Ben and his men would be returning to base without a shot fired. Which was highly unusual for them; but they were alert and ready for a surprise attack as they made camp on the third night, on high ground overlooking a mountain valley deep inside hostile territory. The dozen-strong unit gathered in a craggy hollow where they could observe any enemy approach for miles around. They sat hunkered down close to their weapons while a pot of coffee bubbled and spluttered on a portable stove. Ben had been famous among his men for his in-the-field coffee-making skills.
While they waited for their tin mugs to be filled with the delicious brew, the twelve weary men chatted quietly among themselves. ‘You know what I bleedin’ hate the most about this job?’ muttered Baz Packham, about whom it was often said that the day he stopped griping about just about everything would be the day they found him dead behind his light machine gun, half-buried in a big pile of spent cartridge cases.
‘No, what’s that?’ Ben asked with a smile as he poured coffee and handed out the steaming tin mugs to each man in turn.
‘The miserable bloody places they send us,’ Packham said, sweeping an arm across the landscape as though to prove his point. ‘I mean, look at it. Rough as a badger’s arse.’
‘Yeah, in hessian knickers,’ said another of the guys, Boney Gallagher, not to be outdone. Liam McVicar joined in the fun with ‘You talking about my Missus again?’ and everyone laughed, all except for Jaden Wolf, who was lounged against a rock as though it were a satin pillow, with his rifle and grenade launcher between his knees. It was normal for Wolf to stay out of it while the rest of the lads bantered and joked around. He was a quiet sort of man who generally kept his thoughts to himself. But now he seemed to have something to say, frowning at Packham as if he’d lost his mind. ‘Something’s wrong with you, Baz. Open your eyes, for Christ’s sake.’
‘My eyes are open. That’s why I keep seeing your ugly mug.’
Wolf shook his head. ‘Breathe the air, man. Listen to the sound of the silence. These mountains are just about the nearest thing a plonker like you is ever going to get to heaven, that’s for sure.’
‘Why don’t you write me a fuckin’ poem about it, Jaws?’ Packham grunted. There was more laughter, but Ben thought he should intervene before the amicable dispute turned more serious. Packham considered himself a hardened dealer of death, and Wolf had never backed down from a fight in his life. Ben defused the tension by saying, ‘You always did have a hankering for the wild places, Jaden. I can resonate with that. I feel the same way.’
Wolf nodded. ‘Yeah, one day I’m going to make enough money that I can bugger off forever and nobody’ll see my heels for the dust. Going to get out. All the way out, and never come back.’
Ben asked, ‘You have a particular place in mind?’
Wolf was silent for a beat, then flashed a glint of gold as a happy memory stirred a smile. ‘My first two-week summer leave after I joined up, I went off backpacking in Europe. Made my way down to Spain, a place called Aragón. Right in the heart of the Pyrenees, Catalonia to the east and Navarra, La Rioja and Castilla y León to the west. There’s this little village next to the Guadalaviar River, sitting there in the hills, prettiest place you ever could imagine. I met a girl there.’
There were some whistles and grins. ‘Now you’re talking,’ McVicar chuckled, and was about to crack some crude joke but Ben signalled to him to let Wolf go on.
‘Her name was Sofia,’ Wolf said. He smiled again at the memory, shook his head wistfully. ‘Sofia Moncayo. I still remember her. It was the sweetest time. I was sorry to have to leave her.’
‘I’ll bet you were,’ Boney Gallagher said, nudging him with an elbow.
‘I don’t suppose she still lives there,’ Wolf said. ‘Most of the younger folks leave in search of better prospects in the cities. But that’s where I’d go back in a heartbeat, if you gave me half a chance. Just to go walking in those hills again, where there’s nobody there but you, and the land, and the sky. If there’s a God, then that’s where you’re going to find him, I reckon.’
Packham let out a loud snort. ‘You’ve fuckin’ lost it, you have. Gone soft in the head.’
Wolf gave him a gentle smile and said, ‘No, Baz. You’re just not getting it.’
Wolf was probably right about that. Maybe none of the other troopers got it, either. But Ben had understood exactly the almost prayerful sense of serenity and untroubled stillness that Wolf’s experience had invoked in him.
He said, ‘I get it, Jaden.’
And standing here in the wreckage of Wolf’s flat all these years later, Ben was suddenly getting it once again. Nobody else but him and the surviving members of the SAS unit who’d sat and listened to Wolf’s story that day knew the secret.
Ben gazed a few moments longer at the picture on the bathroom wall, then reached up and lifted it from its hook. The frame was made out of some kind of dark wood, not a bad job if a little crude and artisan-like, now quite worn and scuffed with age. Ben flipped the picture around in his hands. The backing board had been covered in brown paper and taped around the edges to prevent dust and damp from penetrating inside. It was clear that the artist must have done the framing themselves, since their signature was scrawled in faded ink on the aged brown paper, together with the words Agosto ’99. August, 1999.
A long time ago. Ben now understood that Wolf had been carrying that picture around with him all these years. And he also knew where Wolf had bought it as a memento of his romantic two weeks spent in the mountains of Spain with a girl called Sofia. Because scrawled beneath the date, in the same handwriting, was the name of the village depicted in the painting.
It said Albarracín, Aragón.
Ben murmured to himself, ‘I think I’ve just figured out where you went, Jaden.’



Chapter 10
Jeff and Tuesday had sat up for much of the night talking after Ben’s strange and sudden departure. Sometime in the wee small hours, over maybe his tenth or eleventh mug of coffee, Jeff declared, ‘I don’t know about you, mate, but this has got me worried.’
Tuesday was concerned too, but trying to look on the brighter side. ‘It’s obviously got to do with Grace. Why else would he have asked us not to return her calls or speak to her if she phoned here? They must’ve had a bust-up or something. None of our business. But it’ll get sorted out, one way or another. You know how these things are.’
Jeff, still emotionally a little tender from his breakup with Chantal, did indeed know how these things are. ‘He’s had his ups and downs in that department, sure. Brooke, then what’s-her-name in Cherbourg, and now this Scottish chick he’s gone all mushy on.’
‘I don’t think she’s exactly a chick.’
Jeff waved him off. ‘But that’s not the point, is it? There’s more to it than that. This is different. The look on his face. The tone of his voice. The way he insisted we had to keep out of it.’
‘He always does that. You know he likes to be independent, handle things on his own. That’s just his way.’
Jeff looked at his friend. ‘Are you on my side, or what? Saying there’s nothing to worry about here?’
‘I’m an optimist, that’s all.’
‘You don’t think he was acting odd?’
‘Okay, yes, I admit that he was acting odd.’
Jeff shook his head, adamant. ‘He’s scared, Tues. Scared as hell. And he doesn’t scare easy. Last time he had that look on his face was when Jude was on that tanker, remember?’
Tuesday remembered it well. He’d been involved in the whole drama when the ship Ben’s son had been a crew member on had been hijacked by pirates off the coast of Somalia. ‘The African thing. But that was a full-on hostage situation. Life or death. Ben was happy to have us along for the ride that time. So maybe, if this was really a big deal, he’d have asked us this time too.’
Jeff still wasn’t buying it. ‘No. There’s something else. Some other reason why he didn’t want us to even know what’s going on. It’s as if … I dunno, as if he was under pressure to hide it from us for some reason.’
‘We’ve no proof of that, Jeff.’
‘I’ve known him a long time.’
‘But you’re still just shooting in the dark. Like, if this is about Grace, then what’s he doing heading off to London? That’s five hundred miles from where she lives. Answer me that.’
Jeff frowned, thinking. ‘Might not be going to London. Might just’ve told us that, to put us off the track.’
‘Ben would never lie to us. You know that.’
‘But what if he did?’
‘Then we’d have even less of a clue.’
Jeff said nothing for a moment, then slammed down his mug of coffee and stood up. ‘You’re right. What we need here are facts. So let’s go and see if we can’t find some. I’m going up to his room.’
Jeff led the way upstairs, flipping on lights with Tuesday following in his wake. Ben was the only one of the three whose personal quarters were within the main house. Jeff lived across the yard in a former outbuilding that had been converted into a small, cosy cottage, while Tuesday occupied a static caravan in the woods, complete with an outdoor barbecue smoker and a hammock for those lazy summer days that reminded him of life in Jamaica. As close friends as the three were, each man’s private space within the Le Val compound was hallowed ground and generally off-limits to the others, except by invitation. Jeff hadn’t been inside Ben’s simple quarters for a while, but he didn’t expect much to have changed. Tuesday looked uneasy as Jeff reached Ben’s door and pushed inside the room. Ben had left without turning off the light.
‘He wouldn’t want us poking around in here,’ Tuesday said.
‘Then stay out. I’ll do it on my own.’
Tuesday sighed, then stepped into the room after him. Jeff was already searching for clues. And there were plenty of those waiting to be found.
The first thing they noticed was the broken mirror on the wall. The next was the collection of items lying on the bed. A Springfield XD pistol with several loaded magazines. Two passports. A slim black Apple iPhone. A plain brown envelope. Jeff walked around the side of the bed and peered inside the wall safe that was hanging open. Then he turned back towards the bed. ‘There’s fresh blood on the duvet.’
Tuesday pointed at the broken mirror. ‘Now we know how he cut his hand. Who takes a swing at a mirror like that?’
‘The elephant man?’
‘Don’t be facetious.’
‘I don’t know, mate. You’re the psychologist.’
‘Someone with a hell of a lot on his mind,’ Tuesday said. ‘That’s who.’
‘So you’re agreeing with me that something’s wrong?’
‘I’m not sure yet.’
Jeff picked up the iPhone from the bed and recognised it as Ben’s main carry device. ‘Left it behind.’
Tuesday frowned at it. ‘Why would he do that?’
‘You tell me, Sherlock.’ Jeff turned the phone on and examined it for a moment. ‘There’s a voice message. Looks like it’s from her.’
‘You can’t listen to his private messages, Jeff.’
Jeff listened to it anyway. Grace had called and left her message late last night, just after eleven, after Ben had already packed up and gone. Jeff put it on speaker for them both to hear. Her voice sounded bright and cheery. Her accent was crisp and pleasing to the ear.
‘Hi babes, got your text. Missing you already. Talk soon, okay? Love ya.’
Jeff turned the phone off and replaced it on the bed. ‘Babes.’ He picked up the brown envelope and gave it a shake, finding that it was empty. Then he examined the two passports. ‘Hm, that’s odd. This one’s his real passport. This other one’s an expired fake.’
‘What the hell would Ben want with a fake passport?’ Tuesday asked. He was a relative newcomer to the family. Ben and Jeff had been running Le Val for a few years when they’d hired him. As a result, the younger man knew little about the secretive career that Ben had pursued after quitting the military.
Jeff was far better informed. He explained, ‘Never met the guy, but Ben used to employ a forger called Thierry Chevrolet to cook up phony ID for him, back in the day. Supposed to have been the shit-hottest counterfeiter in France, or so Ben said.’
‘I’m not even going to ask.’
‘Anyway, I happen to know that he keeps two more fake passports in his safe, which I have to assume aren’t expired like this one, or he wouldn’t have taken them. They’re missing. Which means, if he has gone to London, he didn’t want to travel on his real name. The plot thickens, mate.’
‘Shit,’ Tuesday said.
‘Also missing are his two burner phones, plus a bunch of cash that I also happen to know he had stored away in there for a rainy day. And that’s not all. He’s taken his Browning nine-milly, too.’
Tuesday looked even more perplexed. ‘How’s he going to get that into the UK?’
‘He has his ways,’ Jeff said. ‘Still think this is just a lovers’ tiff? Me neither.’
‘Not good,’ Tuesday said.
Jeff picked up the handgun that Ben had left behind. He knew that Ben would always opt for the old workhorse Browning if he was in trouble. After a quick examination of the Springfield, Jeff tossed it back on the bed.
Tuesday eyed the weapon with a frown. ‘He’s such a stickler for firearms safety. Tear a strip off anyone who left a live weapon lying around unguarded like that.’
‘So what does that tell you?’ Jeff asked.
‘That he left in a hell of a hurry without thinking twice,’ Tuesday replied. ‘Like nothing else mattered to him except his objective. You were right. He’s scared as hell. But of what?’
Jeff said nothing. He walked over to the shattered mirror and stared for a moment at his splintered reflection. Something cracked underfoot. He looked down and saw the bloody shards of glass on the rug. And something else, too. He bent down and picked up the item that had fallen to the floor, half hidden under the foot of the bed. He showed it to Tuesday: a four-by-six photo print with a crease down the middle.
Tuesday gazed at the picture. It showed their friend posing against a wintry mountain backdrop with his arm around the shoulders of a slim and attractive dark-haired woman. Both were smiling and looked happy. ‘I’m presuming this is Grace?’ Tuesday had never seen her before. Her face matched her voice.
‘I’d say you presume right, buddy.’
Tuesday ran a fingertip down the crease in the middle of the photo. ‘It looks like he’s been carrying it around folded inside his pocket, or his wallet. Strange that he’d leave it lying on the floor.’
Jeff’s expression was thoughtful. ‘I reckon he was looking at it when he punched the mirror. I reckon it’s the reason he did.’
‘Then this does have something to do with her, after all. Not a lovers’ tiff. Something else.’
‘Something a fuck of a lot more serious,’ Jeff agreed. ‘Why else would he have taken a weapon with him? She’s in danger. That’s what my gut tells me, anyhow.’
Tuesday raised an eyebrow. Dubious. ‘Didn’t sound like it, from her message. Sounded like she was perfectly okay, not a care in the world.’
‘A person can’t be in danger without knowing it?’ Jeff said.
‘I get that. But what kind of danger could she be in? She’s a rural police officer in what’s got to be the lowest crime area in the whole of the British Isles.’
‘How do you know it has to do with her?’ Jeff pointed out. ‘It could be to do with something else.’
‘Like what?’
‘I don’t know, mate. Something to do with Ben himself. How’d he get involved in the first place? He must’ve found out about it somehow.’
Tuesday sat on the bed, trying to figure it out. ‘When he called from Inverness airport to say he was on his way home, he sounded perfectly normal, too.’
‘Yeah. Which means that whatever happened, must’ve happened in the meantime,’ Jeff said. ‘Something totally unexpected. Out of the blue. That’s what got him so rattled. It’s the reason he came back home to pick up the things he needed, knowing he was going to have to shoot straight off again.’
‘Okay, I read you, she’s in danger,’ Tuesday said.
‘But maybe not imminent danger, or else he’d have gone straight there instead of London. And he warned us not to answer the phone if she calls, right? So she’s not a hostage, or anything like that, because hostages don’t generally have free access to a phone. Unless the kidnappers pressure them to call someone, like a family member, asking for money.’
‘In which case, he’d have wanted us to know about it and keep him informed,’ Tuesday said.
‘And she wouldn’t have left a message like that anyhow,’ Jeff said. ‘So we can pretty much agree that she ain’t been kidnapped. Right?’
‘This is getting complicated.’
Jeff’s brow creased like corrugated steel as he racked his brain. ‘It’s more like there’s a threat hanging over her. Someone watching her, maybe, ready to make a move but holding back. She obviously doesn’t know about it. But Ben does.’
Tuesday said, ‘So sometime between him getting on the plane in Inverness and coming home, someone must have called him or approached him. Boom, suddenly everything changes. Is that what you’re saying?’
Jeff nodded grimly. ‘That’s how I see it. It’s like someone’s got him over a barrel. Using the threat against her to coerce him in some way.’
Tuesday bit his lip. ‘That would maybe explain why he was so scared to tell us anything. He could have been told not to make contact with her, or else.’
‘Whatever it is, I don’t like it. I don’t like it one fucking bit.’
‘I’m with you,’ Tuesday said. ‘But the question is, what are we going to do about it?’



Chapter 11
Spain
Two days earlier
The small town of Albarracín was almost exactly the way Wolf remembered it. There were a few new or refurbished buildings scattered here and there, a few incongruous satellite dishes, and a few more cars and motorbikes than before; but by and large the place had changed remarkably little since his first and only visit all those years ago. Coming back here again, having dreamed about it for so long, brought on a rush of memories and emotions.
Shortly after his arrival it struck him how little he’d eaten since his escape from London, and he felt suddenly very hungry. A couple of streets away from the Catedral del Salvador he found a cosy little tapas bar and restaurant with simple decor and mismatched chairs and tables, which suited him nicely. He devoured a large plate of cold meats with a salad and some bread and washed it down with a jug of water. Wolf never touched alcohol.
It was Sofia who had taught him his first stumbling words of Spanish. Over the years he’d tried to pick up a few more from books, though he was by no means fluent in the language. As he paid for his meal, he got talking to the proprietor, a swarthy middle-aged guy by the name of Tomás, who was proud of having lived here in Albarracín all his life. Wolf introduced himself as Jack Cullen, a traveller from the UK. He said he’d been here before, once, years ago, and asked whether Tomás might happen to know if the Moncayo family still lived in the town.
If Tomás had said they did, Wolf had no special desire to try to reintroduce himself to Sofia, or in any way rekindle what had been the most fleeting of youthful romances. He just wanted to see her again, from a distance, and make sure she was well and happy. As it turned out, Tomás informed him that Pero Moncayo, Sofia’s father, had died several years back and the rest of the family had moved away to Zaragoza.
Wolf was saddened to learn the news, but he covered it well and quickly put it behind him as he left the tapas bar and spent a while wandering the streets of the old town. The scrubby hills loomed all around, and the warm mountain breeze was laden with all the scents of herbs and vegetation that he remembered. He passed a small bank called the Caja Rural, and briefly considered exploring the possibility of checking his heavy cash-filled holdall into a safe deposit storage. He soon changed his mind and decided not to take the risk of letting the money out of his sight.
Walking on, he came across the little guest house where he’d stayed before. A number of other hotels seemed to have sprouted up in the area to cater for the growing tourist trade; but Wolf preferred solitude and elected to journey up into the hills and find a suitably sheltered and private spot to set up camp. He had no problem living rough during the warmer season, though with the perpetual glaciers of the Pyrenees not far away he knew that the winters would get cold up here. Over the coming months he might scout around for a remote rural property for rent, or spend a portion of his cash on a little patch of land where he might build a small, simple home for himself. Maybe he’d keep a few chickens, or a goat or two, and grow his own vegetables. Learn to speak the language better, so he could fit in with the locals. Maybe take up the guitar, something he’d always wanted but never got around to.
But all that was for the future. There was no rush. No pressure. All the time in the world. Such money as he had, though by no means a fortune, would carry him a very long way here. Wolf was free to go where he pleased, do as he wished, and he no longer answered to anyone. He’d never felt so happy. Not even the joy of achieving SAS selection, until then the crowning glory of his life, could compare with the sense of liberation that flooded his mind. It was almost enough to make him forget the terrible things he’d seen and done in his life.
Almost. The nightmare of the human sacrifice on the island – because that was exactly what he believed he’d witnessed, just days ago – would remain with him for as long as he lived. He never wanted to think about those filthy bastards again, though he would, over and over.
Wolf stopped, set down his bag and shielded his eyes with his hand to scan the rugged landscape. To the east of Albarracín rose a high rocky escarpment that his instinct and training told him would be a perfect place to make camp for the night. He could seek out a little hollow, an eagle’s nest, from which he could see for miles and observe the sleepy little town. If he discovered the perfect spot, he might stay there for weeks. From time to time he could venture back down to civilisation, when he needed provisions or fancied another tasty meal at La Taba.
Heaven. It already felt as though he was putting down roots here in his new home. Smiling to himself, Wolf shouldered his bag and set off on what would be a long, hot, dusty trek up into the hills.
He had reached the edge of the town when he heard a sound that caught his attention. More correctly, it was a mixture of sounds. Ones that didn’t go well together, and set off alarms in his mind. The throaty laughter of a group of men mingled with the frightened, high-pitched yelping of a dog. Wolf slackened his step and looked around him. The sound was coming from the other side of an old, partially ruined stone wall. Part of the wall had collapsed a little way further on. Wolf headed towards the crumbled gap, following the sound.
The other side of the old wall was a patch of waste ground, in which a group of six men had gathered and were standing around in a circle. They were a rough-looking bunch, the eldest maybe in his mid-forties, the youngest in his early twenties. Wolf remembered Sofia telling him about her father’s strong dislike for the gitanos, Romani gypsies, whom Pero Moncayo regarded as a criminal scourge living on the margins of decent society. Wolf didn’t know if these guys fitted that bill, and he didn’t care what or who they were. He only cared about what they were doing.
In the middle of the encircled group of men was a dog. It was a nondescript kind of mongrel mutt with brown and white markings, a crooked ear and only three legs. It looked undernourished, and Wolf guessed that it was probably nobody’s pet, but a stray that made its living foraging for scraps. The missing hind limb was an old injury, and the dog seemed to be coping fine hopping around on three legs. What it wasn’t coping so well with was the fact that the men had fastened a rope around its neck to prevent it from escaping while they kicked and beat the hell out of it. Which they seemed to be enjoying quite a bit, judging by their raucous laughter. Two of the men were whacking the yelping, howling, panic-stricken animal across the head and back with heavy sticks, while a third was brandishing a steel chain and whirling it around trying to get in a good strike.
The oldest of the men was standing back enjoying the show, his grizzled features split wide in a grin. He wasn’t taking part in the beating, but he had other plans. He was clutching a plastic bottle that Wolf realised was barbecue lighting fluid, and there was a large matchbox protruding from the back pocket of his jeans. He was unscrewing the bottle cap and clearly intended to spray the dog with the liquid. They were going to set the poor creature on fire, just for fun.
Except that wasn’t going to happen. No chance.
Wolf set down his holdall and walked towards the group of men. They had all been too preoccupied to notice him appear through the gap in the wall, but now as he came closer the youngest of the gang saw him. With a nervous flash of eyes he reached out and nudged the older one with the bottle, who turned and shot a hostile stare at the approaching stranger.
The kicking and beating stopped. The dog kept on screaming and yelping, desperate to get away. Wolf came a step closer. He sensed that the oldest of the group, the sadistic firebug, was the leader of the gang, and so he focused most of his attention on him. For a moment, nobody said a word. All eyes were on Wolf.
Wolf spoke first. He wanted to say, ‘Sorry to interrupt the party, but I can’t let you burn that dog. Let it go.’ But the words in Spanish didn’t come to him, so he just pointed at the animal, shook his head and said, ‘No.’
The leader’s eyes bulged and he gave Wolf a long, hard stare before he raised his eyebrows in mock amazement and replied in a deep, raspy voice, ‘¿No?’ He turned to his buddies and made a gesture, like saying, ‘What is it with this joker? Doesn’t he like burning dogs?’
Most of the gang found this amusing. But a couple of them didn’t laugh, and a growing anxiety showed in their expressions. They were right to be anxious.
‘No,’ Wolf repeated. He felt very calm and there was no anger in his tone. He pointed at the dog. ‘Stop what you’re doing. Leave the dog alone. Dejar al perro solo.’ He wasn’t sure if that was right. But his message was clear. And if these guys had any sense, they’d take heed of his advice. It was their choice.
But instead of listening to reason, the leader of the gang did something he’d regret for a long time to come. He tossed away the bottle of lighter fluid, dipped a quick hand into his hip pocket and came out with a fancy bone-handled switchblade knife. The blade popped open with a clack and the bright steel flashed in the sunlight. The guy’s eyes glittered and he gave another wide grin.
Wolf shrugged. Okay by him, if that was how they wanted to play it. He took another step towards the leader. He was wary of the knife, but at the same time he could tell the guy had no real idea how to use it. Whereas Wolf had been trained by the world’s best teachers in all forms of combat, and particularly excelled at this one. He said nothing. Advanced another step and waited for the guy to make his move.
Wolf’s lack of fear was the most unsettling thing for the men. The youngest of the gang muttered something in Spanish that might have translated as ‘Screw this, I’m out of here’, turned on his heels and bolted away across the patch of wasteland. Two others backed off and looked ready to do the same.
But the leader was committed, and couldn’t lose face by retreating from the crazy stranger. His grin was faltering and his confidence was already shot to pieces as he made a half-hearted jab at Wolf’s throat with the blade. Wolf had seen it coming even before the intention formed in the guy’s brain. He sidestepped the strike, moving like water past his attacker as the knife darted through empty air. Trapped the guy’s hand, folded it effortlessly back on itself and jointed the wrist with a crack of bone that was almost as loud as the guy’s scream of pain. The knife spun to the ground. Wolf swept it away with his foot while keeping hold of the guy’s broken wrist and using the leverage to bring him down to his knees. Then Wolf kicked him savagely in the face, not hard enough to cause irreversible brain damage, but the dislocated jaw would give the guy plenty to think about for a while to come, every time he tried to chew solid food.
Wolf let go of his groaning, bleeding and prostrated adversary and turned to face the rest. The one with the chain was scowling and looked as if he might want to have a go. Wolf said, ‘Come on, then.’ But then the chain guy had second thoughts, let the weapon slink to the dirt and took off at a run. The one holding the dog’s rope let it go and followed him, along with the sixth guy, who had no desire to be left there to face the enemy alone. The three-legged dog bounded away in the opposite direction. Wolf watched the men run, and shook his head in disgust. ‘Cowards.’
When they were at a safe distance, three of the gang turned and shook their fists, yelling threats. Wolf didn’t need a translator to understand that they were promising that this wasn’t over. Wolf said, ‘Yeah, yeah, yeah.’ First day in a new place, and he was already making friends.
The guy on the ground looked up at Wolf with dustcrusted features and pain blazing in his eyes. His jaw was at a distorted angle but he managed to blurt out ‘¿Quién eres tú?’ Who are you?
Wolf replied, ‘No soy nadie importante.’ I’m nobody important.
He went over to his holdall and picked it up. As he was walking away, he felt eyes watching his back and looked over his shoulder to see the dog standing there. Its head was cocked and it was observing him with a kind of curiosity. The rope was still attached to its neck. Wolf walked slowly over to it, extended a gentle hand for it to sniff, then carefully removed the rope. He said in a soft voice, ‘Well?’
For a moment the dog seemed to be deciding whether or not to tag along with him; then it turned, trotted lopsidedly off and disappeared. Wolf wouldn’t have minded its company, but he understood. He’d always been a loner, too.
He muttered, ‘See you around, amigo.’ And set off towards the hills.



Chapter 12
Ben had entered Wolf’s apartment at 4.45 a.m. and spent less than an hour inside. It was 5.38 when he got back to his car, already working out his next move.
Now that he knew where he needed to go from here, he considered his travel arrangements. A flight from Heathrow or Stansted to Zaragoza or Valencia, plus checking-in and waiting-around time, plus the extra driving distance to his final destination, was going to take a few hours but was his fastest option. By road, he faced a sixteen-hour marathon journey, or even longer if he factored in minor details like the need to eat or rest – but with the important advantage of being able to travel armed, as long as he didn’t get caught. Getting caught was bad. But going after Wolf unarmed was worse. At least the customs officials wouldn’t kill him and make his body disappear.
Ben made the choice to go by car. Retracing his steps from London back to the coast, he stopped on his way south to replace his gun in its hiding place. He arrived in Folkestone at 7.07 a.m., grabbed a paper cup of sour-tasting coffee while waiting for his Eurotunnel connection, and got the car on board for a 7.30 crossing. By 9.06 local time, he was rolling out the other side in Calais. After parading his concealed stash of weaponry right under the noses of the customs officials for the second time in hours, he grabbed another coffee and a sandwich to munch en route, and was off. His route would steer him southwards past Paris and cut straight down across France: through the nature reserves of La Brenne and Perigord-Limousin, then Montauban, Toulouse and the French Pyrenees before he hit the Spanish border. He would zip by Aragón’s capital city of Zaragoza before the final two-hour leg of the journey took him to Albarracín. A long way for a single person to drive, but Ben had driven longer.
He made two stops for fuel, one at a crowded motorway services and the other at a quieter countryside station where he popped the bonnet and retrieved his Browning and ammunition, which he tucked under the driver’s seat. The rest of the way, he stayed sharp by burning through two packs of Gauloises and forcing himself to keep mentally revisualising the video footage Saunders had made him watch. The combination of fear and nicotine made for a powerfully stimulating cocktail that impelled him to cover the fifteen hundred kilometres like a racing driver on amphetamines and shave nearly ninety minutes off his estimated journey time.
It was just gone 9.45 p.m. when he arrived in Albarracín. Every mile of the way, the same nagging voice at the back of his mind hadn’t stopped telling him how thin his lead was. If he was on the wrong track, he had no idea what to try next. He felt nauseous with worry and exhaustion and badly needed to sleep a while, but couldn’t stop moving or shake from his mind the image of Saunders’ spooks shadowing Grace, ready to step in and put a bullet in her head if he failed in his quest.
He parked the Alpina in a quiet layby on the edge of Albarracín, took out his phone and a notepad and pen, and got to work using Google Maps to put together a list of all the hotels, boarding houses and guest houses in the town and the surrounding area. The sure knowledge that his target would have been travelling incognito gave him nothing to go on, except for Wolf’s picture. It meant that he’d have to do this the hard way, hoofing it from hotel to hotel with some pretext for showing the picture to people in the hope that someone might recognise it and point him in the right direction. With his list complete, Ben sat staring at it for a long time before he felt a stabbing ache in his temples and realised that this wasn’t the right approach. He ripped the page from the notepad and crumpled it. Then reclined into the driver’s seat, closed his eyes and tried to let his mind take a step back.
To catch a wolf, you have to think like a wolf.
The Jaden Ben knew wasn’t the type to check into a hotel. He was a man who sought solitude and loved the wild places. Chances were that he’d be living rough in the hills somewhere close by. By Ben’s reckoning, if indeed Wolf made his way straight to Albarracín from London, travelling as discreetly and covertly as possible, he probably hadn’t been here much longer than a couple of days. Long enough to have picked a spot to make his camp, somewhere up there on the high ground overlooking the town. But not so long that he’d have got itchy feet and started drifting further afield. He had a sentimental attachment to this place that wouldn’t wear off so fast. He might even be planning on remaining here long-term. If he was here at all, then he’d be somewhere not far away, within easy range of Albarracín for the purposes of restocking provisions whenever he needed them.
That psychological profile worked for Ben. Now he refined it further, thinking that when Wolf first arrived here, he’d have hung around the town for at least a couple of hours or so, getting his bearings, maybe revisiting some of his old haunts from the long-ago visit that he’d talked so fondly about that night in Afghanistan. Ben recalled that he’d mentioned a young lady. What had she been called? Sofia. Easy to remember, because it was the most popular name for Hispanic parents to give their little girls. Wolf might have been interested in tracking her down. Might have asked around to find out if she was still living there.
The newly arrived Wolf would also have needed to eat. And so did Ben, before he passed out from energy depletion. He took the Browning from under his seat, loaded it and slipped it in his waistband, then locked up the Alpina and headed through the town on foot. It was a beautiful night, in a beautiful place, if only Ben had been in the mood to appreciate either. The older part of Albarracín dated back to medieval times, with narrow winding streets in places barely wide enough to drive a car through. He found a little restaurant that was still open late, went inside and took a corner window table with a view of the street, just in case his target happened to come wandering by. Ben ordered a steak and a whisky. No salad, no trimmings. Meat and alcohol were the things he needed. Rare and strong, in that order. He ate and drank fast and felt re-energised, relaxed and ready to go to work.
Ben had first studied Spanish at the Ministry of Defence’s Centre for Languages and Culture in Shrivenham, and later refined his fluency during his years as a private kidnap rescue operator. As he was paying for his meal he showed the waiter the photo of Wolf and said in Spanish, ‘This is my brother, Mike. Said he’d meet me here in town, but he hasn’t shown up. Wondered if you might have seen him in here?’
The old standby. Sometimes it worked, sometimes it didn’t. When the waiter looked blank and shook his head Ben asked, ‘Think anybody else here might have seen him? It’d be within the last couple of days or so.’
The waiter shook his head again. ‘I’m always here, six days a week. This job, you have to be good with faces. If your brother – you said his name is Mike? If he had been in here, I’d have noticed him.’
Win some, lose some. Ben thanked him and left.
He was wandering further through the town, deep in thought, when he came across another restaurant in the maze of narrow, winding streets. It was a tapas bar, smaller than the place he’d eaten in. They were closing up for the night but the door was still open. Ben looked in, saw the simple decor and the mismatched chairs and tables, and his instinct told him this was more the kind of place that Jaden Wolf would gravitate to. A woman with an apron and black hair tied back was sweeping the floor. She turned as Ben appeared in the doorway and said, ‘We’re closed.’
He stepped inside. ‘I know, and I’m sorry to bother you, but you might be able to help me. Do you have a moment?’
He gave her the same story that he was looking for his brother. She leaned on her broom handle while she gazed at the photo, then shook her head no. Ben thanked her anyway and was about to take the photo back when a middle-aged guy emerged from the kitchen, wiping his hands on a towel, and she called him over. They related like husband and wife. ‘Tomás, this gentleman is looking for his brother.’ She showed him. Tomás peered at Wolf’s picture, frowned at Ben and said, ‘Your brother?’
Ben said, ‘Technically my half-brother. We don’t look much alike, I know.’
Tomás touched a finger to his own lips. He asked, ‘Does he have—?’
Ben felt a little electric current whirr in his chest. ‘Gold teeth?’ he replied, beating Tomás to the punch. ‘That’s him. He had an accident when he was younger.’
‘His name is … Jack? Jack Cullen?’
Ben was glad he hadn’t said it was Mike. ‘That’s right, Jack. So when was he in here?’
‘Oh, two, three days ago. I remember that he asked me about the Moncayo family.’
Ben nodded. ‘He was friends with their daughter Sofia.’
‘They’re gone now. Living in Zaragoza.’
The buzz of excitement in Ben’s chest became a momentary stab of worry. ‘Did Jack say he was going there too?’
‘No, no, he said he was staying here in Albarracín. Waiting for you, maybe, no?’
‘That’s what we’d planned.’
‘He said he loves it here.’
‘It’s a beautiful town,’ Ben said. ‘Did Jack happen to say where he was staying?’
‘No, he just said he would come back to our restaurant sometime soon. He loved Maria’s cooking.’ Tomás touched his wife’s shoulder. ‘Everyone does.’
Ben smiled. ‘I’ll have to try it myself. Sorry I missed out tonight.’
Tomás said with a grin, ‘Never mind. Come back tomorrow and we’ll feed you a great meal.’
‘Sounds great. Maybe I’ll have caught up with Jack by then.’
Ben thanked Tomás and Maria for their help, and went on his way.
So there it was. Brother Jack, aka Jaden Wolf, one of the most capable military operators Ben had known back in the day, a man he had liked and admired and now must kill to save the life of the woman he cared for, was definitely here in Albarracín. The easy part was over. All Ben had to do now was narrow down his search and finish the job.
He reflected on the challenge ahead as he slowly walked back to the edge of town where he’d left the car. He decided to kip for a couple of hours in the Alpina’s back seat before his hunt began in earnest. Pausing for a moment to light a cigarette before getting into the car, he looked up at the sky and took a long, deep breath of the cooling night air. The heavens were filled with stars, a vivid and breathtaking display. Against the diamond-glitter backdrop the tall blackness of the surrounding mountains circled the horizon. Closer to the east, a tall rocky escarpment overlooked the town. Ben thought that if he were Jaden Wolf, the escarpment might be somewhere he’d choose to make camp.
Ben finished the cigarette and was about to toss away the stub when, from up in the hills he’d been gazing at just a moment earlier, a distant sound caught his attention and he stiffened, listening hard. From this far away it was just a random POP … POP-POP … POP, carried on the soft breeze and easy to miss. Maybe someone out in the sticks was having a fireworks celebration, but Ben didn’t think so. He could see no pyrotechnics lighting up the night sky. And to his experienced ear the crackle of sporadic gunfire was unmistakable.
This time of night, Ben doubted that anyone was out hunting. Not for animal quarry. It was the sound of violence. It had drawn him a thousand times in the past, and like a magnet it drew him again now.
He got into the car, rolled down the windows and set off in the direction of the shots.



Chapter 13
Ben sped out of Albarracín, heading into the hills on a narrow, winding road with his windows cranked all the way down so he could maintain his bearing on the source of the gunfire. As he left the town behind him and the rocky escarpment rose tall against the night sky he killed his headlamps. The moon was bright enough to drive by its light alone, and he didn’t want his approach to be seen by whoever was doing all the shooting up there.
The road became a track. The lights of the town receded into the distance behind him. Loose gravel and stone pattered under the Alpina’s wheels and rattled against its underbody. Over the engine note he could hear the reports growing closer. POPPOPPOP … POP-POP. Whatever was happening up there on the escarpment it was still in full swing, and it no longer sounded like distant fireworks.
Spotting the dark shape of a stationary van up ahead on the track, Ben took his foot off the gas and let the Alpina roll to a halt a few yards behind. It was an ancient Peugeot J7 utility commercial from way back sometime in the seventies with battered, dirty bodywork and rusty skirts. Its lights were off and both its front doors and the side sliding door were open, and it appeared to be empty. He waited a few seconds to make sure, then got out of the car with his Browning in his hand and walked towards it.
There had been a pause in the shooting. Ben stepped around the driver’s side of the van and looked in the open door. The keys were still in the ignition, as though its occupants had got out in a hurry. The bonnet was warm and the engine ticking as it cooled.
Ben stepped back from the van and looked around him. It appeared as though whoever had left the vehicle here had headed on foot up a pathway that led off the main track, too narrow and steep and rocky to drive up. He knelt and examined the ground by the moonlight, and soon found fresh footprints in the dry, dusty dirt. He reckoned on at least five sets of prints, maybe six. Stones were dislodged and blades of coarse, sun-yellowed grass were snapped and bent where they’d hurried by.
Ben rose to his feet and moved up the track. Just as he was wondering what it meant that the shooting had stopped, now it suddenly started up again with a fusillade of reports that sounded much closer by, no more than a few hundred metres away beyond a rocky mound further up the path. It sounded to Ben as though the action up there was moving across the terrain, a running battle. He kept moving quickly up the track, chasing the sound. The going was steep and treacherous in places. In less than a minute he’d climbed a long way. Glancing back over his shoulder he could see the lights of the town far in the distance, and his car and the van like miniature models below. The rocky mound was just up ahead of him, overhanging the slope and surrounded by scrubby bushes. He stuck the Browning in his belt so he could use both hands to scramble up around it; and now he had a clear view of the escarpment above him.
Craggy rocks cast long, dark shadows everywhere in the darkness. As he scanned left to right, watching for movement, the momentary white blossom of muzzle flash lit up a patch of rocks at eleven o’clock from Ben’s position. A millisecond later, the blast of a rifle shot shattered the silence and the crashing echo rolled out across the valley. Ben redrew his weapon and kept moving towards the source of the gunshot, staying low, keeping to the shadows, not taking his eyes off the spot where the muzzle flash came from. Now he spotted the running figure of a man break from cover and dart across a gap between the rocks, just fifty or sixty yards ahead. The man was a silhouette, half swallowed by shadow and too dark to make out any detail except that he was clutching what was unmistakably a scoped hunting rifle. Ben froze. Kept watching as the figure paused in his stride and seemed to be looking around him, as though searching, hesitant, unsure of himself. Ben wondered what was happening.
That was when one of the patches of impenetrable shadow that lay all around the figure of the man seemed to flicker. It was the briefest movement, so barely noticeable that Ben couldn’t even be sure he hadn’t imagined it. But the man with the rifle must have sensed something too, because Ben saw him turn abruptly around and raise his rifle as though startled.
And then the man with the rifle disappeared. He was there; and then he wasn’t. As if the shadows had simply reached out and taken him, without a sound or a struggle. From the rocks where Ben had seen the muzzle flash before came a hoarse yell in Spanish. ‘¡Diego! ¿Dónde estás?’
Diego must be the man with the rifle. One of the men from the van. Diego’s cronies hidden back there among the rocks sounded anxious, even frightened. Ben had no doubt that they were armed like their comrade – but they held their fire, no doubt worried about hitting the vanished Diego in the darkness. Nobody came out.
Ben could guess why that was. These hunters who had come here tonight, seeking to do violence against someone, were beginning to realise that they should have brought more men. They were not the predators in this scenario. They were losing their confidence and growing fearful of what was out there waiting for them.
Ben wanted to know who the hunters had come after. Wanted to know if his guess was right.
Keeping low to the ground, he ran up the slope to where Diego had vanished. It took him half a minute to get there, bush to bush, rock to rock, fast and stealthy and unseen. He covered the last few yards with extreme caution, pistol ready, watching the shadows, watching everything. Diego’s pals could open fire if they spotted him. But Ben sensed that Diego’s pals weren’t the greatest danger up here on the escarpment.
As for Diego himself, he was no longer a threat to anyone. As Ben crept like a panther through the shadows he saw the body slumped among the rocks. Diego was a rough-looking character, or had been, with a mess of curly black hair and a bristly moustache. He lay on his back and stared up at the stars with bulging eyes that were unblinking, unseeing. Something dark and wet oozed from his neck and pooled on the ground. His throat had been slashed, straight and surgical, from ear to ear. The scoped hunting rifle was gone.
Only one kind of person could have sneaked up on an armed opponent from close quarters and taken him down so fast and efficiently. That was a trained professional like Jaden Wolf.
Ben flinched and ducked behind the rocks as another shot rang out. At first he thought Diego’s friends had spotted him and opened fire, mistaking him for the man they’d come here to kill. But then another shot crashed and echoed across the escarpment and this time he spotted the yellow-white muzzle flash coming from a V-shaped cleft further up the slope. The sparking impact of a bullet strike told him that the shooter was aiming down towards the rocks where Diego’s friends were taking cover. Whoever he was, he had an excellent position and an open field of fire.
His third shot found its mark. There was a short, sharp scream and a dark figure staggered out from behind cover, tottered, spun around and then tumbled down the slope to come to a sprawled-out stop against a boulder in a pool of moonlight. Ben could see the body clearly from his hiding place. The man was lying face-down with his arms and legs outflung. He wore jeans and a denim jacket. Tattoos laced the sides of his neck and his skull was shaved smooth, showing the gaping exit wound of a perfect headshot glistening in the moon’s glow.
Ben looked back up towards the cleft and thought that he saw a slinking shadow dart from cover and down the slope towards the rocks. Seconds later, he knew that his eyes hadn’t cheated him. There was a brief, furious exchange of gunfire. Four, five, six detonations of rifle shots. A scream. Two more loud reports. Another strangled cry. A man stumbled from the rocks, dropping a rifle and clutching at his chest, then jerked backwards to the boom of another gunshot that caught him in the head and sent him rolling down the slope like his dead buddy before him.
Then silence. The shooting stopped. With two bodies on the ground that Ben could see, and by his conservative estimate at least one more dead man lying out of sight behind the rocks, or maybe two or three, he sensed that the battle must be all but done. He saw the same flitting shadow slip away and thread a path back up the escarpment and out of sight over a ledge. By now there remained little doubt in Ben’s mind as to the identity of the skilled operator he’d just witnessed eliminating the last of the men who, for reasons as yet unknown, had come here to hunt him down.
It seemed that Jaden Wolf had wasted little time since his arrival in Albarracín to make some unwanted new acquaintances. Ben very much doubted that Diego and his unlucky cronies were killers sent by Saunders. First, because hiring a bunch of rough-arsed thugs didn’t seem to be Saunders’ style. Second, because only Ben knew who and where he was.
And that was something Wolf was about to find out.



Chapter 14
Ben made his way towards the ledge. As careful as he was not to be seen, he couldn’t be completely certain that he wasn’t being watched every step of the way, and every muscle was clenched tight in expectation of a bullet.
Just then, a bank of cloud passing over the face of the moon plunged the slope of the escarpment into murky darkness and gave Ben the cover he needed to reach the ledge without getting shot. He peered over its lip and spied a rocky hollow partially shaded by thick shrubs and sheltered by an overhanging rock shelf. In the hollow sat Jaden Wolf, just twenty-five yards away, his outline clearly visible among the shadows.
Ben watched him. His former comrade looked a little older, but if anything he appeared leaner and stronger than in his SAS days. He was sitting cross-legged on the ground and looked perfectly calm and relaxed, as though the experience he’d just come through had barely touched him. To his left lay the scoped hunting rifle that he’d taken from Diego. To his right was a black holdall. A small stone circle showed where he’d been lighting fires, and nearby was a stack of cut wood. This was Wolf’s temporary base camp, and he’d chosen an excellent spot. Ben couldn’t have picked better. The lights of Albarracín twinkled warmly in the distance, maybe a mile and a half away, within easy hiking distance.
Wolf had found his heaven, all right. Until trouble came to visit.
Now the clouds passed away from the face of the moon and the rocky hollow was filled with light. Ben inched forwards until he dared venture no further. He drew his pistol from his belt. Loaded and cocked. Fourteen deadly rounds of 9mm Parabellum. If he did his job right, he would need only one. He slowly, slowly eased the weapon into position. The slightest wrong move, the tiniest scrape of steel against rock, and he risked alerting Wolf’s sharp senses to his presence.
Ben aligned the blade of his front sight between the notches of the rear sight and drew a bead on Wolf. At this range the Browning would hit right on the point of aim. He squared the sights on Wolf’s head. Finger on the trigger.
Wolf didn’t move.
Ben took in a breath, let half of it out. Achieving perfect stillness for the most flawless trigger release. For an accomplished pistol marksman like Ben, it was an easy enough shot to make. Or it should have been. But as he began to mount his finger’s pressure on the trigger, pictures began to flood through his mind. He visualised the young trooper as he’d been that day in Afghanistan when he’d talked so passionately about his love of this place. From that recollection Ben’s memory cut to the image of Wolf turning up for duty with his leg in plaster, the time when Ben had intervened on his behalf. He remembered all the meals and laughs they’d shared with their comrades in the mess room, and all the close experiences of combat that make brothers out of strangers.
Then Ben’s mind came back to the present moment. The prospect of this confrontation had been tormenting his thoughts every moment since his encounter with Saunders. Now that the time had come, it was as though he’d been asked to turn the gun on himself. Like stepping over the edge of a cliff, both eyes open and staring into the thousand-foot void below.
Get a grip on yourself. Think straight. He summoned up a mental picture of Grace in danger from Saunders’ spooks. Forced himself to imagine in graphic detail what they’d do to her if he failed in his mission. Saunders would get his wish. Grace would be safe. And Ben could go back to his life. Such a simple task, in theory. But some things were never meant to be so simple.
Wolf still didn’t move. Just sitting there, immobile as a statue, as though he was meditating or deep in reflection. Clearly illuminated in the moonlight. Ben had seldom been presented with such a perfect target, and he knew that this window of opportunity wouldn’t remain open much longer.
Shoot, you damned fool. His Browning had been worked on by an expert gunsmith and given a light, crisp trigger that broke at just four pounds of pressure. All he had to do was exert four measly pounds to drop the hammer on the primer and let the shot go, and this would be over. But the trigger felt like it was welded solid into the frame of the pistol, and no amount of force could make it break. The weapon began to shake in his hands. He blinked. A bead of sweat rolled down his temple.
Can’t do it.
Ben lowered the gun. Breathing hard.
And suddenly, everything changed.
Ben spotted a movement on the rocky shelf that overhung the hollow. He realised that both he and Wolf had made the same mistake earlier, in thinking that the hunters were all eliminated. There was one opponent left in the game. A large, swarthy man with a sawn-off shotgun was very quietly, very slowly creeping up the rock shelf above Wolf’s camp, making his way towards the edge. Wolf had not noticed the approaching presence, and neither was the man with the shotgun aware of Ben’s. He inched forward on his belly, moving like a big fat snake, clutching the pistol grip of his weapon in his right hand and supporting its stubby forend in something that was not a hand, but a curved shiny hook that glittered in the moonlight. He was almost at the edge. Canting the short double barrel of his weapon downwards to get a killer shot. Two rounds of twelve-gauge directed at the top of Wolf’s head. Unsurvivable.
Wolf still didn’t move.
Ben found himself locked in an internal struggle. Part of his mind told him that Wolf had to die. Another part of him, the part that had so dreaded having to kill a former friend and comrade, was relieved at the prospect of letting someone else do it. Which would happen in about the next two seconds if he simply stood by and did nothing.
But there was a third part of his mind that wanted to overrule both. The part that couldn’t let this happen either way. And that was the part that prevailed. Ben raised his pistol, squared his sights on the man with the hook, and now it all came together, smooth and effortless. The four-pound trigger broke crisply and the gun flashed and boomed in his hands and the 147-grain full metal jacket bullet erupted from the barrel and reached the target in six hundredths of a second and drilled him straight through the brain pan.
One shot, one kill. The man with the hook was dead even before his body slumped over the edge of the shelf and dropped like a sack of wet washing into the hollow, still clutching the sawn-off. His hook clanged against the rocky ground. He twitched once, then lay still.
Wolf had jumped to his feet like a startled leopard, poised for action, moving to reach for the rifle at his side. Ben stood up and put away the Browning. Raised both hands in the air to show that he was unarmed. He called out, ‘Jaden. Stop.’
Wolf froze. Staring at Ben, his eyes narrowing in recognition. He said nothing.
Ben called out, ‘You know me. I’m Ben.’
Wolf replied, slowly and suspiciously, ‘Yeah, I know who you are. Major Hope. What a surprise, you just happening to turn up like this.’
‘I’m not a major any more.’
‘Then what are you? Just another gun for hire, right?’
Ben said nothing. In that moment he had no plan, no clear idea of what he was doing. All he could think was that somehow they could talk their way through this. But Wolf had other ideas. His arm flashed out to make a grab for the rifle.
Ben whipped out his pistol again and beat him to the draw. ‘Don’t even think about it, Jaden. We’re not going to do that.’
Wolf stopped. He let his arm hang loose at his side, but he didn’t move back from the rifle. ‘Then what are we going to do?’
‘We’re going to talk,’ Ben said. ‘You and me. Right here. We’re going to figure this out. But first I need you to take a step away from the weapon.’
Wolf edged away. His eyes were hard. ‘They sent you here, didn’t they?’
‘I’m not going to lie to you, Jaden. I never have.’
‘Then don’t, Ben. Tell me that they sent you to kill me.’
‘You’re right,’ Ben told him. ‘They sent me here to kill you.’
Wolf pulled a sour face. ‘Looks like everyone’s out hunting for me these days. Nice to know I’m so popular.’
‘But if I wanted you dead, all I had to do was let Captain Hook there do it for me. He had you cold.’ Ben motioned the barrel of the gun towards the dead man.
Wolf allowed himself a dark smile, a glint of gold catching the moonlight. ‘Must be getting slow in my old age. Then why didn’t you?’
Ben shrugged. ‘I’m still trying to figure that one out myself. Maybe it’s because you were one of my guys, back in the day. Or maybe it’s because I’m just a big softy at heart.’
Wolf pointed at the body. ‘Tell that to him.’
‘When I shoot someone, I like to think that they had it coming. He doesn’t strike me as the friendly type.’
‘So you don’t think I have it coming?’
‘Do you?’
Wolf shrugged. ‘Does it matter what I think?’
‘I don’t know what you’ve done to piss these people off so badly,’ Ben replied. ‘I don’t even know who they are.’
‘The gypsies?’
‘Not them. The other guys.’
Wolf said, ‘They’re bad people.’
‘You’re no angel yourself, Jaden.’
‘Trust me. Next to them, I’m a saint.’ Wolf shook his head and sighed. ‘I’m done with them. Finished. Should have got out a long time ago.’
‘Wisdom sometimes comes a little late. They’re obviously not so keen on letting you just walk away.’
‘How much did they pay you?’
Ben shook his head. ‘That’s a hell of a thing to say to me.’
‘But you still took the job.’
Ben said, ‘I had to.’
‘Then why don’t you finish it? You got me. I’m a sitting duck.’
‘Because there has to be some other way,’ Ben said. ‘It can’t go like this.’
‘Prove it. Put the pistol down.’
Ben put it down.
Wolf said, ‘Now kick it away.’
Ben kicked it away. The pistol tumbled over the lip of the ledge. He heard it clatter down the slope, well out of reach.
Wolf nodded. Another glint of gold caught the moonlight. ‘Nice one, Major.’ He took a fast step back towards the rifle and scooped it up. ‘Self-preservation,’ he said. ‘The strongest and oldest instinct we have. I learned that a long time ago.’
‘I know you did,’ Ben said. ‘From me. So if you’re going to shoot me, shoot. Make it quick.’
Wolf raised the rifle to his shoulder and took careful aim at Ben through the scope. His finger was on the trigger and his hold was steady. There was no way he could miss. Ben stood there ready to take it. A chill settled over him. If he’d failed, he deserved what he had coming now.
After a few seconds, Wolf seemed to change his mind. He lowered the rifle. Shook his head. ‘Well, there you go. Looks like we’re both a couple of softies at heart.’
Ben replied, ‘The four men you killed tonight might not see it that way. Or was it five?’
Wolf shrugged, like it was nothing. ‘Day I got here, some bunch of arseholes in the town were trying to set fire to a stray dog. We had a minor disagreement over it. Had a feeling they might raise a few pals and come looking for me, to settle the matter.’
Ben had to smile. ‘Still standing up for our furry friends, I see.’
‘You’d have done the same.’
‘Yes, I would.’
‘Can’t say I was expecting you, though. How’d you find me?’
‘It wasn’t as hard as you’d have liked it to be,’ Ben said. ‘Even the most careful man leaves a trail, if you know where to look. And that’s your problem. Because you have some very motivated enemies. You’re in deep shit, Jaden.’
Neither of them spoke for a moment.
‘So what now?’ Wolf asked.
Ben replied, ‘Now we try and figure out how we’re going to come out of this alive.’



Chapter 15
Ben and Wolf dragged away the body of the dead man with the hook, then sat together in the rocky hollow. They seemed to have arrived at an uneasy kind of truce, but there was still tension between them. Ben lit a Gauloise, not offering one to Wolf since he knew the man had never smoked in his life and wouldn’t start now.
‘Those things’ll kill you,’ Wolf said, watching with a frown.
Ben took another puff and blew smoke. ‘Says the guy whose employers put a hit out on him. We’re all living on borrowed time, one way or another.’
‘Former employers,’ Wolf reminded him. ‘I told you, I don’t work for those scumbags any more.’
‘Doesn’t sound as though you handed in your formal resignation. Sounds more like you just walked away.’
‘What difference does it make? Once you’re in, there’s no getting out. Unless you get all the way out. You have no idea what you’re dealing with.’
Ben asked, ‘Who’s Saunders?’
Wolf gave Ben an empty stare. ‘I don’t know anyone called Saunders.’
Ben wasn’t surprised by his reply. Everything in Wolf’s former world was lies and shadows. ‘You were a government spook.’
‘I was never on the inside,’ Wolf said. ‘I was just the guy they called when they had a problem that needed to be dealt with.’
‘What kind of problem?’ As though Ben couldn’t guess.
Wolf shrugged. ‘I suppose you could say I worked in the sanitation department. Cleaning up other people’s mess.’
‘Tell it straight. You became a professional killer.’
‘Isn’t that what we all were, back in the day? We never really knew the truth behind all the dirty little wars we risked our necks for all those years. Money, oil, political double-dealings, whatever the inside track was. Half the time we were as much in the dark about the reality of it as the people back home reading the censored version in their newspapers. It wasn’t our job to ask why. We just went where they sent us and did what we were told.’
Ben knew that was true. It was the moral dilemma that had eventually caused him to quit his military career and seek to use his skills in better ways. ‘We’ve all done things we’re not proud of,’ he said.
‘Yeah, well, that’s just how things are,’ Wolf said. ‘I had the skills. They had the cash. A lot of cash. I was tired of the army, looking for a new gig and I took the job. Seemed like a good idea at the time.’
‘So that’s what it was all about, the money?’
‘I got around to thinking that if I was going to put my arse on the line every day, I wanted to get properly paid for it.’
Ben was saddened that Wolf had stooped to becoming a killer for hire. But that was one of the realities of their world. Men with little to no experience of the civilian world, who’d received years of expert training in the art of death and knew how to do nothing else, often found it hard to adapt to a normal life. For many, who over the years had become hardened and cynical towards the value of human life, the money was just too much temptation.
‘How long did you do it for?’
‘Too long,’ Wolf said.
‘Sounds like you weren’t happy in your work.’
‘You don’t do a job like that because you enjoy it. Sometimes it really gets to you. I had rules. One golden rule above all. No women, no kids. I had to trust that the scumbags I took out were the bad guys. But I had my doubts. Serious doubts, more and more. I started wanting out years ago. But the jobs kept coming, and I kept thinking, just one more and I’m done. I just kept putting the money by and looking forward to the day that I’d eventually walk away.’
‘And then that day came,’ Ben said. ‘What made you finally decide to make the break?’
Wolf was silent for a beat, then replied, ‘Some things are just too fucking crazy, that’s what.’ He looked uncomfortable and didn’t seem to want to say more. ‘So what’s your story?’
‘I’ve been in business for myself for a long time,’ Ben said.
‘Doing what? Working contracts on guys like me?’
‘No, Jaden, trying to use the things they taught us to bring a bit of good into this world.’
Wolf laughed bitterly. ‘Good luck with that. I hope business is going well.’
‘Well enough.’
‘And yet, somehow, here you are, showing up looking for me with a gun in your hand. So much for doing good.’
‘You want to know how this came about.’
‘Damn right I do.’
Ben filled him in. ‘A man calling himself Saunders approached me on a plane. He told me very little about himself, but he knew all about our shared past history. Which means he has access to top-level clearance Ministry records. Said you’d left the reservation and had to face the consequences. That he had people on your trail but so far they’d failed to track you down. And he enlisted my services with an offer that was hard to refuse.’
Wolf pulled a cynical smile. ‘I get it. Business is never quite good enough. Not when they dangle a big bag of money under your nose.’
‘It wasn’t about money. They have me in a clinch, Jaden. The deal is that someone I care for will die if I don’t serve them your head on a platter. And I’ll admit, until I got here tonight and found you, that was exactly what I intended to give them. I didn’t change my mind until the last minute.’
Wolf looked piercingly at him. ‘What’s stopping you from changing it back again?’
Ben shook his head. ‘There has to be another way. For everyone’s sake.’
‘This person you care about. It’s a woman, right? They’re threatening her?’
Ben nodded. ‘And the clock is ticking.’
‘But right now you’re risking her life, for the sake of mine. Sounds like you got your priorities in a twist. Not that I’m complaining.’
Ben was silent for a while, then replied, ‘The fact is, Jaden, even if I was okay about killing you, killing you wouldn’t end this. It’s like you said. Once you’re in, these people don’t let you go. I do this job for them, they’ll line up another. And another. They won’t go away. And neither will the axe hanging over Grace’s head. She doesn’t know it yet, but that’s the price she pays for getting mixed up with a man like me.’
‘That’s her name, Grace?’
‘Yeah.’
‘Nice name. I like it.’
Ben said, ‘Me too. And I kind of like the person it belongs to, as well.’
‘Do you love her?’
Ben paused a beat. ‘I think I do, yes.’
‘Too bad. Romance is a bitch for the likes of us. That’s why I never got too involved with anyone.’
‘It’s not only Grace. I have a sister, Ruth. Saunders knew all about her, too. No specific threats, but there didn’t have to be. They know all the weak points they can use to make me their puppet. Sooner or later, if I refused to go on doing their dirty work for them, the people I care about would be made to suffer. The only way out of it, for me and for them, would be to put a pistol in my mouth and blow my own brains out. That’s not an option for me, not yet.’
‘Looks like you need to find another option, then,’ Wolf said.
Ben looked at him. ‘Not just me, Jaden. You too. Because this doesn’t stop with me. You’re not safe here.’
Wolf shook his head. ‘Screw that. They won’t find me.’
‘I found you,’ Ben said.
‘Yeah, but you’re you. Who else is that good?’
‘That’s an assumption you can’t afford to make,’ Ben said. ‘Just like I can’t afford to assume that the men watching Grace aren’t every bit as skilled as the likes of you and me.’
Wolf fell silent. Thinking. Measuring Ben’s words, and frowning as though something was deeply troubling him.
Finally he said, ‘You asked me what I’d done to piss them off so badly. The answer is that I screwed up a hit. It happens sometimes. Not to me, not before this. But there are contingency protocols just in case. They could either assign it to someone else, or they could give me a second chance at it. Doesn’t do your track record any favours, but it’s not the end of the world.’
Ben said, ‘Okay then, so why are they so keen for you to be dead?’
Wolf replied, ‘It’s what I know, Ben. It’s what I saw.’



Chapter 16
Ben stared at Wolf, not understanding. Here was a stone-hard former Special Forces warrior and self-confessed professional assassin, a man Ben had seen maintain total calmness and composure in the most intense heat of battle when everyone else was losing their mind, a man who must have committed all manner of terrible actions during his post-military career, looking positively freaked out by whatever secret he was holding onto.
Ben said, ‘What you saw.’
Wolf nodded hesitantly. He swallowed. Tried to smile, but it came out as a twisted, nervous grimace. ‘Yeah. That’s right.’
Ben said, ‘You’ve watched your friends and comrades get torn to pieces and their body parts scattered over the ground. You’ve been into raided villages where every single man, woman and child had been hacked to pieces by the troops of crazy warlords. Witnessed things that most people couldn’t dream up in their worst nightmares. What could be worse than that?’
Wolf held the grimace for a moment longer, then his expression hardened. ‘You really want to know, then I can show you something like you’ve never seen before.’
Wolf reached for his holdall and unzipped a side pocket, from which he took a glossy black slimline phone. He said, ‘They issue us phones, but this one is my own. It can’t be tracked or traced to me. I always use it for work, and I had it with me that night.’
Ben shook his head. ‘What night?’
‘The night of the spring equinox,’ Wolf said. ‘The night I used it to video what I witnessed.’
Now Ben was even more confused. ‘What are you talking about, Jaden? What the hell does the spring equinox have to do with this?’
‘There are things in this world that are best not known about,’ Wolf said. ‘Forces at play you can’t imagine.’
Ben looked at him. ‘You’re serious, aren’t you? This thing has got you scared shitless.’
‘And so would you be, if you had any idea of what I’m talking about.’
‘Try me.’
‘Be careful what you wish for,’ Wolf said. ‘Because once you see this, there’s no going back. You’ll never be the same again.’
‘Enough,’ Ben said. ‘Just show me.’
‘Fine. You asked for it.’ Wolf turned on the phone and spent a moment swiping and tapping. When the thing he was searching for came up on the screen, he keyed in a password. ‘I’ve encrypted the video file. This isn’t something I’d want anyone to see.’ Quickly, as though he couldn’t bear to look at it, he thrust the phone into Ben’s hands.
And for the second time in thirty-six hours, Ben found himself being shown a video clip. He looked quizzically at Wolf, but Wolf had his eyes averted. Ben looked back at the screen. The image was fuzzy and dark and moving about too much to make sense of. Thin black lines crisscrossed and obscured the frame. He said, ‘There’s something in front of the lens.’
‘Branches,’ Wolf said, keeping his head turned away. ‘I was hiding in the trees. Keep watching and you’ll understand why.’
‘Where did you film this?’ Ben asked.
‘Just watch.’
Ben watched, and after a few moments the picture became clearer and the scene began to unfold. The image was unsteady but the definition was sharp enough to make out details. It was night-time. He saw a lake, its waters still and dark except for the shimmer of moonlight glittering on its surface. At the centre of the lake was a wooded island, all in shadow. This side of the water, a sloping lawn led down to the shore. In the background stood a large, impressive house that could have been described as a mansion. Its windows were dark and only the moonlight illuminated its stately architecture.
But Ben wasn’t looking at the house, because his attention had become fixed on the strange spectacle taking place by the lakeside. A large crowd of people, fifty or more, had gathered at the foot of the lawn and spread out in orderly fashion near the water’s edge. Every one of the crowd wore a long black hooded robe that shrouded them from head to toe. Their faces were covered by masks. Ben narrowed his eyes. Animal masks. No, bird masks, with beaks. They looked like the eerie seventeenth-century plague doctor figures from a Paul Fürst engraving.
Ben muttered under his breath, ‘What the hell?’
‘Keep watching,’ Wolf said, though he obviously had no desire to watch it himself.
Ben watched, and listened. From the assembled crowd came the sound of chanting. The voices were male. It reminded Ben of the religious plainchant of Gregorian monks, except it wasn’t in Latin but in some other language that he couldn’t identify. He asked, ‘Why are they all looking across at this island?’
‘You’ll see.’
A moment later, the darkness of the island was lit up bright by a pyrotechnic display of fiery explosions, making the screen flare. In the flickering dance of the flames Ben was suddenly able to make out the shape of a huge statue or effigy that stood near the island’s edge. The statue had the head of an ibis-like bird with a long, curved beak resembling the beaks on the masks of the hooded figures watching from the opposite shore.
Ben blinked. He turned to Wolf. ‘This is a joke. It can’t be for real.’
‘Oh, it’s real, all right. But it gets better.’
Now some figures appeared on the island, and the camera shot zoomed closer for a better look at them. The zoom lost some definition, but the image remained clear enough to see. The figures were wearing robes like those of the crowd. With them was a third figure who was dressed very differently. She was young, slender, blond-haired and clad in a flimsy white dress, and from the way they clutched her tightly by her bare arms she was obviously their captive. She looked dopey, as though stupefied by drugs. Ben was wondering if this was some kind of weird fetishistic sex ceremony. He asked, ‘Who is she?’
Wolf replied, ‘You mean, who was she? How the hell do I know?’
Ben went on grimly watching. A cold prickle was spreading down his spine. He felt as though the phone screen was drawing him in, sucking him inside a nightmare. The figures holding the woman pushed her against the base of the statue and tethered her wrists so that her arms were spread wide. More flames erupted over the trees. The chanting of the crowd was intensifying.
Next, a new figure emerged as if from nowhere. He wore a crimson robe and a headdress with curled horns like those of a goat. The object he clutched in his left hand looked like some kind of ceremonial staff or sceptre. The thing in his right hand glittered in the firelight. It was a long-bladed dagger. He held it dramatically up in the air, facing the crowd across the water, then turned and took a step towards the woman, brandishing the blade.
Ben looked at Wolf. Words were hard to find. He just said, ‘They didn’t.’
Wolf replied simply, ‘They did.’
When the first cut appeared on the girl’s flesh and the blood began to flow, Ben felt sick and wanted to look away. But he kept watching, even as the horned man in the crimson robe slashed the girl’s throat wide open. Then, mercifully, the video footage dissolved into a flurry of movement and it was over.
Wolf said, ‘That’s when I couldn’t take it any more. I ran and kept running. I left my whole life behind at that moment, and I haven’t looked back.’



Chapter 17
Ben was still holding the phone, unable to say anything. Wolf held out his hand for it, and Ben gave the phone back to him. He was happy to return it. Wolf turned it off and dropped it back inside the zippered pouch on the holdall.
‘This is what you saw,’ he said.
Wolf nodded. ‘Now you know.’
‘You saw it with your own eyes.’ As if somehow Ben could find a way for this not to be true.
‘I told you it was bad, Ben. You should have listened to me.’
‘It’s not a fake.’
‘No, it’s not a fake,’ Wolf snapped irritably. ‘How could you fake something like that, except in a horror movie?’ Then he sighed. ‘Look. I understand what’s going through your mind. You don’t want to believe it, just like I didn’t want to believe it either. Because what you just saw isn’t normal. These people aren’t normal. They’re sick. They’re evil. And that’s coming from a guy who’s done some pretty horrible shit in his life. I thought I was an evil fucker. Thought I was the one who’d sold his soul. And then I saw what they did that night, and I realised that maybe there was still some hope for me, after all, because maybe there was still a tiny bit of good left inside this fucked-up heart of mine and I wasn’t beyond redemption. That’s when I knew I had to get out.’
‘Was it …’ Ben tried to formulate his words. ‘Was it a religious ceremony? Is that what we just watched?’
‘You mean, as in, are those bastards worshipping the fucking Devil?’ Wolf spread his hands. He’d had longer to think about it, and had formed his conclusions. ‘What does it look like to you? The guy with the horns? A bunch of robed and masked maniacs chanting in tongues while they watch some poor girl get butchered? Look up the spring equinox. I did. You’ll see it’s a big date on the calendar, if you’re into witchcraft. Wicca. Black magic. Occult ritual. Call it what you like. And that creepy statue with the body of a man and the head of a bird. What kind of fucked-up evil shit is that?’
‘It’s Thoth,’ Ben said.
‘It’s what?’
‘Thoth. He was an ancient Egyptian god of writing, knowledge and magic. Features in the Book of the Dead.’
‘Seriously, man. How. The. Fuck. Would. You. Know. That?’
‘Because I studied theology before getting into the army. I was planning on entering the Church, at one time. But we didn’t just learn about the Christian religion.’
Wolf looked at him as though he’d said he came from the Andromeda Galaxy. ‘You’re kidding me. The Right Reverend Ben Hope. Get the fuck out of here.’
‘There’s a lot you don’t know about me, Jaden.’
‘Okay, Your Excellency. Tell me why these sicko scumbags would make human sacrifices to an Egyptian god.’
Ben shook his head. ‘I’m not sure. I think there are some associations between Thoth and black magic. Astrology, mysticism, Tarot, stuff I know nothing about.’
‘No shit,’ Wolf breathed. ‘Well, whatever it is, it’s fucked up.’
Ben fell silent as he tried to get his thoughts together. ‘I don’t get it. Why were you there? How are you even connected to these people?’
Wolf explained.
‘Like I told you, I was on a job that went wrong. Just bad timing. It was a place outside Brighton. Nice house. Expensive. They usually are, because in that world poor folks don’t generally matter enough to kill. It was that afternoon. I’d been told the guy would be alone. But it turned out his kids had come to visit. His ex-wife dropped them off, with the nanny or au pair or whatever.’
Ben remembered the rule. No kids, no women.
‘So I hung around and waited for the right moment,’ Wolf went on. ‘I thought maybe the kids would only stay a few hours, but they didn’t. When evening came and the guy left the house and drove off, I followed him. I’d no idea where he was going, just thought that maybe I’d get a chance to finish the job I’d started. Sometimes you have to go off-script. Improvise a little. I’ve always been good at that.’
‘Go on,’ Ben said.
‘He was in a real rush. I followed him all the way into Surrey, right out in the sticks, to this big house.’ Wolf pointed at the holdall where the phone was, and Ben understood that he was talking about the house in the video.
Ben asked, ‘Where is this place?’
‘Karswell Hall, that’s Karswell with a K, a country estate a few miles from Guildford. It was late by the time we got there. I slipped into the grounds and watched from the trees. Cars were arriving and being waved through the gates by a security detail. Some kind of event was going on. I assumed, a social gathering of some kind. High-level stuff, VIPs, rich people. And that’s when I saw them.’
‘Saw who?’
‘They were in a chauffeur-driven Roller. It was just a fluke that I got to see inside the rear cabin, when the driver stepped out to check a tyre and the inside light came on. Two men in the back. One old, really old, looks all wizened and shrivelled up. Always carries a bird-headed cane. Come to think of it, the bird’s head looks a lot like the statue on that damned island. And the beaked masks. What did you call it?’
‘Thoth.’
Wolf scowled in disgust. ‘Right. Anyway, the other guy, you wouldn’t call him young, but he’s not as old. Probably in his mid-sixties.’
‘You know these men?’ Ben asked.
‘My bosses,’ Wolf replied with a nod. ‘The old guy, I don’t know his name. Only laid eyes on him the one time before, at an agency meeting years ago at this posh pad outside London, and he didn’t speak a word. All I know is, he’s a top dog. Maybe the top dog.’
Wolf explained that the other man was someone with whom he’d had the occasional contact over the years. He described to Ben how the ‘assets’, freelance outsiders like himself, were largely kept at a distance from the organisation. They didn’t even know the name of the agency they worked for. It was all highly secretive, with departments within departments. The killers very seldom met one another, except for when they needed to work in teams. Likewise, they seldom had personal dealings with their bosses. Most of the time, when a job came in they were notified by phone, intelligence material was provided by dead drop, and payments were made in cash deposited in lockers or passed on by strangers. Only in particular cases, when the bosses deemed it necessary to meet in person, did face-to-face briefings and debriefings take place, and then only if the asset in question was a trusted member of the circle. Wolf had been one of their top assets, loyal, reliable and utterly efficient.
‘I’ve probably met him four, five times over the years,’ Wolf said. ‘He handed me out certain jobs that were considered to be of an especially sensitive nature. Political hits.’
‘I don’t want to know.’
‘Good, because I ain’t telling.’
Ben asked, ‘What’s his name?’
‘Curnow. That’s what I know him as, but of course it’s not his real name. Nothing about these people is real.’
Except for ordering the deaths of their unsuspecting victims, and slaughtering young female captives in the woods, Ben thought. ‘You say he’s in his mid-sixties?’
‘Thereabouts. Hard to say.’
‘Describe him to me.’
Wolf thought for a moment, recalling the details. ‘There’s nothing all that distinctive about the guy, physically. Not tall, not short, not fat, not thin. Hair receding, but what he’s got left of it is quite thick, curly and kind of scruffy-looking. He wears glasses with a heavy black frame and seriously thick lenses that make his eyes look huge. His ears stick out, and he’s got a big nose with thread veins all over it, like he drinks too much. Got a wart the size of a pea next to his nose, too. Not too pretty.’
Wolf had always been highly observant. He hadn’t lost his touch.
Ben said, ‘That’s him. That’s Saunders.’



Chapter 18
Wolf said, ‘Seriously? Curnow is Saunders?’
‘You just gave a perfect description of the man I met on the plane,’ Ben told him. ‘So now we know two of his aliases. Still doesn’t tell us his real identity. But it’s a start. What happened then?’
‘The chauffeur got back in the Roller, they were waved through the security check, and followed the line of other cars out of sight to wherever they were all parking. Must’ve been a couple dozen vehicles at least. But I didn’t hang around watching. I made my way through the grounds around the back of the house as the guests started gathering inside. To the side of the house is all woodland. I found a spot in the trees where I could get a pretty good view through the windows.’
‘What were they doing in there?’
‘Nothing extraordinary, not at first. It was a black-tie event. Maybe fifty guests. All men, not a single woman. That’s not so unusual in those circles. A lot of these posh dos are boys-only-club affairs. Cigars and strippers and all that. Or at least, that’s what I thought.’
Ben stopped him, wanting to get it clear in his mind. ‘Let me understand this correctly. The man you had been following, the target you were supposed to kill earlier that same day – he was at this gathering too?’
Wolf nodded. ‘He’s one of them, obviously. When his wife and kids turned up that afternoon, he looked pissed off. Probably thinking about the night’s entertainment he might miss because of his unexpected visitors.’
‘He’s one of them, but they wanted him dead?’
‘If they didn’t, they wouldn’t have called me in.’
‘Okay. What then?’
‘The chance of getting to finish the job that night was looking more and more remote, but I hung around just in case. Thought maybe if the guy wandered outside on his own for a smoke, or went back to his car to get something, I might be able to move in. I’d have killed him without making a sound. Made him disappear like he’d never been there.’
‘Spare me the details. Just tell me what happened.’
Wolf went on, ‘I’d have waited and watched all night, if I’d had to. As it turned out, I only had to wait half an hour or so. Just before twelve, the guests all disappeared. I wondered what was up. Then right on the stroke of midnight, the lights in the house all went out and next thing I knew, the guests were all filing outside, wearing these robes and masks, like you saw. I thought I was seeing things. They made their way in a weird kind of procession down the back lawn towards the lakeside and gathered there, all facing towards the island in the middle of the lake. Then it started. You know the rest.’
‘You saw nothing else?’
Wolf shook his head. ‘After they killed the girl I sprinted back to my car. Unluckily for me, I got tagged by a security camera hidden in the woods. Caught red-fucking-handed like an idiot. Which is what now makes me a target. I guess I know too much. They might even have guessed that I managed to snap their little theatre show on film.’
Ben remembered the way Wolf’s London apartment had been ransacked as though someone had been searching for something important. Now he understood what they might have been looking for. He asked, ‘The old man with the cane. Was he one of the spectators by the lake?’
‘He was there, all right. Limping along with the rest of the bastards.’
‘What about the other one – Curnow, or Saunders, or whoever he is?’
‘I can’t know for sure, Ben. That’s kind of the point of the robes and masks, isn’t it? For all I know, Curnow was the sicko in the red robe and the horns who cut that poor girl’s throat. All I can say for certain is he was at the house. They’re in it together, the whole bunch.’
Ben’s thoughts flashed back to Grace, and for a horrifying instant he imagined her being kidnapped and whisked off to Karswell Hall to be tethered to a statue and slaughtered like a sacrificial lamb.
He said, ‘We have to stop them, Jaden.’
Wolf shook his head emphatically. ‘To hell with that. No way. Forget it. I told you, I’m out of it. I’ll never go back. And I especially won’t ever go back to that place.’
‘So you’d rather spend the rest of your life kidding yourself that you’re safe up here in your Spanish mountain paradise? Because you’re not. If I’m not the one who carries your head back to your former masters, then someone else will. They’ll hunt you to the ends of the earth.’
‘So reassuring. You really know how to cheer a guy up.’
‘Here’s the good news,’ Ben said. ‘You’re not alone. You and I have a common purpose here. Until these people are taken down, we both have an awful lot to lose. Likewise, we have everything to gain, if we play this right.’
Wolf weighed it up in his mind. At first he seemed reluctant to admit to himself that Ben was making sense. ‘So what are you saying, that we should team up together? Just like old times?’
‘Not quite like old times,’ Ben said. ‘Back in the day, we were just obeying orders. This time, it’s personal. Protecting what’s important to us. For me, it’s Grace and my sister. For you, your freedom and your future.’
Wolf smiled uncomfortably, and the moonlight glittered on his gold teeth. ‘You and me versus the bad guys. Going up against the forces of evil like Van Helsing and Jonathan Harker. That your idea?’
‘Not quite how I pictured it.’
‘Back into the game, just when I thought I was free of all that kind of shit, forevermore.’
‘I can’t do this on my own,’ Ben said.
‘Maybe that’s the real reason why you decided against killing me.’
‘On balance, you’re probably worth more to me alive than dead,’ Ben replied. ‘Just about.’
‘Thanks, buddy.’
‘And I seem to recall that you were pretty useful in a fight, once upon a time.’
‘Hell of a fight you have in mind, too,’ Wolf said. ‘You want to take them down? All of them?’
‘So hard, they won’t know what hit them. But it won’t be easy.’
‘Of course not,’ Wolf said. ‘You never did take the easy way.’
‘So what do you say, Jaden? Are you with me? One last time?’
Wolf gazed down the mountainside towards the lights of Albarracín in the distance. ‘Story of my life. All these years I dreamed of the day when I’d come back here. Putting it off, putting it off, always another excuse not to. Then when the time finally comes, no sooner am I getting settled in but I’m being recalled for duty.’
‘It’s not going anywhere, Jaden. It waited for you all this time. It’ll still be here when this is over. Then you can get on with your new life in peace. And I’ll go back to mine. The only thing that will have changed is that there are fewer bad guys in this world.’
‘That’s assuming I don’t get myself killed in the process.’
‘That consideration never stopped you in the past.’
‘I’m older and wiser now.’
Ben pointed over at the dead Spaniard. ‘I can tell, from the way you made all these new friends so soon after your arrival.’
‘Let’s say I agree,’ Wolf said, with a twinkle in his eye as Ben’s plan slowly, visibly began to grow on him. ‘Taking this fight to the enemy means we’d need to slip back into Britain undetected. Risky. They have eyes everywhere.’
‘Which I assume is the reason you’re travelling under the name Jack Cullen. I’m guessing that isn’t one of the fake IDs that your former employers supplied you with.’
‘Aren’t you the clever one. And you are?’
‘Paul Harris.’
‘So where’s Ben Hope?’
‘Looking for you,’ Ben said. ‘Where exactly, is anyone’s guess.’
‘Great minds think alike. Pleased to meet you, Mr Harris.’
‘But if we’re going to do this,’ Ben said, ‘then we need to get moving right now. Every minute that goes by is another minute that these people have a gun pointed at Grace’s head. Are you with me or not?’
Wolf broke into a grin. ‘You always were a persuasive bastard.’
‘Your answer, Jaden. Yes or no?’
‘What the fuck. I’m in. So what’s the plan?’
Ben said, ‘First thing, we need to make sure that you’re dead.’



Chapter 19
Long before Ben and Wolf had started making their plans, back at Le Val Jeff and Tuesday had been thrashing out a strategy of their own. After retreating to their quarters to snatch whatever sleep their worries would allow, they’d reconvened in the farmhouse to resume their conversation over mugs of strong black coffee. By the time the morning sun was peeking above the woodlands surrounding Le Val, the pair were close to deciding that their only option was to get involved and help their friend in his time of obvious trouble.
‘The only question is, get involved how?’ Tuesday had asked, not for the first time during their long conversation. ‘He specifically told us to butt out. What if we made some wrong move without realising it, and went and screwed everything up?’
‘Then we’ll just have to be bloody careful, then, won’t we?’ Jeff said. ‘I can’t sit by and twiddle my thumbs. If you haven’t got your mate’s back in a tight spot, what does that make you?’
‘I want to help, too. Problem is, we don’t have the first idea what this is all about. We don’t even know where he’s gone. London’s not exactly a small place.’
Jeff agreed. ‘Hunting for him there would be like trying to find a fart at a sewage plant. No point in even trying.’
Tuesday slurped coffee and looked deflated. ‘So we literally don’t even know where to start.’
Jeff thought for a moment, then said, ‘Maybe we do. Just because he couldn’t go to Scotland for whatever reason, doesn’t mean we can’t.’
Tuesday wasn’t comfortable with the idea. ‘I don’t know, Jeff. Sounds like taking a risk to me. If we’re right and she’s being watched—’
‘You ever been to Scotland before?’ Jeff cut in.
‘Can’t say I have.’
‘Last time I was there was with the SBS, visiting HMNB Clyde, years ago.’ The naval base, thirty-five miles from Glasgow, was home to Britain’s arsenal of nuclear weapons, a key potential target for attack and therefore an important location for the Royal Navy’s own Special Forces units. ‘The point being,’ Jeff went on, ‘that nobody knows our faces in Grace’s neck of the woods, including whoever might be watching her. We’d be just two strangers in town, while we scope things out. Keep an eye. See what’s what.’
‘She lives in some tiny, remote Highland village,’ Tuesday said. ‘Population of about thirty people and a dog, right? Now, I’m no expert on the demographics of rural Scotland, but I’m pretty sure that a black guy is going to stick out like a sore thumb there. The locals have probably never even seen one before, except on TV.’
‘Hiding in plain sight,’ Jeff said. ‘They’ll be so busy wondering about you, nobody’ll stop to ask what we’re really doing there.’
Tuesday wasn’t at all reassured by his friend’s optimism. ‘Wonderful. And has it occurred to you that the bad guys, whoever they are, have presumably seen our ugly mugs plastered over the Le Val website? Which means, if they know who Ben is, then it’s a fair bet they know who we are, too.’
‘It’s a reasonable point,’ Jeff conceded.
Tuesday said, ‘It gets worse. A thought came to me earlier, just as I was finally starting to nod off, and got me in a sweat.’
‘What?’
‘Well, we’ve deduced that Ben might be under instructions not to make contact with her. Right?’
Jeff nodded. ‘Right. So?’
‘So therefore, if he did, whoever’s making this threat against her would know about it. Or else, why would Ben be so insistent that we didn’t pick up her calls?’
‘Okay,’ Jeff said.
‘Which means the bad guys, whoever the hell they are, must be monitoring her phone. And maybe ours, too. Not just the landline, but we have to assume that all mobiles and email accounts are potentially compromised. Why else would Ben have left his usual phone behind and taken his burners instead?’
‘Makes sense.’
‘Which tells me that we’re not dealing with any old ordinary bunch of thugs, extortionists, or whatever. It’s someone with means, power and influence. We’re dealing with professionals.’
‘And so are they,’ Jeff said. ‘Because we’re professionals too.’
‘Hardly in the same league,’ Tuesday replied. ‘Who can do stuff like that? Intelligence agencies and governments, that’s who.’
‘You’re shooting in the dark, Tues,’ Jeff told him. ‘I was with you on the first part, but now you’re going way off the track. Stacking assumptions on top of conjecture on top of guesswork.’ Jeff Dekker’s vocabulary did actually include a few longish words, and he was liable to come out with them from time to time.
‘What, it doesn’t worry you who we might be up against here?’ Tuesday asked.
‘I’ll worry about it when I know the real facts. Right now I’m not buying the idea that Ben and Grace are in the sights of some covert government agency. It’s nuts, frankly. She’s a rural police constable and he’s …’
‘He’s Ben Hope,’ Tuesday finished for him. ‘Anything’s possible.’
‘Still not buying it, Tues. Government agents? Give me a break. I’ll bet you a hundred you’re wrong.’
‘I’ll take that bet. And you can be as sceptical as you like, but you can’t deny the facts are worrying. If they can tap phones and spy on emails, how do we know they can’t track our movements?’
Jeff shrugged. ‘Let them try. Anyhow, I’d already thought about that. If Ben’s travelling incognito, even if we don’t know his reasons yet, we should do the same.’
Tuesday asked, ‘So how exactly do you plan on sneaking into Britain off the radar? Funnily enough, I don’t happen to possess a fake passport, and I’m fairly sure you don’t either.’
‘Nope, never have.’
‘Then what do you propose? That we call this Thierry character, Ben’s old forger, and get him to rustle us up a pair PDQ? Express service, guaranteed same day delivery or your money back.’
Jeff shook his head. ‘Won’t be necessary, mate. There’s another way.’
Tuesday listened as Jeff sketched out his plan, and after some more debate, they finally agreed on their course of action.
Over the next hour the pair of them got to work. As far as anyone on the outside was concerned, it had to look like business as usual at Le Val. Jeff arranged to leave all the training classes for the next couple of days in the capable hands of Richard and Serge, the two assistant trainers who’d recently joined the team. Meanwhile Tuesday guiltily searched through Ben’s personal phone and contacts book and copied out Grace Kirk’s address in Kinlochardaich, Scotland. If indeed she was being watched, and the watchers knew the identities of Ben’s colleagues at Le Val, then her home would have to be approached with extreme care.
With their arrangements all made, just after eight a.m. they jumped into Jeff’s souped-up Ford Ranger pickup truck and hustled the thirteen kilometres to the flight school where Jeff’s new pride and joy was kept in its own hangar, fully fuelled and ready for action. As Jeff explained en route, the old Cessna Skyhawk’s 800-mile range would see them easily across the Channel and as far inland across the UK as Wrexham in north Wales, a 330-mile trip each way.
‘Why Wrexham?’ asked Tuesday, who was losing the thread as Jeff babbled excitedly on.
‘Because that’s where Reaper’s place is.’
‘Whose place?’
‘Don’t you listen to a word I say? Reaper Rigby. An old SBS pal of mine. He’s got a farm with plenty of private land that we can use as an airstrip. I already called him this morning. It’s all set up.’
‘Don’t we need to notify someone? Paperwork to fly out of the country? What about border controls?’
Jeff grinned widely at him. ‘What border controls?’
‘Forget I asked. Anyhow, last time I looked, north Wales is a long way from the Scottish Highlands.’
Jeff elbowed Tuesday in the ribs with another ear-to-ear grin. ‘Hey, who’re you gonna trust? Your uncle Jeff’s got the whole thing organised. Reaper has a van he’s lending us for the road trip. It’s only a six-hour drive. Piece of piss, mate.’
‘It’s what happens when we get there that I’m worried about.’
It was 8.17 a.m. when they reached the flying school and Jeff screeched the Ranger to a halt outside his hangar. He quickly removed the padlocks securing the steel shutter doors, and rolled them up with a noisy clatter to reveal the blue-and-white high-wing single-engined aircraft stored within. The scuffed and battered machine showed every day of its fifty-three years.
It was the first time that Tuesday had ever laid eyes on Jeff’s new toy. He stood in the hangar entrance staring at it in dismay. ‘Hey, in all the rush I forgot to mention that the Wright brothers called. They want their flying machine back.’
‘Very funny. Come on and give me a hand getting her rolled out.’
‘Are you sure this bag of rusty nails can even get off the ground?’
Jeff stepped up to the Cessna and lovingly slapped its fuselage. Nothing actually dropped off. ‘Get your head out of your arse, mate. She’s a classic. Now quit whingeing and let’s rock and roll.’



Chapter 20
‘I thought we had an agreement about that,’ Wolf said. ‘The you not killing me part.’
Ben replied, ‘We do, but I’m not about to let Saunders, or Curnow, in on our secret. He’s expecting results. And he’s not going to take my word for it, either. He doesn’t want to hear that you’re dead. He wants to as good as see it for himself.’
Ben told Wolf about the number he’d been instructed to call when the job was done. Saunders would then most likely send out an agent to eyeball the evidence and report back to their boss with a verification.
‘So how do you plan on killing me but leaving me alive?’
Ben thought for a moment, then pointed at Wolf’s teeth. ‘I never asked you, but those must have been pricey.’
Wolf looked a little surprised by the question, but he answered, ‘All the money in the world, as far as I was concerned back then.’
‘Custom made, specially for you.’
‘There isn’t another guy in the world with gnashers the same.’
‘That’s what I thought. Now, I’m thinking that a cautious man who made a good living and could afford to have a spare made would carry it around with him as a backup.’
‘I do, as it happens.’ Wolf pointed at the holdall. ‘Gold and titanium, an exact duplicate of the one I’m wearing.’
‘What are you, five foot eleven?’
Again, Wolf looked taken aback by the question, but again he came back with his reply. ‘Five ten and a half. Half an inch shorter than you.’
‘Weight around one-eighty?’
‘One-eight-two.’
‘Then we know what to look for.’ Ben motioned at the dead man they’d dumped at the edge of the rocky hollow. ‘This guy’s out of the running, unless we can persuade Saunders’ people that the late, lamented Jaden Wolf sprouted a metal hook for a hand before his demise.’
Wolf understood what Ben was thinking. ‘You want to use one of them as a decoy.’
‘With any luck one of his friends will be a closer match. Give or take an inch and a few pounds here and there. Doesn’t really matter, because there won’t be a hell of a lot left to examine after we’re done with him.’
Wolf gave a nasty grin. ‘Oh, you sick puppy. That’s ugly. But will it be enough to fool them?’
‘I’m not kidding myself,’ Ben said. ‘Best case scenario, they take one look at the body with the gold teeth and go away satisfied that it’s you. Worst case, they’re going to get serious about establishing a cast-iron ID, and take the remains away for DNA testing against samples from your apartment. In which case we’re not off the hook—’
‘So to speak.’
‘—but we’ve bought ourselves a little time. A few days, maybe, before they realise they’ve been tricked.’
‘A few days isn’t what you’d call a large window of opportunity,’ Wolf said.
‘That’s where you come in,’ Ben told him. ‘While they’re looking the other way, you’ll be leading us straight to them.’
Wolf looked doubtful. ‘It’s a tight one, Ben. What about your girlfriend? Just takes one call, the instant the jig is up. They won’t hesitate.’
Ben’s jaw clenched tight. ‘We hit them hard enough, fast enough, they won’t have time to make that call.’
‘And if they do?’
‘It’s not an option.’
‘That all you got?’
‘It’s what I’ve got,’ Ben said. ‘So let’s make it work.’
By Wolf’s count, he had taken out five of the attackers who’d come for him that night. With the hook-handed would-be killer Ben had shot making up the half dozen, it seemed that they’d got them all. There’d been no sign of the Peugeot van taking off. Ben could only presume it was still down there.
The bodies were scattered across the escarpment and it took some time to gather them all together and lay them out in a row on the edge of a deep, dark, wooded ravine. Ben and Wolf stood over them and sized up all six to decide which was the best candidate for a decoy.
‘That one there,’ Wolf said, pointing, and Ben nodded in agreement. The dead Spaniard was about quarter of an inch shorter than Wolf, just a little heavier, but the best of the bunch.
The remainder of the bodies, they dumped into the ravine along with their various rifles and shotguns. It was unlikely they’d be found for a long time. Ben frisked their chosen decoy for ID. The dead guy was carrying a wallet that contained some cash and a driver’s licence that identified him as Alejandro Morales. He was also carrying a handy little stiletto knife in a boot sheath, which Ben appropriated for himself as spoils of war.
Next, it was time for the nasty part. Ben had never wanted to be a dentist, and he had no real desire to start his apprenticeship now. At least the patient wouldn’t have any objection to his primitive methods. Ben yanked the dead man’s jaws apart and jammed a rock in there to wedge his mouth open while he used the hilt and blade of the stiletto to knock and pry out as many of his crooked, caried teeth as necessary to make Wolf’s spare denture fit. Alejandro would never have won any prizes for his lovely smile when he was alive, but by the time Ben had finished with him his mouth looked like a rat-hole.
‘You’re actually pretty good at that,’ Wolf commented as the last tooth came out. ‘All else fails, you could have a new career.’
Ben removed the rock wedge and stuffed the gold and titanium denture into position, then sat back to assess his handiwork. Not exactly a tailor-made fit, but a definite improvement over Alejandro’s originals. Feeling faintly nauseous he wiped the blood and saliva off his hands and the knife. Wolf said, ‘I have some spare clothing in my bag, if you want to dress him up as me.’
‘Won’t be necessary,’ Ben replied. ‘Their vehicle’s parked down below. Help me get him down there.’



Chapter 21
They humped the body down the rocky slope by the armpits and ankles, Wolf carrying his holdall over his shoulder. As Ben had expected, the crapped-out old Peugeot J7 van was still parked in the same moonlit spot. ‘You want him inside or outside?’ Wolf asked as they lugged the corpse up to the vehicle.
‘Stick him behind the wheel,’ Ben said. ‘Like you were trying to get away when I shot you.’
‘Works for me.’
They opened the driver’s door and hoisted Alejandro’s dead weight halfway in, then Ben clambered in the passenger side and dragged him the rest of the way, turned him upright and propped him behind the wheel. Once the body was in position, Ben got out and walked around the side of the vehicle to where the fuel filler cap was situated above the rear wheel. He unscrewed the cap and sniffed. A lot of these old commercial vehicles had been made with petrol engines, instead of diesel. So had this one. Perfect. Because diesel was much harder to ignite.
Ben walked back around to the nose of the van and positioned himself fifteen yards in front. Wolf edged to one side as Ben took out his pistol and aimed at the van’s windscreen where Alejandro was sitting. He put five shots through the glass, then popped a couple more into the bonnet and radiator for good measure, to make it look like he’d been rattling off a stream of gunfire as the truck sped towards him. He put the pistol away and went back to the driver’s window. Three of his bullets had punched a group into Alejandro’s chest. Good enough. There was barely any blood. Dead men don’t bleed.
There was a green five-litre plastic petrol can in the rear of the van. Ben gave it a shake. Empty. He carried it back around to the fuel tank, which was bolted to the vehicle’s underside below the filler tube. The metal tank was as badly pitted with red rust as the van’s chassis, pretty much ready for the scrap heap. Ben knelt and used the sharp tip of the stiletto blade to punch a hole about halfway up the side of the tank, and held the opened mouth of the can underneath as the stream of petrol arced out. By the time the level in the tank had dropped below the hole, the can was nearly full.
Ben carried it back to the cab, opened up the driver’s door and cranked down the driver’s window. He looked around him, spied a dead branch lying by the track and picked it up. Using the knife to slash a strip of cloth from Alejandro’s shirt, he wrapped the material around the end of the stick, tying it into place. He dipped the cloth end of the stick into the petrol can. Sloshed the rest of the can’s contents all over Alejandro’s lap, then up to his chest and then over his head, soaking the dead guy’s clothes and his hair, careful not to get any on himself.
Wolf was closely observing every move. ‘So what’s the story, you shot me and then the van somehow, magically, caught fire like in a movie?’
‘Something like that,’ Ben said. ‘Unless you’d rather take his place to make it more realistic?’
‘Thanks, I’ll settle for this way.’
Ben tossed the empty can inside the cab and slammed the driver’s door. Then stepped away from the vehicle, took out his Zippo, clanged it open and thumbed the flint. The petrol-soaked rag burst alight at the first touch from the flame. Ben tossed the burning stick through the open window, where it landed in Alejandro’s lap.
The vehicle interior instantly filled with spreading fire that licked and curled from the open window and consumed the body in a crackling fury. Ben took another step back from the heat. He muttered, ‘And there you go. R.I.P. Jaden Wolf.’
Wolf shook his head ruefully. ‘Never thought it would end like this for me. What a way to go, eh?’
Within minutes, the whole van had become an inferno as the remaining contents of the fuel tank caught light and the flames spread everywhere. Ben and Wolf retreated to a safe distance in case the thing blew up, and watched. The sweet night air filled with the sickening stench of burning rubber and scorched flesh. Both of them had seen plenty of vehicles burn, and they knew exactly what the extreme high temperatures of a gasoline conflagration could do to a human being trapped inside. When the fire eventually died out, all that would remain of Alejandro Morales was a charred, crispy, hairless, featureless mess, his only readily identifiable characteristic a perfectly preserved set of titanium and gold teeth.
‘Crude,’ Wolf said. ‘But effective.’
‘I’m glad you approve.’
‘You owe me for the teeth, though.’
‘If I die, you can take it out of my life insurance.’
Ben just had to hope that his plan would give him the breathing space that he needed to rescue this whole messed-up situation. The blaze could probably be seen for miles and would doubtless attract all kinds of local attention, but not even the boldest of looters would be too inclined to stick their hand in a burnt corpse’s mouth on the off-chance of finding something worth stealing. The odds were that the cops would get here before too long, and that Alejandro’s remains would be carted off by the coroner before Saunders’ spooks landed on the scene. Ben wasn’t too worried about that, because he was betting that Saunders had more than enough power and influence to gain access to the morgue to examine the evidence.
Ben had been keeping the tablet phone that Saunders had given him turned off, to avoid the risk of being tracked. He turned it on now to fix the GPS location and then take multiple pictures of the burning van from different angles. As the wind changed direction for a moment he was able to snap some closer-up shots of the rapidly charring body.
Meanwhile Wolf was putting his holdall into the back seat of the Alpina and getting into the front. Ben joined him a moment later, fired up the engine, slewed the car around on the track and they sped off. Wolf bade a sad goodbye to the town of Albarracín, and then they were racing northwards towards the French border. Wolf remained silent for a long time, leaning back with his eyes closed. Ben smoked and concentrated on making maximum progress.
He waited until they had crossed into France before he pulled over, turned on Saunders’ tablet phone once more and dialled the number as he’d been instructed. The person on the line picked up after a single ring. A sombre, gravelly voice that wasn’t Saunders’ answered, ‘Hope?’
Three in the morning, and they were just sitting there waiting for Ben to report to base.
Ben said, ‘Tell your boss that Jaden Wolf is dead. I’m emailing you the details right now. Stand by.’
The voice on the line said nothing. Ben hung up without another word. He brought up the secure email address Saunders had provided him, entered the GPS location, attached the images and then hit SEND. Once the message was delivered, he ripped out the tablet’s SD card and tossed both it and the device out of the car window and into the roadside bushes. He restarted the car and they sped onwards. Things were in motion now, the clock was ticking and there was no turning back. No stopping. Ben’s forward momentum would have to be unrelenting until this was over. For his own sake. For Grace’s.
He lit a Gauloise and pressed harder on the accelerator. He could still taste the burnt-meat smell of the barbecued corpse on his lips.
But more death was coming. He could almost smell that, too.



Chapter 22
The day that Chrissie Cassidy turned twenty-nine years of age, she was a fulfilled and successful Millennial girl, living the dream as a young executive partner in the financial consultancy firm she’d co-founded with her boyfriend Gerald Shaw, who, like her, was a graduate from London Business School. The couple had recently moved into a nice two-bedroom apartment in the buzzing, happening new neighbourhood of Wembley Park. They enjoyed a rich social life, loved to explore ethnic food markets together, frequented theatres and exhibitions and were into yoga and healthy living. They talked about getting married, and dreamed of parenthood at some point in the future. It seemed that their prospects couldn’t have been more stable.
Life was good.
That was, until two days after her birthday, when Chrissie’s happy existence suddenly fell apart upon the shock discovery that Gerald had, for the last four months, been screwing Annabel, their PA. Gerald at first protested his innocence, then confessed with much grovelling and pleading for mercy, then blamed Chrissie for having provoked him to infidelity with her cold and unloving ways. What was a guy to do?
Too heartbroken and distraught to try to patch up the broken relationship, Chrissie moved out of the apartment, quit the consultancy and went to live with an old girlfriend in Greenwich who had a room to let. A month went by, during which she grew increasingly restless and depressed. Spring was springing. She had some money in the bank. Why sit here festering at home when the whole world out there was bursting into life, full of hope and promise? She decided that she ought to buy herself a little van, hit the road and go off to rediscover herself.
Which was exactly what she did. On her travels Chrissie soon hooked up with Wes and Sonia, a freewheeling bohemian couple who travelled around Britain and Europe in a loose convoy with a bunch of their hippy friends, camping out on beaches, pursuing a natural lifestyle and generally meandering wherever the tide took them. Chrissie found herself drawn into their little community, and was warmly accepted by them. Lionel was a poet; Fleur professed to be a Reiki Master; Tammy could read your fortune; Louise was a reincarnation of various famous figures from history and would occasionally experience what she called a ‘past life regression’; Greg played the guitar and taught Chrissie a few chords to strum around the campfire during the chilly early spring nights. Sometimes a tin whistle or bodhran player would join in as they all clapped their hands and sang heartfelt songs about saving the planet and humanity coming together as one.
Chrissie found the hippies to be somewhat naive but pleasant company, and their easy-going lifestyle was certainly a welcome change from the fast track. People tended to come and go. There was always a lot of music and dancing, various forms of illicit substances were indulged in, and romantic arrangements were open and laid-back. It wasn’t the kind of life she wanted to live forever, but for the moment she had no problem following her nose from place to place as one of the loose-knit merry band. She would give it a few months through summer and reassess her situation in autumn.
Chrissie had been a tag-along member of the community for a couple of weeks when their motley collection of campers, vans and cars made the trip to Stonehenge for the spring equinox, as part of a larger gathering of Druids, Pagans, Wiccans and various other denominations of New Age tribes who made the annual pilgrimage to watch the sunrise above the stones and celebrate the deity of their choice. For many of Chrissie’s group, this was the time to venerate Eostre, the ancient Saxon goddess of fertility and new beginnings. She didn’t share their spiritual beliefs but was moved by the sense of togetherness.
It was during her visit to ‘the Henge’ that a newcomer hooked up with the band. His name was Alan, and over the course of that day and the next Chrissie found herself spending more and more time with him. He was about her age, slim and good-looking, with blond hair and blue eyes like hers. His personality was endearing and he had a sharper mind than some of the folks she’d been hanging out with lately, the Rohans and Galadriels. Alan didn’t roll up a joint or whip out a Tarot pack at the first excuse, or tell you what colour your aura was, or claim to be a reincarnation of someone from Arthurian legend. She found him quite attractive, and she sensed that he liked her too.
On the second night at the campsite near Stonehenge, Chrissie and Alan sat in her tent, shared a bottle of wine by the light of her gas lantern and talked for hours. She told him a little about her life in London, but she felt so drawn to him that she avoided recounting the torrid tale of Gerald and Annabel, not wanting him to think she was on the rebound. Instead she switched track and described her childhood and her family, surprising herself at how candidly she could open up to him. She’d been an only child, she explained, and life with her parents had been an unhappy period from which she’d been glad to escape. Her mother was remarried now. Chrissie disliked her step-father and seldom got in touch. She hadn’t seen either of her parents for a long time. And now here she was, she confessed, at a crossroads and not really knowing what the future held. Happiness, she hoped, and love, and a new start.
‘What about you?’ she asked when she became self-conscious that she was talking too much. ‘Tell me all about yourself.’
‘Oh, there’s not really much to tell,’ he said modestly as he topped up their wine glasses. ‘Studied languages at university, came away without any clue about what to do with my life. I headed south, and before I knew it I was in the south of France, where I somehow ended up teaching English.’
‘You speak French?’
‘Mais oui,’ he said. The way the lantern light pooled in the dimples in his cheeks when he smiled made Chrissie want to lean across and kiss him.
She hoped that her blush wasn’t too obvious. ‘I’d love to travel around the south of France. What made you come back?’
‘I met a girl there. Thought it was forever, you know? I guess I’m a romantic. But some things aren’t meant to be. She broke my heart.’ Alan talked about how he’d moved restlessly from place to place after that, never quite managing to find himself. Now he was back in Britain, he hoped to find a way to make more sense of his life. ‘There are so many people in need. I feel it’s my calling to help them somehow.’
‘That’s so lovely,’ she said, entranced by his general wonderfulness as a human being.
‘It’s just who I am,’ he replied.
But it was all a lie.
The name of the man sitting alone with Chrissie in her tent wasn’t Alan. He didn’t speak more than a couple of words of French, had never taught English, and wasn’t searching for his purpose in life – because he already had one. He was an infiltrator who worked for a secret society of powerful men, though he knew nothing about their organisation and worked through a handler. His job, for which he was highly paid, was to search out people who lived on the margins of society: vagrants, rolling stones, runaways, rebels who’d dropped out of the system, anyone who didn’t have too many close social or family ties, wouldn’t be too easily missed and could readily be made to disappear. Hundreds of thousands of people were reported missing every year in the UK and many of them were never found; a few extra here and there, carefully selected, simply went unnoticed.
The infiltrator often targeted alternative communities, because they offered easy pickings. It was a section of society where it was normal and expected for folks to drift in, drift out and never be seen again. And in his experience there was no better source of pretty, single, footloose and fancy-free young women on whom he could use his natural charm and good looks to lure them into his clutches. He generally managed to ensnare five or six a year. Tranquillised and trussed up, they were transported to a rendezvous point where he delivered them to his contact. What happened to them after that, he neither knew nor cared. At ten grand a head, cash in hand, it was all about the money, nothing else.
And he’d decided that Chrissie Cassidy was just what he was looking for. She wasn’t at all unattractive. Whatever his employers had planned for her, he was sure she’d make the perfect object of their entertainment.
‘I’m glad I met you,’ he said.
Now there was no holding back the blush. ‘Me too.’
‘I’m renting a cottage not far from here. Would you like to see it?’
Chrissie’s eyes sparkled in the lantern light. ‘Now? Tonight?’
‘It’s just a simple little place. But it beats a tent.’
She smiled. ‘I’d love to see it.’



Chapter 23
With 144 kilometres per hour reading on the clock and the road zipping towards them like a black ribbon Wolf said, ‘Okay, now that I’m officially dead, what’s our next move?’
‘You worked for these people. What’s your take?’
Wolf considered. ‘We don’t know their real identities, where they live or where to find them. So that’s a dead end. The one lead we do have is Karswell Hall itself. Whoever owns the place, you can bet they’re part of it. So we hit the place, grab ’em, take ’em away somewhere where nobody can hear us getting rough on the bastards, make ’em talk, find out what we want to know, go from there.’
Ben had already considered that option, and rejected it as too risky. ‘As you found out yourself, the hard way, the place is highly surveilled. A hidden security camera gets one glimpse of us coming, it gets straight back to Saunders and the first thing he does is make a call to Scotland.’ He shook his head. ‘Can’t happen. Besides, for all we know, the place isn’t even used as a residence. Could be a serious false move for us to make. But it’s not the only lead we have.’
‘I’m all ears.’
‘The man you were sent to kill. You told me he lives near Brighton?’
Wolf replied, ‘Seven miles north, to be exact. Just outside a nice little West Sussex village called Pyecombe.’
Ben pulled up his mental map and calculated distances and times. The Franco–Spanish border to Calais was about eleven hundred kilometres, just over seven hundred miles. Once they were across the Channel, Dover to Brighton added another couple of hours to the journey. He estimated that without too many delays, if they drove like wild men, they should reach their destination sometime not long after midday.
Sometimes the world was just too damn big for Ben’s liking.
He said, ‘If the target was one of their own people, inducted into their cult or whatever the hell this is, then he’ll have useful information. He obviously knows enough to make him a threat to them in some way. Why else would they want him dead?’
‘Makes sense,’ Wolf said. ‘But there’s just one problem. He’s a marked man. Odds are he’s dead already.’
Ben knew that Wolf was right. ‘That’s a chance we’ll just have to take. Who is he anyway?’
Wolf smiled. ‘Well, seeing as I’m no longer bound by the constraints of professional discretion, I don’t mind telling you. His name is Abbott. Anthony Abbott.’
Ben took little interest in current affairs and paid scant attention to the news. But some names stuck more in his mind than others, and a distant bell rang from deep within his memory. ‘Sir Anthony Abbott, the Member of Parliament?’
Abbott’s career had briefly flared up in public knowledge when he’d been a member of the Shadow Cabinet, back when Labour were still in power, and come to prominence over some political flap or other whose details Ben had barely been aware of at the time and had since all but forgotten. As far as he was concerned, the whole politics thing was a chimpanzees’ tea party.
‘That’s the man. Just another over-the-hill grey-haired arsehole in a suit who nobody in the normal world gives a shit about.’
‘I’m surprised a man like him didn’t have private security protection.’
‘Couldn’t afford it any more,’ Wolf said. ‘The guy’s finances were in the shitter, or so I was told. He was on his way down.’
‘For all that, it’s not every day a British MP is found murdered. Hard to keep it discreet.’
‘It would’ve been reported as a burglary gone bad,’ Wolf said casually. ‘State the country’s in now, who wouldn’t have believed that story? If I’d nobbled him in Surrey instead of West Sussex, I’d have had to bring the body back to the house afterwards. The bosses specifically wanted it that way.’
‘What about the Lexus?’ Ben asked. ‘If you’d killed Abbott at Karswell Hall and driven the body back to his house, how could anyone account for his car being somewhere else?’
Wolf smiled. ‘You don’t think they’d have got someone to take care of that little detail? I wasn’t the only guy working for them.’
‘Neat little organisation.’
‘Better believe it. Though you can’t always count on things going smoothly. The kids and nanny turning up was a pain in the arse. I’d have had to wait for them to leave first. No way I was going to hurt them.’
No women, no kids. Wolf’s golden rule again.
Ben asked, ‘So once they were out of the way, your job was to turn the place over to fake a robbery?’
Wolf shook his head. ‘Not my department. The hitter does what he does, quick and neat, and then once the job’s done they bring in a clean-up team to take care of the rest. Whether it’s to leave false trails for the cops, or search for whatever it was that got the target into trouble to begin with. Money, hot information, data files, incriminating evidence, you name it. The bosses didn’t involve me in those kinds of discussions.’
‘And so you had no idea why they wanted Abbott dead.’
‘Not then, not now. You said it yourself, Ben. He was obviously a threat to them in some way. But that doesn’t tell us a lot.’
Somewhere past Toulouse a sign flashed by for motorway services. Ben pulled in to refuel, and after filling up bought bottles of water and some sandwiches. Ham and cheese baguettes, his old standby, with a dessert of chocolate bars for energy. As he and Wolf sat eating in the car he took out his phone and hunted through the online news networks for any mention of the unnatural death of a senior UK politician. The most recent story he found was a report from as far back as 1994, of a Parliamentary Private Secretary who’d been found dead at home following what the media called ‘an act of autoerotic asphyxiation’.
People did some very strange things. But at least that guy hadn’t been mixed up in ritual blood sacrifices, as far as Ben could tell.
He gave up his internet search and put away the phone. ‘Well, either your ex-bosses are able to keep it out of the news, or our man’s still alive.’
Wolf munched the last bit of his chocolate bar and crumpled up the wrapper. With his mouth full he said, ‘If they haven’t got the fucker yet, they soon will. And good riddance.’
‘Careful what you wish for,’ Ben reminded him. ‘We need Abbott alive.’
‘Makes me wish I’d had the chance to do the job properly when I was supposed to,’ Wolf muttered, shaking his head in disgust. ‘Knowing what I know now, it’d have been doing a service to the world. Those evil Satanic bastards.’ He said it with such intensity that it made Ben wonder if Wolf meant it in a figurative way – that what they’d done to the girl on the lake island was an evil thing to do, in the casual sense of the word – or whether his meaning went deeper. Ben remembered what Wolf had said before about dark forces.
‘Do you believe in it, Jaden?’
‘As in, do I believe the Devil exists?’ Wolf didn’t have to consider his reply for long. ‘Yeah, of course I do. Old Nick. Lucifer. Whatever name he might go by. He’s in all the religions.’
‘Some. Christianity and Islam, for sure. Judaism, Hinduism, Sufism, not so much. But you’re not religious, are you?’
‘I don’t believe in God, but that’s because I never saw any evidence of Him. If He’s there at all, you wouldn’t know it, so what’s the point in taking Him seriously? He’s just an absentee landlord. But evil is all around us, Ben. I should know. I’ve spent enough of my life in service to it.’ Wolf looked at him. ‘What about you? You blew me away when you told me about wanting to go into the Church, once upon a time. I’d truly no idea. You must have been well into all that stuff.’
‘Then, I was,’ Ben said. ‘Now, I don’t know any more. Sometimes it still calls to me, very faintly. Other times, I wonder what the hell I was thinking back in those days. Here’s what I know. If forces of good and evil have a hold over this world of ours, whatever else is out there, it’s got to be because of what’s in a person’s heart. Does it even matter whether or not God and Satan are real? If these maniacs choose to worship some entity with horns and carve pentacles on their victims’ flesh, that’s enough to give it wheels. But here’s the good news.’
‘What’s the good news?’
‘We don’t have to worry about fighting the Devil. We only have to take down his followers. Then he ceases to exist.’
‘That’s a comforting thought. Talking about a shitload of killing, though.’
‘It’s what we do best,’ Ben said. He hated that that was true.
‘We’re not the only ones with that kind of talent,’ Wolf said. ‘If Abbott’s still alive for the moment, then you can bet there are eyes all over him. First opportunity they get, they’ll make their move. Could be happening right now, even as we speak.’
‘Better get moving then, hadn’t we?’
It was coming up for four a.m. here in the south of France. The first streaks of dawn were blood-red in the east. Sunrise was still some way off, and they had twelve more hours of fast driving ahead of them before they’d reach the West Sussex village of Pyecombe. Wolf took the wheel for the next leg. He was a fast driver. Almost as fast as Ben was, and the Alpina was built for effortless, all-day-long blistering manic speed like a Rapier missile system was built for wreaking hellfire and destruction. Ben burned one Gauloise after another down to the nub and tried to relax. But the only way to relax would have been to shut Grace out of his head, and that was impossible.
‘Got to make you wonder what old Abbott did to them,’ Wolf mused as the sunrise peeked gold over the horizon. ‘I mean, what’s the stupid sod been up to?’
And as it happened, Ben and Wolf weren’t the only people wondering the very same thing.



Chapter 24
Five hours earlier
Roland Seaward poured himself another generous measure of Hennessy from the cut-crystal decanter on the sideboard, returned to his armchair and slumped heavily into it with a deep sigh. He was alone in the large and tastefully cluttered living room of the comfortable London home he shared with Georgie, his wife of nineteen years, spending the evening much as they always did. The soft, soothing piano tones of a Satie Gymnopédie were playing in the background. The rain pattered gently on the windows outside. Roland would normally have been winding down nicely by this time of the evening and getting ready for bed, but he was feeling uptight and restless.
Sinking back into the plush leather wing chair and nursing his cognac he murmured to himself, for the hundredth time that day, ‘I don’t know. I just don’t know. What the hell is that stupid sod up to?’
Georgie glanced up distractedly from the book she was reading. Force of Circumstance by Simone de Beauvoir. Georgie was a voracious reader who devoured two books a week and could have written lengthy critical essays on each and every one of them. Literature was a big part of her life, as it was her husband’s. She asked, ‘Hmmm? What’s that, darling? What’s who up to?’
Roland shook his head and waved it away, not wanting to bother her with his troubles. ‘Oh, never mind. I’m sorry. I was just thinking out loud.’
Georgie shrugged and returned to her reading. Roland savoured another sip of cognac and went back to brooding about the argument he’d had that morning with his business partner, Andrew Laverack. He hadn’t been able to think of much else all day.
It wasn’t like Andrew and Roland to argue. The two men were generally evenly matched in temperament, were of a similarly sanguine disposition and shared the same sort of background in the publishing industry. At times, they even regarded one another as friends. Disputes had been a rare thing during the nineteen years since they’d set up the Seaward & Laverack Literary Agency together, its offices housed within a handsome Victorian building off Leonard Circus. They had a large client list of authors whom they represented, specialising mostly in autobiography, political memoirs, and just the very occasional mainstream celebrity bio, on a selective basis. Georgie was the agency’s highly efficient administrator. When new prospective clients came along, whether it was with a completed manuscript, a patchy work-in-progress or just an idea for a book, Andrew and Roland would both assess the project and discuss whether or not they thought they could negotiate a deal with a publisher on the author’s behalf, for their usual 15 per cent cut. Their decision-making process was easy and laid-back.
But the unfinished manuscript that had landed on their desk three weeks earlier had bucked that harmonious trend, causing the business partners to come to loggerheads for the first time Roland could remember. He had read the manuscript with unmitigated alarm, felt sickened by it and been utterly amazed when Andrew’s response to it had been the exact opposite. While Seaward wanted no part in the book or its author, Laverack was all for getting him signed up as soon as possible, in the belief that this was a sure-fire hit that could transform the agency’s fortunes. It was certainly true that they hadn’t had a big success in a while, and money was tighter than it used to be.
Their strongly differing viewpoints on the matter had grown into something of a bone of contention between the two men. Finally, that morning in Roland’s office, the building tension had flared up into a full-blown argument.
‘I wish you’d see sense on this, Roland,’ Laverack had told him. ‘It’s not every day that a well-known public figure comes forward with something this sensational. You don’t need me to remind you how slow things have been of late.’
‘No, I don’t, though I suppose you’ll keep reminding me anyway,’ Seaward snapped back. ‘And you’re perfectly right, God knows the agency could do with a boost. And it will come. I believe that.’
‘This is it, right here,’ Laverack countered. ‘Our big opportunity. How can you be so obtuse? Are you seriously intent on letting this slip through our hands? If we don’t get him signed immediately, I can think of at least twenty of our competitors who’ll snap this book up without thinking twice, and laugh all the way to the bank.’
‘I resent being called obtuse, Andrew.’
‘Meanwhile, how much longer do you think we’re going to survive, eking out a percentage from a load of dusty old memoirs nobody wants to read? There’s a market out there for something new and exciting, and it’s about time we started catering for it.’
‘If this kind of sick trash is what today’s readers hanker for, then God help them. Let them go and read it courtesy of someone else. It’s not what this agency is about.’
‘It’s about making money, Roland,’ Laverack replied hotly. ‘It always was. And guess what, these days everyone else is doing it except us.’
‘Oh, I’d love to make a ton of money, believe me. But not on these terms, Andrew. It’s not our style. More than that, it’s simply too hot for us to handle.’
‘What are you talking about? Controversy sells!’
‘Controversial is one thing. This is entirely another. It’s not even in the same league. The claims this man is making, these wildest of allegations, he’s either insane or he’s on drugs, or both. If we represent this, we’ll be the laughing stock of the trade. It’ll be like that sports presenter fellow who claimed he was the son of Christ on live TV.’
‘And got a lot of publicity out of it, as I recall.’
‘Except this is a thousand times more extreme,’ Seaward protested. ‘Not to mention, it leaves anyone remotely involved with it open to all manner of libel litigation. And we’ve only seen a sample of the manuscript. Who knows what kind of dynamite the finished article might contain?’
‘So what? That’s his business. Anyhow, he’s got enough sense not to bring the book out under his real name. We’re the only ones who’d know his true identity.’
‘All the more reason why we could get our fingers badly burned in this thing. These are powerful people he’s threatening to expose.’
Laverack huffed. ‘The chance of a lifetime and you want to walk away.’
‘I’m sorry, Andrew. I’m just not comfortable with this.’
‘At least take some more time to decide.’
‘We’ve been talking about it for a fortnight. What more is there to say?’
‘Go home tonight and sleep on it. You can do that, can’t you?’
Seaward had finally relented and agreed that he would. ‘But I won’t change my mind.’
And now, sitting here tasting the burn of the Hennessy on his tongue, he still felt the same way. Because how could he not? It was crazy. Seaward wondered out loud, ‘What is he thinking?’
Georgie had heard enough of his one-sided conversation. She laid down her book and fixed him with that ‘firm but kind’ look that she did so well. ‘Roland, you’ve been acting preoccupied all evening. Hardly said a word at dinner. Come to think of it, you haven’t been yourself lately.’
‘I know. I’m sorry.’
‘I’ve held my tongue about it until now, but enough is enough. You have to tell me what’s eating you. Out with it.’
‘I had an argument with Andrew,’ he admitted. ‘Over a prospective client.’
‘That’s not like you two. So what is Andrew thinking?’
He blinked. ‘What? … I … no, I don’t mean what’s Andrew thinking. Well, that too. But mainly I meant, what’s the client thinking.’
Georgie asked patiently, ‘So who is the client?’
‘Anthony Abbott. You remember he sent us a submission three weeks ago?’
Georgie nodded. ‘Yes, of course. His political memoir.’ Her job was to take in the submissions, but she seldom read any of them. She had no idea what Abbott’s manuscript actually contained.
Her husband rolled his eyes. ‘If you can call it that. Took me a week to get around to reading it. Now I wish I never had.’
‘Why, is it that terrible?’
‘Oh, it’s very eloquently written. That’s not the problem. He makes some, ah, revelations. Rather explicit ones.’
She raised a knowing eyebrow. ‘I see.’
Georgie was most likely thinking prostitutes, kinky S&M secrets, dominatrices and the like. ‘Not that sort of revelations,’ Seaward told her. ‘Something else, even more scandalous. Deeply disturbing. And dreadfully dangerous.’
She looked bewildered. ‘Why on earth haven’t you mentioned this to me before?’
Seaward wasn’t a believer, but his wife had been raised strictly Church of England and still held fast to her principles. He replied, ‘Because I was concerned that it might upset you, dear.’ He swallowed the last of his cognac and wanted more, knowing that she wouldn’t let him off the hook until he’d told her everything.
‘Upset me?’
‘Do you really want to know?’
‘Absolutely.’
‘Very well. In short, Abbott’s book isn’t really a memoir. It’s a whistleblower confession purporting to reveal the existence of some kind of Luciferian cult within the most powerfully connected circles of British society.’
Georgie went pale with shock, as though someone had slapped her. She stared at him. Her book slipped off her lap and fell to the floor, and she made no attempt to pick it up.
Seaward went on, ‘He alleges, quite candidly and in the most appalling detail you can possibly imagine, that certain high-up and very well-known members of our political and business establishment are involved in practices that I can only describe as occult ritual, witchcraft and demon worship. There. I’ve said it. Not that I feel much better for getting it off my chest. I hope you understand why I felt it better to hold back from telling you earlier. I know you have sensibilities about those kinds of things.’
Georgie went on staring at him for a drawn-out moment, unsure whether to believe him. She cleared her throat. ‘And you’ve actually read it? It’s real?’
‘As though I’d be making this up. Yes, I have read it. At any rate, I’ve read the hundred-page sample that’s saved on a computer memory stick, sitting right there in my briefcase. The remaining three hundred juicy pages are yet to be revealed. And I don’t care, because I want no part of it. Tomorrow morning I’m telling Andrew that, as senior partner, I’ve decided that we need to turn Abbott down. And once I’ve done that, I’m going to destroy the memory stick and put it out of my head forever.’
She was still staring at him. ‘Do you believe it, Roland? Can it be true?’
‘Of course not. These things don’t happen in real life. It’s like something out of a bloody Dennis Wheatley novel. Abbott’s either lost his mind or he’s so desperate for money he’ll say anything, regardless of whatever libel suits he’s liable to bring down on himself if a word of this nonsense were to be published. All I know is, we can’t possibly represent him. What does he take us for?’
Seaward gazed into his empty glass, thought about refilling it but then decided that he’d had enough to drink. ‘I’m sick and tired of talking about the whole rotten business. Let’s go to bed.’
Soon after they retired upstairs, Roland Seaward was snoring loudly in a place far away from demons, witches and occult rituals. But Georgie Seaward could not sleep, and she knew that she had to see the manuscript for herself.
Deep in the night, she quietly got out of bed. Careful not to wake her husband she sneaked out of the bedroom and tiptoed down the stairs to the study where he kept his briefcase. She switched on a side lamp and quietly closed the door.
Sure enough, rummaging around inside the case she came across a small manila envelope, hand-addressed to the agency with a Brighton postmark. She recognised it as the same one she’d opened herself, weeks earlier. The envelope contained a black memory stick and a polite, formal covering letter signed by Sir Anthony Abbott. ‘Dear Sirs …’
Georgie removed the memory stick and saw that it had a sticky label attached to it. An eight-digit passcode was scribbled in her husband’s writing on the label. She carefully inserted the drive into a port on Roland’s desk computer. As the screen flashed into life she sat down, entered the passcode to open the document and began to read. The book’s title sent a shiver down her spine:
THE PANDEMONIUM CLUB
An hour later, she had devoured every word and was breathless with horror. With a shaking hand she reached for the phone and dialled a number.
The voice that came on the line was her brother’s. He sounded half-asleep, but anxious that his older sister was calling him in the middle of the night.
‘Georgie? What’s up? Is something wrong?’
Georgie Seaward replied, ‘Jasper. Listen. You’re not going to believe this.’



Chapter 25
‘We’re going to get caught,’ Tuesday had said anxiously into his co-pilot’s headset mic as the old Cessna buzzed across the choppy blue-green waters of the English Channel towards the UK south coast that morning. With no customs clearance and maintaining total radio silence, what they were doing was as illegal as the activities of the drug smugglers and gun runners who plied their trade in and out of Europe by sea and air. But it seemed that Tuesday was the only one worrying about it.
‘We’re not going to get caught,’ Jeff assured him with a smile. ‘Relax and trust your Uncle Jeff.’
They didn’t get caught. In Jeff Dekker’s capable hands the aircraft kept up an average ground speed of a hundred miles an hour, covering the distance from the Normandy airfield to their north Wales destination in just over three hours. The town of Wrexham lay between the Welsh mountains and the Lower Dee Valley, surrounded by peaceful patchwork-quilt countryside that looked as green as Ireland from the air.
The sixty-acre farm belonging to Jeff’s old SBS friend Reaper Rigby was three miles to the west, just a couple of miles from the border with England. Reaper’s passion was for all things equestrian, and he operated a successful stud and breeding centre for Arabian horses. His eighteenth-century farmhouse stood at the end of a long driveway flanked either side by white-fenced paddocks where his prized collection of Arabs pranced and grazed in the late morning sunshine. At the rear of the property was the well-drained, relatively smooth and level field, empty of horses, where Jeff was to make his touchdown. ‘Hold onto your hat,’ he told Tuesday over the headset as he lined them up and reduced altitude. ‘This’ll be a little bumpier than landing on asphalt.’
‘But you’ve landed on grass before, right?’ Tuesday asked nervously.
‘There’s a first time for everything, mate.’
The Cessna came down too fast, bounced twice, sending up divots of grass and earth, and overshot the runway, almost skimming a line of trees as it scrabbled to regain altitude. Jeff said, ‘Whoops.’ He banked up again and made a second pass, and on this attempt managed to get the plane down safely. As they trundled to a halt in the field, a mud-spattered four-wheel-drive came tearing across the grass to meet them. Jeff cut the plane’s engine. ‘Well, that was interesting,’ Tuesday said, never happier to get his feet back on solid ground.
Reaper Rigby pulled up beside the stationary aircraft and got out of his vehicle as they clambered from the cockpit. He was only slightly older than Jeff but looked ten years his senior, with a bulging belly and a fleshy, doughy face covered in white bristles. ‘Jesus wept,’ he said gruffly. ‘What kind of landing d’you call that? Thought you were a couple of fuckin’ goners there for a minute, I did.’
Jeff warmly shook hands with his former comrade. ‘Good to see you again, Reaper. Got to say you’re looking like shit, but that’s nothing new.’
‘Hey, try looking in the mirror, old son. If my dog had a face like yours, I’d shave its arse and teach it to walk backwards.’
Swapping insults was obviously an old tradition for these two, Tuesday observed. He was beginning to understand where Jeff had got some of his colourful expressions from.
‘I appreciate the favour,’ Jeff said to Reaper. ‘Sorry for the short notice. This is my friend and associate, Tuesday Fletcher.’
‘Brave man,’ Reaper grunted as he shook Tuesday’s hand. His grip was like a gorilla’s. ‘Getting in that flying coffin with this fuckin’ numpty at the controls.’ Reaper sourly surveyed the aircraft. ‘So, Dekker, when I agreed to let you park this heap of shit in my field and borrow my van, I never asked you what this was about.’
‘It’s about helping a mate in trouble,’ Jeff said. ‘And it’s about asking no questions. Better you don’t know.’
Reaper’s round, bristly face split in an ugly smile. ‘That’s what I thought you were going to say. This mate of yours, is he straight up?’
‘As straight up as any bloke you ever served with.’
Reaper said, ‘You need an extra hand?’
‘Nah, best you stay here, tend to your horses and keep an eye on the old girl for me. Might get a little hairy where we’re going.’
Reaper smiled wider, with a particular sort of meaningful twinkle in his eye. ‘Thought you were going to say that, too. Come on, hop in the jeep. Van’s over in the barn.’
Neither Jeff nor Tuesday understood what the mystery twinkle was about, until Reaper opened up the big double-door barn and showed them the van. It was a generic, beaten-up commercial Ford Transit with faded lettering on the back and sides that said TREV’S LIGHT HAULAGE, with a phone number that was probably as out of date and obsolete as the vehicle itself. The mess of straw in the back hinted at the van’s bale-collecting duties here on Reaper’s horse farm.
‘Bought it at a bankruptcy auction for a song,’ Reaper said. ‘Don’t look like much, but it won’t let you down. Comes with a few extra features, too. Here, take a peek.’ He slid open the side door and invited them to look inside. The space behind the front seats had been home-converted into a rudimentary wooden bunk, fitted with a thin foam mattress.
But it was the item lying on top of the bunk that Reaper meant for Jeff and Tuesday to see.
‘Didn’t pick that up at a bankruptcy auction, I’m guessing,’ Jeff said.
Reaper looked smugly satisfied. ‘You’re not the only one who doesn’t want no bleedin’ questions, so don’t ask where I got it. By the sound of things, thought it might come in handy for you boys.’
‘Handy’ was one word for the weapon lying across the rear bunk. Another way to describe its qualities might have been ‘state-of-the-art lethal efficiency’. The bolt-action Remington was an ultra-modern, battlefield-ready military sniper’s rig with a folding stock, ten-round magazine, fitted bipod, Titan sound suppressor and high-magnification scope. In the hands of a proficient shooter, the thing was a surgical instrument of death, capable of nailing any chosen part of the enemy’s anatomy from ranges of over fifteen hundred yards. And Tuesday Fletcher, more than any other member of the Le Val team, was a trained marksman of supreme skill. In Afghanistan he’d retired a key Taliban leader with a clean headshot at a verified 2,474 metres, one metre short of the world record for the longest kill.
Tuesday shook his head in wonder at the sight of the rifle. The gun alone was worth the cost of a good used Mercedes, with a few thousand on top for the scope. He’d rarely handled hardware this exclusive since his days as a British Army sniper. ‘Mind if I take a look?’
‘Be my guest,’ Reaper said.
Tuesday picked up the rifle. It weighed seventeen pounds, fully kitted up. The takedown version, for quick and easy disassembly. He clicked out the magazine and examined the shiny bottle-necked cartridges nestling inside. ‘.338 Lapua Magnum. Are these the heavy three-hundred-grain Sierra hollow point Match Kings? What you lose in velocity, you gain in extra wallop.’
‘Got another hundred rounds in a bag under the seat,’ Reaper said. ‘You seem to know your stuff, son.’
‘He’s the best,’ Jeff said.
‘Yeah, well, just make sure I get it back in one piece,’ Reaper grunted. ‘That goes for the fuckin’ van, too.’
Jeff clapped him on the back. ‘Thanks, Reaper. You’re a pal. I don’t care what they say about you.’
After saying goodbye to Reaper, Jeff and Tuesday piled into the Transit and sped north. The van wasn’t fast but Jeff was determined to whittle the seven-hour drive down to six. ETA in Grace Kirk’s neck of the Scottish Highlands: sometime around 7.15 p.m.
Tuesday had broken the rifle down into its modular parts and stashed them out of sight in a bag under the rear bunk. As they drove, he glanced back to double-check it was well hidden.
‘I don’t know what we’re going to find up there, but let’s hope we’re not going to need to use this thing.’
‘If we do,’ Jeff said, ‘then someone’ll be dead meat before they know what hit ’em.’



Chapter 26
Jeff and Tuesday took turns at the wheel speeding northwards. Their planned route was all motorway as far up as Glasgow, passing Liverpool and Manchester and hacking through the dreary north of England with nonstop drizzle keeping the wipers beating. The Transit had an aftermarket CD player with a non-functioning radio, and aside from a pair of compact binoculars the glove box contained only a single disc. There was a limit to the number of times a person could listen to The Ultimate Motown Dance Party without losing the will to live, so they ended up driving in silence.
Time passed. Both men were tired and hungry. The drizzle turned to hard rain and then to muted sunshine. Somewhere beyond Carlisle on the M6, they pulled in at a Roadchef services. While Tuesday attended to the refuelling Jeff went wandering and soon found a mobile phone store where he paid cash for a pair of cheap no-contract Samsungs, and had each of them pre-loaded with fifty pounds’ worth of credit. In a boutique next door, he bought sunglasses and a black baseball cap with a yellow smiley face on it. On his way back to the van he picked up two cheeseburger-and-fries meals and two large bottles of Coke.
When they’d finished gulping down their food he and Tuesday activated their new phones and entered each other’s numbers into their contacts lists. Tuesday eyed Jeff’s other purchases and said, ‘What’s that?’
‘My disguise.’
Tuesday looked hurt. ‘So where’s my disguise?’
Jeff stared at him. ‘What would be the point? You said so yourself, mate. Going to stick out like a sore thumb no matter what you do. Don’t look at me like it’s my fault.’
‘Brilliant. Guess I’ll just have to hide in the back of the van.’
They set off again, Tuesday taking over at the wheel. Jeff lounged back in the passenger seat with his feet up on the dash, and used his burner phone to run an online search. ‘What’s the cop shop in Fort-something Ben said Grace works at?’ he asked.
‘Fort William.’
‘Got it.’
‘What are you doing?’
‘Finding out her schedule.’
Jeff found the page on the Police Scotland website, keyed in the phone number but didn’t press the dial button. He turned to Tuesday and said, ‘Hoots, Mon, Ah cannae wait tae get ma teeth sunk intae yon haggis, neeps an’ tatties.’ In his normal voice he asked, ‘How’d that sound?’
Tuesday shot him a strange look. ‘I truly have no idea what language you were speaking just now.’
‘It’s how they talk up there. Got to blend in with the locals.’
Tuesday made a big show of understanding. ‘Oh, I see. That was your hopeless rendition of a Scottish accent.’
‘I thought it was pretty believable.’
‘Maybe tone it down just a weeny bit?’ Tuesday suggested, as diplomatically as possible.
Jeff shrugged. He thumbed the call button and a moment later got through to the main desk. In an accent that was only slightly less of a hideous pastiche, he asked if PC Grace Kirk was available to speak to.
‘The name’s McNulty. Angus McNulty. Ah live in Kinlochardaich. Ah’m callin’ aboot Fergus, ma cat … Och aye, that’s right, he’s goat stuck in yon tree at the bottom o’ ma garden … It’s no the first time he’s done it, the glaikit wee daftie. He willnae come doon, no even fur his favourite tuna fish. Ah’m feart he’ll be stuck there forever an’ Ah’m a wee bit too shoogly tae shinny up a ladder masel’.’
Tuesday was cringing behind the wheel, barely able to listen.
Jeff went on, ‘Grace – Ah mean, PC Kirk – is such a braw, bonnie lassie. She only lives up the way an’ she’s goat Fergus doon afore noo. Ah wiz hopin’ she could come over an’ gie uz a haund on her way hame frae work later. Could ye tell me if she’s on duty today?’
There was a pause while the desk staffer put him on hold. Jeff cupped the phone with his palm. ‘Checking.’
Tuesday shook his head in bewilderment. ‘What a performance.’
A moment later the desk staffer came back on the line. Jeff listened, then put the accent back on. ‘She willnae be in the office until the morn? Och, bless ye, Miss. Ah ken where she lives. Ah’ll tek a walk doon tae her hoose reet noo. Thank ye again.’
Jeff ended the call and flashed Tuesday a triumphant grin. ‘Ha! Who’s the boss?’
‘I can’t believe that actually worked.’
‘Easy as pie. She’s off duty and at home. Not due back at the station until eight o’clock tomorrow. So now we know where to find her.’
If Grace had been on duty that evening, the plan would have been to head for Fort William instead, thirty miles to the south.
‘Great. Just promise me you won’t talk like that again. Makes my eyes water, listening to you.’
They drove on. Jeff relayed Tuesday at the wheel after they crossed the Scottish border. After Glasgow the motorway narrowed down to an A road, and traffic gradually began to dwindle. As seven p.m. approached, right on schedule, they’d left the main roads far behind them and were winding their way along the twisty, narrow country lanes leading towards the Highland village of Kinlochardaich. Tuesday hadn’t been anywhere this wild and remote since he’d left the army, and he gazed in fascination at the rugged, misty mountains, thickly forested valleys and still, deep lochs. It was a different world from the Normandy landscapes he and Jeff were familiar with.
At last, they arrived at the small village of Kinlochardaich before darkness fell. Tuesday had already scouted the place in detail on Google Maps, using Street View to pinpoint the address they’d copied from Ben’s contacts book.
They were confident that they’d covered their tracks perfectly. Nothing about the Trev’s Light Haulage van could be remotely traced back to them, to Le Val, or to Ben himself. Jeff was wearing his smiley-face baseball cap pulled low over his eyes. Tuesday clambered behind the seats and perched on the makeshift rear bunk, staying out of sight, scanning the parked vehicles by the kerbside for her car. Ben had told them that Grace drove an ancient green Land Rover that she never washed and seldom maintained.
‘There it is,’ Jeff said, pointing at the scabby old 4X4 parked outside a small house near the edge of the village, on the right side of a quiet, narrow street. Grace lived in a small, pretty stone house, set back a little off the road behind a low drystone wall, with hanging baskets by the door and roses growing around the windows. In front of the house was a tiny but neatly tended front garden with pot plants, a bird table and a curly wrought-iron gate. Definitely a place with a woman’s touch about it. The neighbouring houses looked peaceful and settled in for the evening. A few vehicles besides Grace’s Land Rover were parked along the kerbsides, many of them sitting angled with two wheels up on the pavement to make space in the narrow street. The only movement was an old man walking a chocolate Labrador. The dog was fat and grey around the muzzle and seemed to have difficulty walking. The bent, overweight old guy wasn’t faring much better. Shoogly.
Jeff drove straight by Grace’s home at a steady thirty, glanced to his right as he passed and could see the glow of a TV screen flickering in the living room window. A net curtain blocked out any more detail or movement inside. Thirty yards past her home the street curved around to the left, and opened up into a little square. Offset to one side of the square was a small municipal park with some trees and benches. The other side of the square was a village hall with a clock tower, near to a block of public toilets and probably the last traditional red phone box left in the British Isles. There was a plumber’s van parked outside the toilets. Sandwiched between the block and the village hall was a narrow building with boarded-up ground-floor windows and a sign saying TO LET.
Jeff drove on further, following the street around in a curve, leaving the square out of sight behind them and passing a village store and a centuries-old greystone church with a graveyard before he reached a T-junction that he already knew would bring him back in a loop. He pulled up short before he reached Grace’s home, not wanting to pass it twice and attract unnecessary attention. Instead he parked the van about a hundred yards down the street, in a spot where they had a line of sight to her house and the little square in the distance behind it. The pensioner with the brown dog had shuffled as far as the park, and rested on one of the benches while the fat old mutt went off to crap among the trees.
‘Okay, Eagle Eyes,’ Jeff said, turning to Tuesday in the back. ‘What’s your assessment?’
And Tuesday told him about the watchers posted up and down the street.



Chapter 27
It wasn’t the endless hours of range training alone that had made Tuesday Fletcher such a skilled sniper. His visual acuity was 20/10, about as sharp and clear as it was possible for the human eye to see. He was also incredibly observant, with a near-photographic memory for tiny details that most people would miss.
Tuesday said, ‘I make two covert surveillance vehicles.’ He pointed. ‘First you’ve got the black Range Rover there on the left side of the street, thirty yards before her house. Smoked windows, but you can see the shapes of at least two guys inside.’
‘Roger that,’ Jeff said, nodding.
Tuesday pointed again, past Grace’s home in the direction of the square. ‘Second is the plumber’s van parked outside the public toilets. It’s not right. If someone called out a plumber to fix a leaky pipe or whatever, why would it still be there this time of the evening? Plus it’s positioned at a strange angle, so that the back windows can have a line of sight around the corner towards her house. Glass is painted over silver but there are scratches on it that you could see out of. Could be a spotting scope or binocs on a tripod lined up behind it.’
‘How many operatives you reckon on?’ Jeff asked. He had his own thoughts, just wanted to get his colleague’s take on the situation.
Tuesday shook his head. ‘Hard to be sure. Say we’re looking conservatively at two inside the Rover, plus three in the van, at least five. One of them is probably the guy who was taking a cigarette break on one of the park benches, first time we passed. Green jacket, crew cut. Talking on a phone, sitting facing the house. He’s got the look. By the time the old guy with the dog got there, he was gone. Either slipped back inside the van, or maybe into that empty building for let. If they’re using that as an additional stakeout base, then there could be two or three more men inside, relaying each other on watch. They’d most likely be on the upper floor, where the windows aren’t boarded and they’d get an elevated view of the street. I couldn’t make out anything, but doesn’t mean they’re not in there. My spidey sense tells me they are.’
Jeff’s own assessment of the situation was about the same. ‘Could be looking at seven or eight men, maybe even more. I’ve seen better covert setups, back in the day, but I’ve seen worse ones, too. Got the house covered from all angles, with at least one mobile surveillance vehicle to track her when she leaves home. All in contact via phones or radios.’
‘Still think it’s a government op?’ Tuesday asked, frowning.
‘Fuck knows, mate. Whoever they are, it’s a hell of a number, just to keep tabs on one woman.’
‘Unless they’re expecting trouble,’ Tuesday said. ‘As in, if Ben turned up here. If they know who he is, then they’d know to bring extra manpower. Which means you can be sure they’re armed.’
‘Got it stitched up nice and tight and taking no chances, that’s for sure,’ Jeff growled. All trace of his earlier joviality was gone. His eyes were hard and the muscles of his face were all angles and straight lines as he slipped into full-on combat readiness mode.
‘What’s our best move here?’
‘Sit tight and watch the watchers,’ Jeff said.
Darkness fell. The street remained still and silent. Jeff and Tuesday took turns on watch through the night, two hours each, Jeff going first. They’d both been on plenty of missions in their separate roles in the military, Jeff on Special Forces commando raids and Tuesday often spending days on end hunkered down in his sniper’s nest waiting for the perfect shot. The rules were simple. Once you were dug into position, you didn’t break cover. If you needed to pee, you used a convenient receptacle like the two large empty Coke bottles left over from their meal en route. If you needed the other, you held it in or did it in a bag.
And some people thought the warrior lifestyle was all about glamour and excitement.
Grace’s living room window went dark sometime after eleven p.m. An upstairs bathroom light came on minutes afterwards, and stayed lit for twenty minutes while she was taking a shower and getting ready for bed. A dim bedroom light peeked through a narrow gap in the curtains until 11.28 p.m. and then went off too, leaving the whole house in darkness like most of the other homes in the street. Grace’s neighbour two doors down was a night owl, watching TV until well after one a.m.
Later in the wee small hours, Tuesday observed the figure of a man quietly slip out of the plumber’s van parked in the square and take a stroll into the park. Even at this distance Tuesday’s sharp eyes could make out the tiny cigarette glow as the man settled on a bench and lit up. Tuesday decided it was probably the same guy he’d seen earlier. The obligate smoker of the gang. The guy was there for fifteen minutes before he returned to the van. Tuesday noted down the time, wondering whether or not that meant the surveillance team were using the building for rent, and how that might affect his assessment of their numerical strength. Only time would tell.
An hour after that, with Jeff on watch and Tuesday snoozing quietly in the rear bunk, one of the occupants of the black Range Rover stepped out and walked down the street on the opposite side from Grace’s house, treading lightly, head bowed, hands in pockets. At first Jeff thought he was heading over for a pow-wow with his pals in the plumber’s van, but then the man disappeared inside the public toilets. Pissing in a bottle obviously wasn’t an option for these guys. He was tall and bulky, with stubbly hair that looked orange in the glow of the sodium streetlight on the corner of the square. Five minutes later, Jeff watched him exit the toilets and return to the Range Rover, trying to make himself look as small and unnoticeable as possible. His companion must have had a stronger bladder or less modesty, because he stayed inside the car for the duration. Jeff noted the enemy’s movements below Tuesday’s entry.
At four in the morning, both Jeff and Tuesday were awake and alert. Four a.m. was the magic hour when the enemy’s circadian rhythms would be at their lowest ebb, making them vulnerable and less capable of reacting quickly to a surprise attack. Tuesday said to Jeff, ‘You want to take them down?’
‘I’d love to, mate. But there are too many of them and we still don’t know if there are more inside the building. It’s too damn risky.’
Nothing more happened until after dawn, by which time the sky had become heavily overcast and a steady rain started drumming on the van roof. At seven a.m. sharp, Grace’s front door opened and she walked out to her Land Rover. Her long black hair was tied back into a ponytail. She was wearing a blue cap, her crisp police-issue trousers and shoes and a light raincoat over her uniform blouse. It was clear she was heading to work. The rest of her uniform and kit would be waiting for her in her locker at the station in Fort William. She appeared calm and unworried as she got into her vehicle, and never once glanced across the road in the direction of the black Range Rover, or back at the plumber’s van on the corner. This indicated to Jeff and Tuesday that Grace had no idea she was being watched.
Her scabby old 4X4 blew out a vast cloud of smog as it coughed into life, then pulled away from the kerb and rumbled off up the street. The black Range Rover remained in place until she was rounding the corner out of sight, then fired up, darted sharply out of its parking space, and went after her. The plumber’s van stayed where it was.
The time was 7.01 a.m. ‘Here we go,’ Jeff said to Tuesday. ‘Going to be an interesting day.’



Chapter 28
Albarracín, Spain
The downdraught from the landing Bell Jet Ranger whipped up a storm of scorched vegetation and still-cooling embers from the site of the burnt-out vehicle. A length of yellow police cordon tape was blasted loose from the flimsy pole dug into the ground and flapped like a dying snake in the wind. The chopper touched down on the rocky, scrubby ground, skids flexing as its weight settled. The side hatch swung open and a man climbed down from the cockpit, leaving his assistant and the pilot in their places as he exited the chopper alone. Not yet eight in the morning, and the sunshine was already burning down on his head. He disliked the heat.
His name was Vaughn, and he’d been travelling hard ever since receiving the call from his superiors in the middle of last night. A private jet had whisked him and his assistant, a man named Caldwell, from London to Zaragoza, where the chopper pilot had been waiting for them.
Vaughn walked from the helicopter towards the blackened, heat-distorted remains of the ancient Peugeot van. In addition to his military background Vaughn was a forensic science expert with a lot of past experience in fire investigations, and he knew what he was looking for. The extreme temperatures that had ravaged the vehicle had left the shell still warm to the touch and gently smoking, even hours after the fire fighters called out here late last night had extinguished the blaze. The charred body of the vehicle’s single occupant had been removed by the police and taken away to the morgue, which had been Vaughn’s first port of call on arrival in Zaragoza very early that morning. The authority of his high-up connections meant he’d had no trouble whatsoever in having the place opened up for him and breezing through the red tape to gain private access to the body.
When the attendant had slid open the drawer and pulled back the sheet, Vaughn hadn’t flinched at the sight that would have caused most people to throw up violently. Vaughn had waited until he was alone with the corpse, then used a phone to take several photos of it. There were no longer any clothes or hair, just the crispy remains of his leather boots and belt. The body was identifiably male, though that was about as much as you could tell.
The local coroner was yet to make their report but a quick inspection of the corpse revealed to Vaughn that the official cause of death would be put down as gunshot wound. There were at least two bullet holes that he could see in the roasted flesh of the victim’s upper torso. Hence, once rubber-stamped by the officials the man’s death would be written up as a murder, though Vaughn very much doubted that the Spanish police would ever come remotely close to finding a suspect.
But while the corpse’s most identifiable feature would have no meaning for the cops, it was of prime interest to Vaughn. He’d donned a pair of surgical gloves to remove the gold and titanium denture from the dead man’s mouth. It was perfectly undamaged. After taking several photos of it, he’d dropped it in an evidence bag to take away with him. He’d also used a scalpel to slice off a chunk of the dead man’s thigh – one of the few relatively unburnt parts of his anatomy – to give to the lab in London for DNA testing. Calls had been made to ensure that nobody here in Spain would quibble over the interference with evidence. When he’d finished with the body, Vaughn had rejoined his assistant and the pilot, and asked to be brought here to the death scene.
Vaughn walked around the destroyed van, noting details. It was obvious that the intensity of the blaze had been due to the more volatile effects of gasoline, rather than diesel. He took pictures of the shattered windscreen and the bullet holes punched into the front of the van, which looked to match in size the ones in the body, and were correctly positioned. In his estimation they had been made by a nine-millimetre pistol.
He walked away from the front of the van, determining the range at which the shots had been fired. Then he hunted around in the bushes to the right of where he reckoned the shooter might have been standing, and found three fired shell casings. The brass was shiny and new, headstamped 9MM FEDERAL. He sniffed the mouths of the cases. Recently fired. He dropped them into a bag as additional evidence.
Next Vaughn skirted back along the side of the van and peered through the sliding door into the rear compartment, noticing the mess of what had been a green plastic jerrycan, now little more than a puddle of melted plastic. That made him wonder. He stepped around to the fuel tank and crouched down to examine it. Taking out a scalpel he carefully scraped away some of the charring and flakes of rust. What he saw was potentially interesting.
Soon afterwards, he’d seen enough to satisfy him for the moment. He walked further away out of sound range of the idling helicopter, and took out his phone. He was under instructions to call his employers immediately upon finishing his tour of the scene.
Vaughn’s boss had been waiting for the call. He snapped up the phone instantly on the first ring. ‘Well?’
Vaughn ran through his initial assessment. ‘The gold teeth match the description of those belonging to the subject, and appear to be the genuine item, although of course we won’t know for sure until the tests are run back in London. Likewise, the tissue sample from the corpse. Cause of death was two, possibly three, nine-millimetre Parabellum gunshot wounds to the upper chest. I haven’t been able to obtain the bullets from the body but I have shell casings that we can use to search for fingerprints and match to a weapon, if the opportunity arises.’
‘Prints will be good enough,’ his boss replied. ‘If they’re a match with Hope’s. Who else’s could they be?’ Moving impatiently on, he asked, ‘So what’s your professional judgement, pending further tests?’
‘In general it looks like what it purports to be,’ Vaughn said. ‘There’s just one thing.’
‘Which is?’
‘On closer inspection of the burnt-out vehicle I found a small hole in the fuel tank. Small enough that it could be easily missed at a glance, but big enough to allow approximately half the tank’s contents to leak out all over the ground. Which would render the vehicle unroadworthy and basically unusable until the hole was plugged or the tank replaced. But I don’t think it was being driven in that condition. I think the hole was made more recently, with something sharp. Like a very slim, needlepoint knife blade.’
‘For what reason?’
Vaughn replied, ‘Well, it could have been done deliberately to drain part of the tank’s contents into a container, such as the melted jerrycan I found on the scene. Which would imply to me that the fire was started on purpose, and not the result of a bullet accidentally getting into the electricals. The corpse might have been doused in petrol after being shot.’
‘Why would Hope do that?’
‘Potentially, to conceal the identity of the body from us. I’m not saying that’s the case. It’s just a theory, based on a hunch.’
His boss reflected on this. ‘I hear you. We’ll know soon enough, when we DNA the tissue sample and examine the teeth.’
‘The teeth alone wouldn’t necessarily prove anything,’ Vaughn said. ‘Except that Hope was able to obtain a similar denture.’
‘Where from?’
Vaughn shrugged. ‘The subject could have provided him with one. Maybe a spare that he carried with him. Again, I’m not basing that on any kind of cast-iron evidence. I wouldn’t even call it a suspicion. But it’s worth remembering who you’re dealing with here.’
His boss reflected a moment longer. ‘Good work, Vaughn. Hurry back to London with those samples. The sooner we start running these tests, the better.’
‘On my way,’ Vaughn said, and ended the call.
In London, the man whom Ben Hope knew as Saunders put down the phone and leaned back in his chair, his high forehead crinkled into a pensive frown as he weighed up what he’d been told. If his man Vaughn’s hunch was in any way plausible, the logical implications were concerning.
The only reason ‘Saunders’ could think of as to why Hope might have deliberately started the fire after killing the driver of the van was because the burned body now lying in the morgue in Zaragoza was in fact not that of Jaden Wolf at all, and that Hope was attempting to pull a fast one. ‘Saunders’ considered how such a hypothetical deception would play out. Assuming that the gold denture that Vaughn was bringing back to London was the genuine article, there was indeed only one place Hope could have got such a bespoke, custom-made item from: Wolf himself. In which case, whether Wolf was now dead or alive, Hope had succeeded in locating his target with great speed and efficiency. Perhaps too much, even for a man of his undisputable talents. ‘Saunders’ now wondered whether perhaps Hope had known Wolf’s location all along. Maybe the two had been in contact from the start.
Whatever the case, ‘Saunders’ reasoned, if Wolf was still alive, there were two possible options. One: the pair had conspired to fake the assassination so that Hope could get himself and the Kirk woman off the hook and Wolf could disappear forever into some hidden recess of the world, never to be seen again. Wolf most certainly had the knowhow to do so, and probably the financial means as well. Hope had taken the risk to feed a lifeline to his former SAS comrade, and would presently be returning home to France in the belief that he’d pulled the trick off successfully.
Or Two: after joining Wolf in Spain, Hope had convinced him that they should team up together, with the intention of somehow turning the tables on their mutual adversaries. That possibility was of greater concern to ‘Saunders’, but was it feasible? Did these men have the sheer bloody balls to attempt such a strategy? And if attack was Hope’s plan, where might he strike first? It was a bold move. Also a foolish one, if Hope had any genuine affection for the Kirk woman. He must surely realise that he’d be signing her death warrant. Could it be that they had underestimated the man’s ruthlessness?
Or perhaps Hope had other intentions. At this stage it was too early to know for certain. Everything hinged on the outcome of the DNA test on the tissue sample currently en route back to London. For the first time, ‘Saunders’ experienced a fleeting moment of nervousness. His suspicions might come to nothing, but he had no intention of letting Hope get the jump on him. He reached out across his desk and picked the phone back up to make a call to another of his people, a man named Turnbull. Turnbull was his second-in-command overseeing the surveillance team in Scotland, as well as the various other operations they had in play.
When Turnbull’s voice came on the line, ‘Saunders’ said, ‘Give me a situation report on Kirk.’
‘Subject is on her way to work. Left home at oh-seven hundred hours. Team are mobile and maintaining observation.’
‘The time has come to make our move,’ ‘Saunders’ told him. ‘At the first available opportunity, I need them to take her.’
Turnbull didn’t sound fazed by the order. ‘Take her, as in take her out?’
‘No, I’m calling a change of plan. They’re to take her alive and move her to a secure place, pending further instructions.’
‘Okay, copy that. Texting the team leader now.’
‘Saunders’ knew that making their presence known to Grace Kirk in this way was turning her into a potential witness against them. It didn’t matter to him, though, because he’d never intended for her to live. Nor Hope. If there was one thing ‘Saunders’ had learned during the course of his long career, it was that you could kill anyone you liked. It was just a question of exerting the requisite amount of power. And he had command of all the power anyone could wish for. His initial nervousness was fast subsiding. He could feel the drumbeat of war throbbing in his veins. If Hope thought he could pull the wool over his eyes, he would soon have to think again.
Turnbull asked matter-of-factly, ‘What about the other item on the agenda? We’re scheduled for 11.45 a.m. today. Our assets are in place and awaiting your green light.’
Turnbull was talking about the delayed Abbott operation. In the wake of the Wolf fiasco it had taken them this long to get reorganised. Even the secret rulers of the world had their logistics problems to contend with. But, better late than never.
‘Saunders’ replied, coolly and calmly, ‘Tell them they may proceed as planned. The sooner we’re rid of that idiot, the better.’



Chapter 29
Ben and Wolf had spent the remainder of the night cutting up through France, as fast and straight as a weapon laser guidance system locked onto its target. Reaching the tunnel terminal at Calais they passed through customs without a hitch, rolled the Alpina onto the train and half an hour later re-emerged on British soil.
Ben was still travelling as Paul Harris, but Wolf had taken the extra precaution of switching to his secondary fake ID, Douglas Baker, for the return trip into the UK. Back on the road, they now faced a two-hour drive westwards along the coast to the village near Brighton where Anthony Abbott lived. Ben estimated that they would reach Pyecombe shortly after midday.
Wolf asked, ‘Are you sure this is the smart play, Ben? What if we get there and he’s already dead?’
‘I’ll worry about that if it happens,’ Ben said.
‘You’ve still got time to change your mind. Switch to Plan B. Step on the gas and we could be in Scotland in eight hours or less. No more sneaking around. Gloves off, hit these fuckers hard and fast and get your lady out of danger. I’m just saying, think about it.’
Ben had thought about little else all night. The unbearable urge to do exactly what Wolf was talking about was burning holes in his heart like a drip-feed of acid. But he couldn’t take the risk. His throat was tight as he replied, ‘There is no Plan B, Jaden, so don’t tempt me. I have no idea how many men are watching her, how close they are and how many more could be stationed all around the village waiting for me to turn up. I have to assume she’s in their crosshairs at all times, and that they can kill her in a split second if they so much as catch a whiff of trouble.’
‘There’s two of us now,’ Wolf said. ‘We’ve done it before.’
‘And been beaten before. Remember Yemen.’
Years earlier, an American photojournalist called Hal Simmons had been taken hostage in Yemen by Al Qaeda fundamentalists, who were keeping their prisoner deep inside a maze of cave tunnels and issuing threats to execute him if the USA refused to release ten captured terrorists from Guantanamo Bay. With time running out before the execution deadline, Ben and Wolf had been among the joint SAS and Navy Seals task force deployed from an air base in Djibouti to rescue him. Just weeks earlier, the same team had successfully recovered two Turkish hostages in a helicopter-borne assault on a fortified stronghold in the Shabwah region of the country, and official hopes were high that they could pull the same trick off again. Intelligence reports suggested that only a handful of Al Qaeda fighters were guarding the cave complex.
But as the Special Forces operatives penetrated the tunnels, they swiftly discovered that the enemy capability was far higher than expected. During the ensuing ferocious firefight, Simmons’ guards had decided to cut their losses. Ben’s unit had come across the decapitated body of Hal Simmons several hours later. A gruesome and harrowing reminder that even the most highly trained elite soldiers in the world were not invulnerable to failure.
Wolf grimaced. ‘Yeah, I remember Yemen. Bad break.’
‘I’m not letting the same thing happen to Grace, just because I decided to play the hero and go storming in like Flynn with no knowledge of what we’re up against,’ Ben said. ‘As I see it, getting to Abbott is our best option, if we’ve any chance of finding a way inside this witch cult or whatever the hell it is. We’ve bought ourselves a little time and I intend to use it.’
‘It’s your call,’ Wolf said. ‘I just hope it’s the right one.’
Ben tried to tighten his focus so that all that existed was the road speeding towards him. But every mile they streaked closer to their destination was an agony of waiting and creeping doubts. Even worse was the growing certainty in his mind that, whether Saunders rumbled the deception or not, he wouldn’t just pull his men off Grace, and that this was not going to end well whichever way things went.
The more the tension and fear ramped up inside his head, the faster he drove. He blew through four speed traps, but he didn’t care. Nothing short of a full-on police roadblock would slow him down, and even then they’d have a hard time doing it.
After an hour Wolf said, ‘You’re awful quiet.’
‘It’s because I’m scared, Jaden.’
Wolf said, ‘Hold onto it, Ben. Use it. In my experience, it’s when guys like us are scared that we’re at our most dangerous. You put a tiger in a corner, you’re gonna get your arse mauled.’
‘Or a wolf,’ Ben said.
Wolf smiled his nasty smile. ‘Most dangerous of all. They should never have fucked with us, my friend.’
It was 11.48 a.m. when they reached Pyecombe. Ben’s crazy-fast driving had shaved a few precious minutes off his ETA, and he could only pray that they weren’t too late. Wolf guided him along the rambling country lanes that led from the edge of the village to where Abbott lived. The large country house was over a mile away, with a couple of acres of garden surrounded by a high wall. It was an impressive traditional property with leaded windows, tall chimneys and lots of mature ivy growing over the walls. There were no neighbouring properties in sight, no prying eyes behind twitching curtains whose owners might be inclined to dial 999 in the event of suspicious goings on. The perfect spot for an assassination.
Ben did a pass of the house, slowing down a little to peer inside the gates. ‘Everything looks normal enough,’ Wolf said. ‘You never know. We might get lucky.’
‘How well do you know the place?’
‘Down to the last inch,’ Wolf said. ‘I was given plans of the whole layout.’
‘It’s a country area. Does he have a dog?’ A middle-class Labrador or Retriever was no German shepherd, but could still make life interesting for intruders.
‘Not so much as a Chihuahua,’ Wolf said. ‘I was glad about that. Wouldn’t have wanted to hurt a dog.’
Ben drove on another eight hundred yards, until the road curved out of sight of Abbott’s property, and parked the Alpina in a grassy layby. He popped the bonnet and quickly retrieved his Browning from its hiding place. If Anthony Abbott was still alive, Ben had every intention of keeping him that way for now. But Abbott wouldn’t know that, and the sight of the pistol would terrify him into cooperating any way Ben wanted. Wolf made do with the stiletto knife they’d taken from Alejandro Morales. One look at the slim, sharp little blade would likely frighten Abbott even more.
They left the car and made their way towards the house on foot. The spring sunshine was warm and the sky was blue. Wolf showed Ben the spot where he’d slipped over the property wall, shaded by a large oak whose droopy branches would hide them from view of the house as they dropped down the other side. They stalked inside the property, moving as fluidly and silently as ghosts. Ben held the pistol loosely at his side, scanning right and left as he went. There was no movement from the house. Not a sound except for the humming of bees among the nicely tended flower beds and the twittering of the birds in the trees. Skirting around an ivied corner of the house he could see a double-bay oak-framed carport with the doors open and a silver Lexus saloon parked in one of the bays, the other filled with garden clutter. The house itself showed no obvious signs of forced entry. An upstairs window was partially open, the sound of soft classical music faintly audible from inside. Someone was definitely home. Wolf nudged his arm, pointed up at the window and whispered, ‘That’s his study.’
Ben was wondering about the best way in when Wolf beckoned him around to a recessed side door framed with a climbing rose. Ben was good with locks. The security Yale on the door took him less than a minute to defeat, and then they were inside.
The time was exactly midday.



Chapter 30
Twenty minutes earlier
11.40 a.m.
Anthony Abbott was in his study at the top of the house, working at the desk with the door locked behind him and a nice Corelli violin sonata playing on his Pioneer. How wonderful to be alone and free again after his enforced baby-sitting tour of duty, courtesy of that bitch Debbie. Abbott had never really wanted kids, and often suspected that his darling wife had pumped them out purely to vex him – not to mention, as a sly means of screwing more cash out of him further down the line.
Dear Debbie had only come to collect the whingeing little punks and their worthless nanny three days ago on her return from her pressing and apparently indispensable trip abroad, no doubt having enjoyed a wonderful time spending more of his money on cavorting with the latest ne’er-do-well lover boy she’d hooked up with. Not a word of thanks to her long-suffering ex-husband for taking the sticky urchins off her hands. What a lousy, miserable cow. Why, why, had he ever married her?
Abbott pushed those irritating thoughts out of his mind and turned his attention back to his work. On the bright side of things, he’d been able to spend the last three blissful days pressing on with his secret project. As his political career slowly wound down he’d increasingly spent his time researching and writing, and managed to put out a book every year or two. Those were mostly high-priced hardbacks aimed at the academic library market, which few people in the real world would actually want to read. Officially, he was meant to be working on his next magnum opus, a historical exploration of the close friendship between Benjamin Disraeli and Queen Victoria. A sure-fire bestseller, not.
But Disraeli and old potato-face would have to wait. In actual fact, the password-protected manuscript on Abbott’s laptop screen was his work-in-progress, entitled THE PANDEMONIUM CLUB. He anticipated getting it finished soon – and what a barn burner it was going to be! The book was his passion, his baby, his main preoccupation in life. Not only that, he was aflame with the certainty that its earth-shattering impact would transform his ailing financial fortunes and set him back on the path of greatness that a man like him naturally deserved. He was hellbent on making his voice heard. Ready to name names. This book would fly off the shelves faster than anything ever published before.
Such a hot property could only be written under a pseudonym, his chosen nom de plume being ‘Thomas Revere’. He would rather have used his own name, but it was a necessary precaution. A lot of very rich, very powerful and well-known people were going to get hurt. He couldn’t wait to watch them suffer. More than anything, the book was his means of getting revenge on the once allies, now enemies who had betrayed him.
Abbott still vividly remembered how it had all started. Sixteen years ago, when his political career was in full swing and it seemed nothing could prevent his rise to the top, he had been approached at a high-society party in London by two well-dressed and very polite middle-aged men he’d never met before, who had taken him aside for a discreet little chat. Over champagne cocktails they’d made him the strangest proposition of his life. They described themselves as agents of a private and highly exclusive gentlemen’s club, and told him that he was being considered for membership, pending ‘certain conditions’. What conditions, he’d wanted to know – and he’d soon found out.
Two days later, on a warm summer’s evening, he’d met with the agents again, this time at his Chelsea flat. They had put him in the back of a black limousine with windows so dark that he could barely see out of them, let alone into. They would not tell him where they were going, and before setting off he was requested to put on a hood. He had baulked at this requirement, but been informed that if he refused, then this one-time-only deal was coming straight off the table.
After an hour’s blindfold journey the car had arrived at its undisclosed destination, where Abbott was shown into a magnificently appointed room and interviewed by two men who explained to him that the private gentlemen’s club into which he was being invited was in fact a little more than that. They spoke of it as an ancient and venerable brotherhood, a sacred order, membership of which would bestow great privileges and enormous benefits on both his life and career, as it had done for so many of his predecessors dating back a century or more. Never mind the sky being the limit. There was no limit.
As he sat there sipping eighteen-year-old scotch from fine crystal and barely able to believe his ears, they revealed to him what induction into the order would entail. Told him what sights and experiences he could expect to witness. They were candid about the fact that membership was not for everyone. Some men were simply incapable of handling it. He had been carefully vetted before being approached. Whether or not to accept was entirely his choice, of course.
‘Surely just by meeting with me and telling me this …’ Abbott began to say.
The elder of the two men finished for him, with a dry smile. ‘We’re taking a certain leap of faith and exposing ourselves, yes. But make no mistake, Mr Abbott. We have every confidence that you won’t betray our faith in you, whatever you decide.’
‘If I decline?’ he’d asked in a hoarse whisper.
‘Then you will never fully achieve the success of which you have dreamed. You will find yourself forever locked out of a whole world of advantage enjoyed only by a privileged few. You will have walked away from the single most promising opportunity of your lifetime.’
But before he accepted this great honour, they warned him, he must be fully aware of one thing. Once inducted as a Brother of the Order, there was no leaving. He, like all his fellow members, would be bound by an oath of loyalty that must be obeyed until his dying day. There were no exemptions, not for anyone, not for any reason. Failure to abide by the brotherhood’s strict code was an offence that would be met with the harshest of punishments.
‘What kind of punishment?’ he asked hesitantly.
‘The penalty is death,’ the older man told him.
Abbott was stunned by the reply. He swallowed hard and stared into his drink. ‘I need time to think before making a decision.’
The man shook his head. ‘No, Mr Abbott. You need to decide now.’
And so it was done. That same night, Abbott underwent an induction ceremony the likes of which he could never have imagined in his wildest dreams – or his most feverish fantasies. It could have driven him insane. But it didn’t. He had never felt more exhilarated in his life. His vetters had been right: the new recruit was a perfect fit for the brotherhood. The things he saw and did over the next months and years, the sheer headiness of the experiences that were reserved only for the chosen few, turned his blood to champagne and filled him with a sense of invulnerability.
Anthony Abbott had been well and truly on his way, back in those golden days.
But the passing of the years had not been kind to this once rising star of British politics. The dizzy heights of career achievement that he’d been assured of never quite did materialise. He’d given these people everything he had, been true and loyal to their damned brotherhood, and yet their promises seemed to fall flat. Over time, Abbott had started to feel that his mentors were growing less and less interested in his progress as newer, younger, apparently more worthy protégés caught up and overstepped him. All he could do was watch in frustration as men he considered his inferiors became richer and more powerful than him.
So much for limitless success. So much for belonging to the hallowed elite.
Abbott felt cheated. He felt he’d been lied to. What was the point of selling your soul to the Devil if you couldn’t reap the benefits?
Resentment gave way to bitterness and depression. Not even the pleasures of the order’s periodic ritual ceremonies could satisfy him any longer. He’d started drinking too much, acting erratically, marring a lot of friendships that could have stood him in good stead. The downward trajectory of his falling star gathered speed. Following a string of bad investments and worse marriages his finances had grown progressively shakier. First the London flat had had to go; then he’d been forced to fire the private security detail that he felt a man of his importance should have looking after his personal safety. As though that weren’t damaging enough to his ego, now his accountant was dropping hints that the Pyecombe house might have to be put on the market, as well.
It had been in a moment of despair over the downturn in his fortunes that the idea had come to him to blow the whistle on all their dirty secrets. He knew enough, and had gathered enough evidence over the years, to sink the lot of them, kick off the biggest scandal in British political history and cause more suicides than the Wall Street Crash.
He’d considered going straight to the press and sparking off a bidding war to snap up his sensational story for a large one-off payout. But he soon rejected the idea, firstly because doing so would automatically reveal his true identity, and secondly because there was a much better way of doing it. One that would become a source of ongoing revenue for a long time to come. A gift that kept on giving. He’d be making six- or seven-figure royalties off of it for the rest of his life, while he drank champagne in his millionaire mansion and cruised around in his sparkly white private jet.
He was going to write a book.
Once he’d dashed off the first hundred pages of his manuscript, crammed with a juicy sampler of the even more incendiary revelations to come, Abbott had entered into secret dialogue with a literary agent, Andrew Laverack of the London firm Seaward & Laverack. His pitch was simple: he was privy to information that could topple the whole establishment. But he had no intention of selling it cheaply.
Laverack had expressed great enthusiasm for the project and wanted to see some sample material as soon as possible, asking for it to be emailed to him. But Abbott was far too cautious to risk exposing his precious manuscript to the transparency of online communications. Paranoid about security, he’d disabled his home internet connection so that there was no chance of anyone hacking into his computer. He’d also purchased an anonymous mobile phone for all communications with the agency. After meticulously checking and re-checking the sample of his manuscript he’d dropped the material onto an encrypted flash drive, which was duly sent off to London by special delivery. Abbott gave Laverack the secret passcode over the phone, with his permission for the agent to share it with his business partner, Roland Seaward.
Satisfied that he’d covered his tracks, all Abbott had had to do then was wait for the agency to secure him a massive publishing deal, while he cracked on with the rest of the book. If they thought the sample was sensational, they hadn’t seen anything yet.
At this moment, Abbott was recalling a particularly macabre incident that had occurred at a Satanic worship ceremony some years back, in which he remembered gleefully participating along with two very prominent members of government and a top police chief. The anecdote would have readers throwing up over themselves; in fact it was so irresistibly vile that he had decided to devote an entire chapter to it. What fun he was having!
Sitting there tapping away at the laptop, engrossed in his work and pausing only for the occasional sip of coffee, he suddenly thought he’d heard a strange noise coming from downstairs. He stopped typing and listened. Yes, there it was again. Like something moving about.
Abbott thought that perhaps another one of those jackdaws had come down the dining room chimney and was flapping around the room. Those pestilential creatures were the bane of his life, always nesting in every nook and cranny. They had no right to live, like some people he could mention. He closed his laptop, got up from the desk and went out of the study to stand listening at the top of the stairs. He glanced at his watch. 11.44 a.m. He’d been writing away for over two hours. How time flew when you were enjoying yourself.
Now he could hear nothing. Had he imagined it? Still worth checking. The last thing he needed was bird shit splattered all over the furniture. He padded down the stairs to the hallway, and turned towards the dining room door. ‘I’ll pull your fucking wings off if I catch you, you little bastard,’ he warned.
And then something hit him so hard across the back of the head that his vision exploded in a white flash and he felt himself plunging forwards into a bottomless abyss.
After that, Anthony Abbott knew nothing more, and never would.



Chapter 31
Ben and Wolf crept inside the house. The side entrance led through to a boot room with a Belfast sink unit, wicker hampers on shelves and various country attire hanging from wall hooks. As Wolf had predicted, there was no sign of any doggy paraphernalia like leads or bedding. Ben was just as glad that they wouldn’t have to deal with Fido.
Knowing the layout of the place, Wolf led the way from the boot room through a scullery and into a handsome country kitchen, which reminded Ben of the one at Le Val with its slate flagstone floor, range cooker and a broad oak table. He noticed the well-stocked wine rack and the bottles of good whisky on the side. Anthony Abbott seemed to have pretty good taste, for a lunatic cult member. From the kitchen doorway they could see into an entrance hall. The house was quiet and felt very still, the only sounds the faint strains of the classical music wafting down from upstairs and the sonorous ticking of a grandfather clock in the hallway.
Ben was expecting to find the house’s occupant upstairs in his study, where the music was coming from. But as they stepped from the kitchen into the hallway, they found him sprawled face-down on the floor. A pool of blood had spread over the parquet, gleaming in the light from the front door’s leaded window panes.
Ben went over to the body, knowing even before he got there that they wouldn’t be getting much out of Anthony Abbott any time soon. Someone had caved the back of his head in with a heavy blunt instrument like a bat or metal pipe. And as Ben turned him over, he saw that the attacker hadn’t stopped there. Judging by the mangled mess of Abbott’s face, he’d been on the receiving end of at least five or six brutal blows. His nose was shattered, his left eye was completely ruptured and his jawbone was hanging by little more than a flap of skin. The assault had been swift and savage.
‘He’s fucked,’ Wolf said.
Crouched by the body, Ben pressed two fingers to Abbott’s neck. He wasn’t searching for a pulse. The skin was still warm to the touch. Abbott had been dead for no more than just a few minutes. Ben checked the time. 12.06 p.m. If he and Wolf had arrived a few minutes earlier on the scene, they might have been able to get Abbott away to safety before the assassin struck. Not because Ben had any sympathy for the dead man, but because everything had depended on finding him alive and capable of giving up what he knew. That chance was gone now.
Ben got to his feet and signalled to Wolf that they should search room to room in case whoever had killed Abbott might still be lurking in the house.
Wolf took the upstairs while Ben moved quickly through the downstairs living room, dining room and bathroom. As he’d expected, he found nothing. The only trace of anything odd he came across was the home internet hub in the living room, which had been purposely disconnected. It appeared that Abbott had done that himself. Ben wondered why.
Wolf came back downstairs a moment later and reported, ‘Upper floor is clear.’
‘Same down here. Place is empty.’
‘No sign of anything being touched,’ Wolf said. ‘Either there’s been a change of plan, or—’
Ben knew what he was going to say. ‘Or the clean-up team are already on their way here to turn the place over.’
‘There’s going to be several of them,’ Wolf said. ‘Just so you know. These boys like to work fast and they don’t screw around. And I wouldn’t count on them not being armed, in case anyone walks in on them.’
The timing was critical. The last thing Ben could afford to let happen was a confrontation with the enemy. He and Wolf needed to get out of here right now, before they turned up. But then he remembered something Wolf had said last night.
‘Once the job’s done they bring in a clean-up team to take care of the rest. Whether it’s to leave false trails for the cops, or search for whatever it was that got the target into trouble to begin with. Money, hot information, data files, incriminating evidence, you name it.’
Ben asked, ‘You think they’re coming here to find something?’
‘Maybe, maybe not. Like I said, that wasn’t my remit.’
‘But if Abbott was one of them, there could be something to link him with their cult. Which would then still be right here somewhere in this house, waiting to be discovered.’
‘Possible. But we don’t have a lot of time to start hunting for it.’
‘What’s in the study?’ Ben asked. Wolf had just been there while checking the upstairs.
‘Usual things. Desk. Chair. Bookcase. Filing cabinet. Computer. He’s got a dinky little coffee maker. Not a lot else.’
‘Let’s go.’
They raced up the stairs. There was a window on the left side of the stairway, with a view of the garden and part of the driveway including the front gates. If anyone was coming, they weren’t here yet. At the head of the stairs was a galleried landing that bent around to the right. Abbott’s study was the first door, nearest the stairs. Wolf led the way inside the room.
Ben glanced around him and saw all the things Wolf had described. Bookcases covered two walls of the fine room, lined with titles on politics, history, law and economics. The music was playing from an expensive CD unit among the shelves, next to a compact filter coffee machine that gave off a nice aroma of Colombian dark roast. Ben knew his coffees. The glass carafe on the hotplate was half full and still warm to the touch. Ben turned off the music so he could concentrate on his thoughts. The leather-topped antique desk was positioned in front of the open window, with a view of the open countryside. Sitting in the middle of the desk was a shiny black Dell laptop with the lid closed and a blinking light showing that it was on mains power and in sleep mode. There was no other computer.
The desktop was tidy and organised, with a banker’s lamp on the left and an old-fashioned dial telephone on the right. The only other item on the desk was a chintzy coffee cup on a saucer, quarter full. Abbott had taken his black, no sugar, the way Ben liked it too. Ben dipped a finger in the cup. The coffee was still warm, like the contents of the carafe. It looked as though Abbott had been up here, in the middle of working on the laptop, when something had impelled him to go downstairs. Maybe he’d heard a noise, Ben wondered. If it had been him or Wolf, Abbott wouldn’t have heard a thing.
Ben flipped open the laptop lid, and after a couple of moments the machine flashed into life. The screen was bright but blank except for a small box that gave the name of the text document Abbott had been working on, with a prompt asking for a password to reopen the encrypted file. If Ben’s old forger and all-around computer whizz pal Thierry Chevrolet had been here, he’d have been able to crack the document open in the blink of an eye. But all Ben could do was stare at the name of the file. It was called THE PANDEMONIUM CLUB.
Wolf peered over Ben’s shoulder at the screen. ‘The pandemonium club,’ he read out loud. ‘What the hell’s that?’
‘I don’t know.’
‘Strange name.’
Ben had to agree. But he didn’t have time to stand around ruminating over the whats and whys. The computer was useless to them, so he started ripping open the desk drawers one by one and rummaging through their contents. If he’d been hoping to find a hidden stash of photos of Anthony Abbott in his sacrificial ceremonial garb or an address book filled with the personal contact details of all his fellow nutcases, he’d have been disappointed. The first eight out of nine drawers contained nothing more interesting than household bills, receipts, insurance and vehicle documents and other irrelevant clutter.
Ben had just finished hunting through the eighth drawer when a thrumming, pulsing, vibrating sound suddenly came from the ninth and last. It was a mobile phone ringing from inside. Ben tried the drawer, but it was locked. He asked Wolf, ‘You got that knife?’
Wolf passed it to him. Ben jammed the tip of the blade into the crack between the drawer and the desk, and levered it upwards. It was a hefty piece of furniture and made of solid stuff, the wood old and seasoned. By the time the lock gave with a splintering crackle, the phone had stopped ringing inside.
Ben yanked the drawer open. All it contained was a mobile phone, a cheap and plain-looking Nokia of the bought-for-cash, no-names-no-questions variety that was so familiar to Ben. It was a strange item to find in the possession of a respectable politician. He picked it up and turned it on. Whoever had just tried calling Abbott had left a voicemail. Ben put it on speaker, so Wolf could hear too, and played the message.
‘Hello, this is Andrew Laverack of the Seaward & Laverack Literary Agency in London, calling with regard to your manuscript, “The Pandemonium Club”. I’m sorry to say I have, ah, bad news. After much consultation with my colleagues here, it was felt that your manuscript isn’t a good fit for us, after all. Despite the book’s obvious commercial potential, I’m afraid that due to the extreme nature of the subject matter and the risk of legal issues arising from its content, particularly in light of some of the allegations made, we have opted to decline.’
Laverack paused a beat, sounding as if he wanted to say more but was uncertain. He went on: ‘I know you must be disappointed, as am I. If it’s any consolation, this was not a unanimous decision. In fact the reason I’m calling like this is to say that, for my own part, I still believe that this book could be dynamite. But sadly my senior partner could not be persuaded to share my point of view and was ultimately unprepared to take the risk. However I’m sure that another literary agency might feel differently, and I wish you all the best of luck with the project.’
Laverack signed off and the message ended.
Ben now understood what the name of the document referred to. Abbott had been writing a book. One that was evidently so hotly controversial that the boss of Laverack’s agency was afraid to touch it. Laverack himself had sounded bitterly disappointed, even resentful, going out on a limb like that to make his personal feelings known. It seemed as though the agents must have argued long and hard over the matter.
Ben had no idea how the book business worked, but he guessed that a successful publication could make a lot of money for anyone with a finger in the pie, including the agents whose job it was to broker deals with publishers. For an agency to turn down what could turn out to be a fat commission, they must have got seriously cold feet. Which meant that what Abbott had been proposing to them must be pretty damned explosive.
Now Ben could guess why Abbott might have disconnected his home internet hub, making it all but impossible for anyone to hack into his computer. The same reasoning presumably accounted for the burner phone. The politician had been doing all he could to cover his tracks.
His precautions hadn’t done him much good, in the end.
‘Well, well,’ Wolf said, pulling a disgusted face. ‘So that’s what our boy’s been up to. Must’ve got bored with slaughtering innocent women, and decided to do a kiss-and-tell.’
‘Allegations made,’ Ben said. ‘But against whom?’
‘If we could get into that document,’ Wolf said, pointing at the Dell, ‘then maybe we’d find out.’
‘And my guess is that maybe that’s what someone else wants to find out, too.’
Ben turned off Abbott’s phone and pocketed it. He closed the laptop lid, disconnected the mains wire from the socket under the desk, scooped up the slimline machine and wrapped the cable around it. He tucked the computer under his arm and was just about to say to Wolf, ‘Okay, let’s beat it out of here’ when through the open study window they heard the sound of a vehicle outside. The grumble of a powerful engine. The crunch of fat tyres on gravel. Ben peered cautiously through the leaded glass.
It wasn’t a UPS delivery. A shiny black Audi was pulling to a halt in Abbott’s driveway. The sun was glaring on the windscreen and the side windows were tinted dark, making it hard to see inside. Three doors swung open. Three men stepped out, and started striding towards the house. They were all tough, fit-looking individuals in their thirties. Short hair, jeans, serious faces, a brisk and aggressive attitude in their step. One of them was taller and bulkier than the others, carrying a large, bulging zipper bag. Another clutched a heavy sledgehammer. All three wore gloves.
The clean-up team were here, brazenly walking right up to Abbott’s front door. Ben and Wolf had been too slow getting out of the house, and now they were trapped inside.



Chapter 32
Wolf said, ‘Told ya. Now what?’
Ben replied, ‘They mustn’t find us here.’
‘Then I suggest we get out of sight, pronto.’
Ben stepped out of the study onto the upstairs landing and peered down the stairway. The angle wouldn’t let him see the front door, but Abbott’s body and most of the entrance hall were visible. To the shattering crash of the sledgehammer, the front door burst inwards. Voices as the entry team stepped inside the doorway. They walked by the corpse as though it was just part of the furniture. The guy who’d breached the door left his sledge by the entrance. The big guy with the kit bag set it down, unzipped it and started unloading its contents. A pair of long, thick steel wrecking bars, which he lifted out one at a time and handed to his colleagues. A short, black autoloader shotgun with a stockless pistol grip, which he slung around his neck before picking up a wrecking bar for himself. Tools of the trade. The perfect equipment for smashing up someone’s house and blowing out the brains of any unfortunate caller who might happen to pass by. There was little in the way of conversation as the crew got ready to set about their business.
Ben retreated back along the landing, expecting at least one of the men to head upstairs. They’d have been provided with the same plans of the house as Wolf had, and Abbott’s study would be their first port of call. He signalled to Wolf, communicating Enemy approaching. Wolf nodded and motioned down the passage from the study door, indicating This way. At the same moment Ben heard the creak of heavy footsteps coming up the stairs. Just one man; the other two had already started their banging and crashing down below: glass shattering, furniture being toppled over. Ben and Wolf slipped quickly away before they could be spotted, Wolf leading the way, Ben bringing up the rear with his pistol drawn and the laptop under his arm.
The landing led into a passageway with several burnished wood doors along its length, gilt-framed paintings hanging between them. Wolf ignored the first door, on the left. Ben guessed it was probably a bathroom, with nowhere to hide. Wolf led the way to the next door on the right, and they hurried inside and closed the door behind them without a sound just as the man reached the top of the stairs.
They were inside a bedroom with a fine antique bed, plush carpet and another picturesque view of the West Sussex countryside through a French window leading out to a balcony with mature ivy growing all around it. The sloping gable roof of an orangery was visible below. Ben moved close to the door and pressed his ear to the wood. Down the passage he could hear the man entering the study. He pictured the guy looking around him for the evidence the crew had come to retrieve. Getting his bearings. Gravitating straight towards the desk. Noticing the empty space where the laptop had been.
Sure enough, moments later Ben heard a muffled yell through the door. ‘Oy! Ken! Get your arse up here now!’
The crashing and banging down below paused, and then there were more running footsteps on the stairs. Wolf came to join Ben to listen at the door. Another muffled voice on the landing – Ken’s, Ben presumed – said, ‘What’s up, Frank?’
Frank, the first guy, said, ‘It’s not fucking here!’
‘What’s not fucking here?’
‘His fucking computer. It’s missing. And someone’s been here before us. A desk drawer’s been jimmied. Whatever was in there is gone, too.’
Ben and Wolf exchanged glances. Wolf raised an eyebrow as if to say, ‘Oh-oh.’
Ken’s voice said, ‘What about discs, hard drives, other places he might’ve stored the file?’
So the file on Abbott’s laptop was definitely what they were looking for.
‘Can’t see anything in there,’ Frank’s voice replied. ‘Same bastard as took the computer could’ve removed them, too.’
‘Shit. We gotta find that computer or it’s our arses on the block.’
Frank paused for a moment, then made a decision. It seemed as though he was in charge. He instructed Ken, ‘You and Terry carry on downstairs for a bit. I’m going to search the rest of the upstairs. Maybe Abbott stashed the gear somewhere.’
Ben and Wolf heard Ken thundering back down below. The banging and crashing downstairs resumed in force. Meanwhile Frank would be ransacking the rest of the study, but it wouldn’t be long before he gave up and started trying other upstairs rooms. Just a matter of time before he came through the bedroom door.
Wolf tapped Ben on the arm and pointed at an internal door at the far side of the bedroom. He beckoned Ben over, opened it, and Ben saw that it was a walk-in wardrobe, like a small room in its own right. There were racks of inbuilt shelves and a row of suits hanging on a rail, wrapped in protective plastic. Ben and Wolf slipped inside and eased the door closed after them. It was dark in there, with just thin slits of light shining around the edges of the door. Listening. Waiting. Barely breathing. Ben’s skin was crawling with agitation, as if ants were swarming all over his body. It felt all wrong to be hiding like this. Normally, a bunch of rent-a-thugs like Frank and his colleagues crossing paths with a pair of SAS-trained pros would have been dead before they even knew it. Ben and Wolf would have breezed through them like two hungry foxes in a chicken run. But here they were, cowering in a wardrobe for fear of being discovered.
Ben could hardly stand feeling so powerless. All he could think of was Grace, and the absolute need to protect her the only way he could. Doubts began to creep into his mind. Had he played it right? Should he have done it differently?
That was when Frank came into the bedroom. Ben heard the door swing open hard and judder against the wall. The tread of footsteps clumping about the room. The crash of a bedside cabinet being violently tipped over and its contents spilling out. A lamp falling over. The angry muttering of a man frustrated by not being able to find what he was looking for.
Any moment now, Frank would head for the walk-in wardrobe. Ben realised it was virtually impossible that he wouldn’t think of searching among Abbott’s things in there. Ben’s plan to remain undetected was unravelling by the second. He and Wolf shrank back behind the row of hanging suits. Trying not to let the plastic covers rustle. He felt his palm becoming moist against the butt of the Browning.
And as he stood there listening to the man searching the bedroom, new thoughts were coming into Ben’s head. Because even though the confrontation he’d so badly wanted to avoid was now virtually inevitable, maybe the disaster could be turned to his advantage. The information Ben had hoped to gain from Abbott had died with him, but now a new option existed to find out who the killers were – more importantly, who they worked for. And if it could be done without their employers finding out too soon, then the time window for saving Grace could be kept open just a little longer.
To make that happen, Ben and Wolf needed to keep just one of the crew alive. A man with a gun pointed at his head could be made to report back to base as though everything was okay. He could also be persuaded to lead them straight back to his bosses.
Maybe this situation could offer Ben and Wolf a faster track to taking down the enemy than they’d anticipated. That thought filled Ben with a fierce, burning energy, like a supernova of pure white light.
He slipped Abbott’s laptop onto a shelf covered in neatly folded clothes. Started to move towards the wardrobe door. In the darkness, Wolf flashed him a look of alarm. What the fuck are you doing? But Ben could see in Wolf’s grim expression that he was getting ready for the inevitable fight, too.
Slowly, silently, Ben cracked open the wardrobe door. An inch, then two, then six more. He peeked out. Frank was standing just a few feet away across the room, with his back turned to Ben as he dragged the mattress off Abbott’s bed, hoping to find the missing laptop or a set of data drives hidden underneath. Ben could see the butt of a Glock 19 sticking out of the back of Frank’s jeans waistband.
If it had to be done, it needed to be done fast. Ben took a deep breath and felt his heartbeat settle into that state of calm stillness that he always entered before battle.
And then he launched himself from the wardrobe door and was on the man in two steps.



Chapter 33
Ben hit him hard behind the ear with the steel of the Browning. A blow intended to stun and disorientate, not to kill. Ben had other uses for Frank before things got to that stage.
Frank was a hard nut and not about to be taken out of action so easily. As he toppled sideways to the bedroom floor with a grunt of pain and shock he tried to claw out his pistol, but Ben captured his hand, bent his arm tight up behind his back and rode him down to the carpet with the muzzle of the Browning jammed tight against the base of his skull. Before he could cry out Ben hit him two more sharp blows and clamped the guy’s mouth shut, using a knee to keep the trapped arm pinned at breaking point behind his back.
Wolf had emerged from the wardrobe right behind Ben. He deftly plucked the Glock from Frank’s waistband and danced back two steps, speed-checking the loaded chamber and then training the gun towards the doorway in case the two men downstairs might have become alerted to what was happening.
They hadn’t. The sounds of vandalism and fake burglary continued as before.
Frank was dazed but still struggling against Ben’s iron grip, snorting and breathing like a trapped pig and trying to bite the hand Ben had clasped over his mouth. Ben held him down tighter and pressed the gun harder against the back of his head, angled so that a through-and-through gunshot wouldn’t blow off his own fingers if he had to pull the trigger. He didn’t want to, but Frank didn’t know that.
In a soft, calm voice close to Frank’s ear Ben said, ‘Listen very carefully and make no mistake. Resist me, and I will kill you. Any tricks, I will kill you. I’m going to loosen my grip a little, so you can nod to tell me that you understand, Frank.’
Ben relaxed his hold slightly and felt some of the tension go out of Frank’s muscles, the guy resigning himself to being beaten. Frank nodded once. Ben said, ‘Good. Now I’m going to ask you a couple of questions, and you’re going to answer truthfully or I will kill you. You don’t want to die, do you, Frank?’
Without hesitation, Frank shook his head no.
‘Of course you don’t. So tell me. Is there anyone else coming here?’
No.
Ben asked, ‘Is there anyone else in the car?’
No.
Experience had taught Ben to trust what men told him when they truly believed that their life depended on their response. He said, ‘All right. No more questions. Now there’s something I need you to do for me. Think you can manage that?’
Nod.
‘Okay, Frank. Here’s what you’re going to do. I’m going to get you up on your feet and walk you to the door. Then you’re going to call down to your friends Ken and Terry. Get their attention. Tell them to come up here fast because you’ve got something to show them. You do that for me, and you’ll make it through this.’
Ben threw Wolf a glance and nodded towards the French window. Wolf had spent so much time in combat training with Ben that he could read his tactical thinking as well as if Ben had shown him a diagrammatic plan. SAS comrades were like that, because they often found themselves in situations where instant, intuitive, improvised tactics were the only thing between them and violent death. He understood that Ben’s strategy was to draw the other two men into the narrow funnel of the stairway, where they would have little cover and even less chance of escape. Ben would have the high ground at the top of the stairs. Wolf needed no instruction to know that his job was to mount a surprise attack from the rear.
Wolf moved towards the French window. It wasn’t locked. He opened it and stepped out onto the balcony, scanning the garden left and right. He peered down at the sloping gables of the orangery roof below the bedroom window, gauging the drop and the angle of impact that would break his fall and allow him to slide to the ground. His touchdown would be like a hard parachute landing fall. Nothing he hadn’t done a thousand times before. He grabbed a handful of the ivy growing around the balcony wall and gave it a tug, testing to see how well it would bear his weight and help slow down his descent. Then he hopped athletically over the edge of the balcony and was gone, with only a slight rustle of leaves and a faint thud as he hit the orangery roof and went sliding down it to the ground.
At the same time Ben was hauling Frank to his feet and marching him roughly to the bedroom door. ‘Don’t let me down, Frank. What’s about to happen to your friends won’t happen to you.’
Ben pushed open the door and walked Frank out onto the landing with the gun jammed against his neck. The sounds from below had stopped abruptly. Ken and Terry had no doubt heard the thump of Wolf’s rapid descent to the orangery roof and sensed something was up. But now Ben had a new distraction with which to draw their attention. ‘Go.’ He shoved Frank hard towards the head of the stairs and ducked back out of sight behind the corner of the landing wall.
Frank yelled hoarsely down the stairway, ‘Oy! Guys! Get a load of this!’
Moments later Frank’s associates emerged from the dining room and living room and came together in the hallway, standing either side of Abbott’s body and staring up the stairs. The big guy was clutching the shotgun, while the other had drawn a pistol. They were ready for anything and taking no chances. The one with the pistol yelled, ‘What’s up?’
‘Gotta check this out!’ Frank shouted, waving his arms for them to come up.
‘You find it?’
‘Come and see.’
So far Frank was sticking to the script. His associate with the pistol started up the stairs. The big man with the shotgun hesitated, then clumped up the stairs after him. But then Frank suddenly yelled, ‘Watch out, boys! It’s a—’
Evidently, Frank wasn’t that attached to life after all. His last word was drowned out by the BOOM as Ben stepped out from behind the corner of the landing wall and fired at the first guy on the stairs. The guy crumpled and fell backwards as the bullet took him in the chest, and his buddy behind him had to duck out of the way of his falling body to avoid being knocked down the stairs with him.
Frank made a lunge at Ben and tried to grab his gun arm. Ben smacked the butt of the pistol hard into Frank’s teeth and he went down. Through the stairwell window Ben caught a flash of Wolf sprinting fast around the side of the house towards the front door, the Glock in his hand. The man Ben had shot was bumping and rolling all the way down to the bottom of the stairs. The one with the shotgun recovered his balance and was bringing the short-barrelled weapon to bear at the same moment that Ben swivelled the sights of his Browning in his direction. In the race to fire first, Ben was a good half-second ahead – but then Frank, blood all over his mouth and still sprawled out on the floor at Ben’s feet, lashed out a desperate kick at Ben’s knee. Ben dodged the kick but the distraction and the movement cost him his time advantage and the guy with the shotgun squeezed his trigger.
A twelve-gauge is a very loud weapon. In the confined space of the stairwell it sounded like a fragmentation grenade. But a twelve-gauge with its barrel sawn off to little more than twelve inches in length is also a wildly inaccurate tool, good for little more than across-the-room close combat. Its two-ounce payload of buckshot spread out in a cone of lead that missed Ben entirely and took a large bite-shaped chunk out of the corner wall and turned several of the landing rails into matchwood.
Ben hit the floor rattling off a fast string of shots at the same instant that Wolf crashed in through the front door, leaped over Abbott’s body and blasted three, four, five gunshots up the stairwell. The big guy was caught in the middle of their combined field of fire. His body jerked and twitched as bullets struck him front and back. As his muscles went into spasm he jerked the trigger of the shotgun a second time and the deafening blast ripped away most of the top step. Splinters and bits of carpet and stair rod flew. Ben fired again and a nine-millimetre red spot appeared in the centre of the big guy’s forehead.
At that point, the firefight was over. The big guy dropped the shotgun, slumped sideways in the stairwell and rolled over twice before he came to a rest with his leg jammed in the banister railing.
Wolf checked the other body that had tumbled to the bottom of the stairs. ‘He’s dead.’
Ben clambered to his feet. Frank was lying sprawled out across the landing. His face was bloody from where Ben had hit him, his eyes were blinking and he was trying to speak. Ben went to haul him to his feet, ready to beat the hell out of the guy for having almost succeeded in getting him killed. But then he saw the bright blood spreading quickly across Frank’s tattered shirt, and he realised that the second shotgun blast had done more than rip up the top step. Several buckshot pellets had penetrated his midsection. Stomach, kidneys, liver, spleen, it was anyone’s guess where all the blood was pumping from. One thing was for sure. Frank didn’t have a lot of time to live. As he moved his lips to speak a red bubble appeared from his mouth, swelled and popped. A wheezing gasp came from deep in his throat.
Ben knelt beside him and grasped him by both shoulders, shaking him. ‘Talk to me, Frank. You do that, I’ll see you get to a hospital. You still have time. Frank? Do you hear me?’ It was a lie. Frank was losing it fast and the best surgeon in the world couldn’t stop it from happening.
The dying man coughed, spraying more red down his chin. His eyes rolled and tried to focus on Ben, then went glazed.
Ben couldn’t let him go. He wouldn’t let him go. ‘Tell me who you work for, Frank. Tell me where I can find them.’
‘He’s done, Ben,’ Wolf said from the bottom of the stairs.
Ben ignored him. He shook the dying man harder. ‘It doesn’t have to end this way. You can still save your own life, and others. Give me names. Places. Anything. Speak to me!’
But Wolf was right, and Ben’s efforts were in vain. Frank sucked in a rasping final breath, then went limp and his eyes dulled into orbs of lifeless porcelain.
Ben let him go. He stared at Frank’s corpse and felt a sharp sense of loss. It wasn’t that he gave a damn about this idiot. With Abbott dead, Frank had been his only possible ticket to tracking down Saunders and the rest of them. Now that was gone, too.
Wolf stepped over the body at the bottom of the stairs and went up to check on the big guy. Crouched over him, took one look at the gunshot wound that Ben had drilled through his skull, and shook his head. ‘Not gonna get much out of this one, either. Sorry, mate.’
Ben said nothing. He sighed. Wondering what the hell he was going to do next.
Then Wolf said, ‘Oh shit.’
Ben looked across at him. Wolf had been examining the big guy’s corpse for ID when he’d found something else, something more worrying. He held up the bullet-shattered remains of a small black box that looked like a miniature remote control.
‘Bad news, buddy. He was wearing a body cam. Live and transmitting, until the moment you punched his ticket. Someone just watched the whole show happening.’



Chapter 34
Kinlochardaich, Scotland
Five hours earlier
It had been a frustrating half-hour for Jeff and Tuesday, but they’d had no choice but to hold back a while before setting off in pursuit of Grace and the men who’d followed her from her home that morning. With only the black Range Rover tailing her, the plumber’s van up the street was still in position. Jeff and Tuesday couldn’t afford to blow their cover. They sat in Reaper’s Ford Transit and bided their time.
At 7.21 a.m., when they could stand the waiting no longer, Jeff exited the Transit via the rear doors, using the back of the vehicle to shield him from view of the watchers up the street. A few yards along the pavement, taking care not to be seen he ducked down an alley between two houses, which led around the rear to a row of back yards separated by flimsy wooden fences. Jeff hopped one of them and jogged across someone’s garden, working his way back around in a loop. The windows of the house were curtained. He guessed the occupants were still in bed. A dog barked from behind the back door as he crept by, but the curtains didn’t twitch and nobody came out of the house to challenge him.
Seconds later he re-emerged back out onto the street as though he’d come from the house. If the watchers noticed him, they’d assume he was a villager leaving home for work. Jeff wanted them to see him. He ambled casually back up the street to where the Transit was parked, paused a second to check his bootlace before getting in, then climbed up behind the wheel.
They set off, passing Grace’s house and then the plumber’s van. The day was going to be a waiting game, so before leaving Kinlochardaich Jeff stopped off to buy some basic provisions from the village store. Then they sped the thirty miles southwards towards Fort William, going on the assumption that Grace would have headed straight for the police station and that her followers had no reason to accost her en route.
Tuesday was concerned that they’d left too much to chance. ‘I hope we’ve played this right, Jeff.’
‘Stop worrying. If they were going to make their move on her, they’d have done it during the night.’
‘Still, I’ll be happier when we get there.’
The Police Scotland HQ was situated right on the edge of town, off an open stretch of bypass road with misty hills and the looming shape of Ben Nevis dominating the background and nothing but empty fields opposite. A large car park separated the building from the road. It was after eight a.m. when Jeff passed the car park entrance, slowing down so he and Tuesday could take in the scene.
A number of vehicles were already there as officers and station staff reported for work. Sure enough, Grace’s old green Land Rover was among them, mud-spattered and incongruous next to her co-workers’ shiny newer saloons and hatchbacks. And just as expected, not far away from the Landy the black Range Rover was parked. The tinted windows hid its occupants from sight, but Jeff and Tuesday were sure the two watchers were sitting inside it, observing the station entrance.
Jeff rolled on by, drove a little further up the road and found a layby next to some unmanned roadworks where a battered old Transit van wouldn’t look out of place.
Tuesday was still fretting. ‘Great, so she’s here and so are we, but how the hell can we make contact with her?’
‘We’re just going to have to improvise,’ Jeff said. He tore open a sandwich pack from his bag of provisions. ‘Breakfast?’
‘What’ve we got?’
‘Anything you like, as long as it’s ham and egg.’
‘Guess I’ll have ham and egg.’
More waiting, more watching. Jeff and Tuesday took turns observing the car park and the building through Reaper’s compact binoculars. Vehicles arrived at the police station. Others left. People went in and out of the entrance, some in uniform, others in civilian clothes. Grace didn’t appear. The black Range Rover just sat there, no sign of movement from within. The watchers didn’t seem concerned that anyone might come out to question what they were doing there.
Midday came. The inside of the van grew hot. Jeff produced a bottle of spring water and said, ‘Ye need tae hydrate, laddie.’
‘Knock off the accent, will you? It hurts my ears.’
‘Touchy.’
They kept watching the building, knowing that they could be here for some time. But then, at 12.27 p.m., Tuesday nudged Jeff’s arm and said, ‘She’s coming out.’
Grace wasn’t alone. With her was a sandy-haired woman of about the same age, dressed in civvies, either a plain-clothes officer or a civilian admin staffer. Grace was still wearing most of her uniform but could have passed for a regular citizen, in the same raincoat and cap she’d left home with. Jeff took the binoculars from Tuesday and tracked her as she and her companion trotted down the steps from the building and crossed the car park towards her Land Rover. The breeze off the hills made Grace’s black hair stream out from under her cap. The two women were laughing as though sharing a joke.
‘She really has no idea she’s being followed, does she?’ Jeff commented.
Tuesday asked, ‘Where are they going?’
‘Lunch break, maybe.’
‘They don’t have a staff canteen?’
‘Have you ever eaten in a cop shop canteen?’ Jeff asked. ‘I have.’
‘Bad?’
‘You don’t want to know.’
Grace and her sandy-haired friend got in the Landy and it pulled out of its parking space with a puff of smoke. As it neared the gates the black Range Rover came to life and followed. Jeff started up the Transit. ‘Show time.’
Grace turned left onto the bypass. The Range Rover shadowed her at a discreet distance. Jeff hung back, keeping about twenty car lengths between himself and the watchers. There was little other traffic. At the end of the road Grace took another left off a roundabout and headed towards town. Her driving style was relaxed and casual. After about quarter of a mile she turned into another car park, this one belonging to an edge-of-town pub called the Thistle.
It was now 12.34 p.m. and the place seemed to be doing a roaring lunchtime trade. Grace slotted into one of the few remaining spaces and she and her friend got out just as the black Range Rover rolled into the car park. They didn’t so much as glance at it. Jeff passed by the Thistle and halted fifty yards down the street, within sight of the entrance. They watched as Grace and her friend entered the crowded pub. The watchers stayed put inside their car.
Tuesday said, ‘Now what? We’re still no closer to her than before, with those guys sticking to her like a magnet. Soon as she’s finished lunch she’ll go back to work and we’ll be back where we started.’
‘I’ve had an idea,’ Jeff replied with a twinkle in his eye.
‘Which is?’
‘Wait. Let them get settled in first.’
Tuesday scowled. ‘I have no problem with waiting, as long as I know what the hell I’m waiting for.’
‘Chill out. You’ll see. We might have caught a break here.’
Exactly four minutes after Grace and her friend had vanished inside the pub, at 12.38 p.m., Jeff took out his burner phone.
Tuesday’s eyes widened in alarm. ‘What are you doing? You can’t call her, remember? The bad guys could be listening in to every word.’
Jeff grinned. He replied, ‘I’m not calling her.’



Chapter 35
Wolf tossed Ben the remains of the miniature body cam the dead guy had been wearing. Ben examined it. There was no doubt about what it was. Saunders and his associates hadn’t been content for the clean-up team simply to report back to them. They’d wanted a live-streamed window on the entire process. Whatever they’d come here to find, they were extremely serious about it.
A terrible chill filled the whole of Ben’s body as the realisation of what that meant hit him like a striking bullet. There was no longer any chance of concealing what had happened here, or of trying to play for more time. His energy drained away and he wanted to curl up on the floor beside Frank’s body. Because he understood that Grace was dead, or soon would be. Hidden in their towers, the enemy had observed every detail of what just happened, and who had killed their men. They knew that Jaden Wolf was still alive. Knew that they’d been tricked.
The same all-seeing eye that had caught out Wolf in the grounds of Karswell Hall that night had now done the same to Ben. He’d walked right into their trap. And now he would have to face the consequences.
Ben slowly trudged down the stairs, stepped over the other two dead bodies and brushed past Wolf without even looking at him. He felt as if he was walking through a trance.
Wolf asked, ‘Where are you going?’
Ben didn’t reply.
Wolf said, ‘Well, you might not be interested, but I’m going back up for that computer. Otherwise we’ll have come here for sweet bugger all.’
Ben no longer cared about the laptop. He crossed the hallway without bothering to walk around the blood pool, and left a trail of sticky red prints all the way into the kitchen where he made a bee-line for the collection of whisky bottles on the side. Quality single malts, all of them, though it wouldn’t have mattered if they’d been the worst kind of rot-gut. He grabbed two. Stuck one in his pocket and carried the other back out into the hallway. Wolf had come back downstairs with the Dell. He looked at Ben with concern and asked, ‘You okay?’
Ben replied, ‘No.’
Wolf checked his watch. 12.32 p.m. They’d been inside the house longer than felt comfortable. Neighbours could have heard the sounds of gunfire. ‘We’d better get out of here.’
It seemed like an endless trek back to where they’d concealed the Alpina. By the time they got there, Ben was dragging his feet and bowed like a man on his way to the gallows. Wolf said, ‘Probably best if I drive,’ and held his hand out for the keys. Ben nodded dumbly and passed them to him, then slumped in the passenger side. Wolf laid Abbott’s laptop on the back seat, jumped in behind the wheel and they took off with a roar.
Wolf sped along the rural roads to put as much distance as possible, as fast as possible, between them and Abbott’s place. He had no idea where he was meant to be going. He blitzed through a place called Devil’s Dyke. Past wide open stretches of countryside, woodland and farm land, one golf course and then another. They’d been driving aimlessly for almost twenty minutes when Wolf finally pulled off the road. He killed the engine and turned to Ben, who hadn’t spoken a word.
Wolf said, ‘I can’t do this on my own. You going to say something or what?’
‘I killed her,’ Ben said sullenly.
‘Don’t be bloody daft. You can’t know that.’
‘It’s true,’ Ben replied. ‘I might as well have put the gun to her head myself. What else do you think they’ll do, after what we’ve just done? They saw us, Jaden.’
Wolf said nothing for a while, then shook his head. ‘You couldn’t have known, Ben.’
‘Yes, I could. I should have seen it from the start. Should have gone straight up there to Scotland to take care of things, instead of messing around London and Spain looking for you.’
‘You said yourself, it was too risky,’ Wolf reminded him. ‘There were a dozen reasons why it would’ve been a bad idea, remember? Besides, if you hadn’t come looking for me, I’d be a dead man now. The guy with the hook.’
‘Saved one, sacrificed another,’ Ben said with a dark laugh that came out more like a groan.
‘I know you’d have sooner had it the other way round, pal. I don’t blame you for that. And I’m sorry.’
Ben’s reply was to grab one of the whisky bottles, tear off the foil and twist out the cork.
Wolf said, ‘Bit early for that, don’t you think?’
Ben said nothing. He put the bottle to his lips and drank down a long, stinging gulp. It tasted like what he needed. He took another gulp.
Wolf stared at him, then heaved an exasperated sigh. ‘Here, give me your damn phone.’ He leaned across and fished in Ben’s pocket. Ben didn’t try to stop him. Wolf found Abbott’s burner in there, too, and shoved it into the glove box. ‘Never mind that worthless prick for now. What’s Grace’s mobile number?’
Ben knew it by heart and reeled it off. He swallowed another gulp. Still just a short way down the road to oblivion. Two full bottles should just about get him to where he wanted to be.
‘While some of us are drinking themselves to death,’ Wolf said, ‘others are gonna get things done.’ He dialled the number for Grace’s mobile, but there was no reply. ‘She’s got it turned off. Does she have a landline?’
Ben knew that too. He recited the number, and Wolf keyed it in. Same result. ‘Damn it,’ Wolf breathed. Jumping online, he ran a search for ‘PC Grace Kirk Scotland’ and found the number of the station in Fort William. He called it and asked if she was available. The receptionist checked, then came back a moment later and told him that PC Kirk had left the station for her lunch break but was expected back soon.
Wolf glanced again at his watch. It was just gone one p.m. Bad timing. He asked, ‘Do you know where she went?’
‘Sorry, sir, I can’t give out that information, even if I knew.’
‘I get it. Can you ask her to call me back the moment she returns from lunch? Tell her it’s Ben and give her this number.’ Wolf read out the number of the burner. ‘Please tell her it’s extremely important that she call me immediately.’
The receptionist said she’d pass the message along. Wolf thanked her, ended the call and then turned to Ben. ‘See? She’s not dead. Which means this ain’t over yet.’
Ben said nothing. It had been a long, long time since he’d last broken down and resorted to the bottle like this. Several inches of whisky were gone. Plenty more to go.
Wolf said, ‘Fine. If you’re passed out unconscious by the time she calls back, I’ll tell her to get the hell away. Disappear. We’ll RV with her somewhere and get her out. Are you listening to a word I say?’
Ben would have given anything in the world for it to be that simple. But he and Wolf were hundreds of miles from Grace, right at the opposite end of the long, narrow, stretched-out land mass that was Britain, and Saunders’ men were just seconds away from closing in any time they received the order. On paper, it was the most hopelessly doomed hostage rescue scenario imaginable.
‘Maybe it’s true,’ he muttered.
‘So you’re ready to see sense now,’ Wolf said.
Ben said, ‘No, I meant maybe it’s true that I’m cursed.’
Wolf screwed up his face. ‘What the fuck are you talking about, cursed?’
‘I used to feel that way, a lot. Like everything I touched turned bad. Everyone I got close to ended up getting hurt. And it was all my fault.’
‘You’re wrong,’ Wolf said. ‘You saved people. Hundreds of them. You were my fucking hero. You know that, don’t you?’
Ben didn’t reply. He raised the bottle back up to his lips.
Wolf said, ‘Enough. Give me that bottle.’ He made a grab for it.
Ben snatched it away. ‘Try taking it.’
‘I will take it, if I have to break your bloody arm to get it off you.’
Ben flashed him a warning look. ‘Don’t even think about it, Jaden. Back off. I’m telling you. Let it be. Let me be.’
Wolf stared at him. ‘Hey, if you happen to run into my old friend Ben Hope, tell him to give me a call. I’d like to see him again sometime soon.’
Wolf was still clutching Ben’s burner phone in his other hand. Just then, without warning, it started to ring.
Seven minutes past one in the afternoon. Things were about to turn upside down for Ben and Wolf.



Chapter 36
Fort William, Scotland
Twenty-seven minutes earlier
Jeff used his burner mobile to get the number for the Thistle pub in Fort William. When he made the call, he could hear the lively background buzz of conversation, the clink of glasses and the general bustle of a popular drinking hole in full swing. A bright, cheery voice greeted him with, ‘Thistle. Barb speaking.’
Putting on his most charming manner Jeff said, ‘Hi, Barb. I know this is a little unusual but I really need your help. At this moment there’s a particular lovely lady having lunch with a friend in your establishment. She has black hair and a blue cap and her name’s Grace, Grace Kirk. Could I ask you to get her to come to the phone?’
Barb was initially suspicious and ready to hang up, until Jeff explained: ‘Thing is, see, I’m her boyfriend. Just got back from active duty overseas and she doesn’t know I’m here. In fact I’m standing outside the pub right now with a big bunch of red roses and a diamond ring in my pocket. Today’s the day I’m gonna pop the question to the love of my life.’
The returning war hero, covered in medals, bouquet in hand and proposing marriage. How could it fail to melt a lady’s heart with visions of Richard Gere, clad in his pearly-white naval dress uniform, sweeping Debra Winger off her feet and straight off to the church to be wed? That was what Jeff was betting on, at any rate.
‘This is why I need your help, Barb. It’s got to be a big surprise. Just tell her it’s Ben calling. He’s her brother. Say he wants to meet her outside. That’s when I’ll appear from nowhere, get down on my knee and ask her to be my wife, right in front of everyone. Are you up for it?’
Tuesday was gawking at Jeff as though he’d lost his mind. The crazy Scottish accent had been nothing compared to this. But Barb was totally smitten with the idea, and probably with the handsome war hero as well. With a conspiratorial warmth in her voice she said, ‘Hold on.’
Jeff heard Barb’s muffled voice calling ‘Grace Kirk? It’s your brother Ben on the phone, love.’ Moments later, Grace came on the line, sounding bemused but full of happiness.
‘Hello? Ben? Is that you? How’d you know I was here? What’s this about you being my brother?’
Jeff was suddenly rock-hard serious. ‘Miss Kirk, I need you to listen to me very carefully, and whatever you do, please don’t hang up the phone. My name is Jeff Dekker. I’m Ben’s business partner and his oldest friend. I’m calling you like this because you’re in danger and I’m here to get you out of it.’
Now Grace’s confusion was off the scale and the happiness had melted like a snowball tossed into a volcano. ‘Whoa, hold on. Where is he? Is he all right? What’s happening?’
‘I’ll explain what I know, but I don’t have time to talk right now.’
‘Ben’s mentioned a Jeff Dekker, but how do I know you’re him?’
Grace had launched into full-on suspect-grilling mode. Jeff had anticipated she’d act this way, given who she was. He said, ‘Ask me something Ben would never tell anyone except the people closest to him.’
She thought for a moment. ‘Okay. What happened to his sister Sally?’
Nice try, Jeff thought. ‘He doesn’t have a sister Sally. Her name’s Ruth and she was kidnapped during a family holiday to Morocco when she was a little girl. Ben found her again, years later. Now she lives in Switzerland.’
‘And what’s his son’s name?’
‘Jude. He’s been living in the States with his ball-breaker girlfriend Rae, but they’ve split up and he’s coming back home to live in Oxfordshire. He’s got a little dog called Scruffy, who Ben was taking care of at Le Val. Please trust me, Grace. This is real.’
Jeff could hear the wheels spinning furiously in her mind. After a long pause she said, ‘This is pretty wild. But let’s say I believe you are who you say. Tell me what I’m supposed to do.’
‘Act casual. They’re watching.’
‘Who’s watching?’
Jeff didn’t want to tell her about the two men in the black Range Rover, in case she went storming outside to confront them – or worse, to try to arrest them. ‘The woman you’re having lunch with. She works with you at the station, correct?’
‘Kirsty,’ Grace said, sounding more baffled than ever. ‘She’s in admin.’
‘Is she carrying a mobile?’
‘Who doesn’t?’
‘Okay. I need you to borrow Kirsty’s phone. Make up some excuse, like you’ve lost yours and an emergency’s come up. Then I want you to get in your car, leave the pub alone, right now, and drive somewhere as remote as possible, but not too far away from here. If you notice anyone following you, do not react, or stop, or deviate from your course. Just drive, nice and calm.’
‘I have to be back at work in less than half an hour.’
‘It’s an emergency. Be creative.’
‘Why should I do any of this?’
‘Because I’m asking, Grace. It’s vitally important that you take this seriously and do what I say.’
Another long, hesitant pause. Grace plainly didn’t like being told what to do, but she was having to balance that with the reality of her situation. She said, ‘There’s a wooded valley only about ten minutes’ drive from the station. I go jogging there sometimes. You never meet a soul.’
‘Sounds perfect. Call me on this number as you’re getting close.’ Jeff read off the burner number again.
‘Got it.’
‘You’ll be safe,’ he promised her. ‘You won’t see us, but we’ll be there.’
‘Please. You have to tell me what this is about,’ she implored him.
‘I will,’ Jeff said. ‘I swear. Now get going.’
Jeff ended the call and let out a long breath.
Tuesday asked, ‘Think she’ll do it?’
‘She has to, mate.’
And she did.
Three minutes after the call ended, Jeff and Tuesday watched Grace emerge from the pub and walk to her Land Rover. She appeared quite composed despite the quickness in her step, and made no attempt to glance around the car park in search of anyone who might be watching.
‘That’s my girl,’ Jeff said with a smile.
‘Sexist,’ Tuesday said.
‘Give me a break. What are you, a snowflake now?’
Grace got into the Landy and rumbled off in the usual cloud of diesel pollutants. The black Range Rover remained motionless until she’d turned out into the road, then pulled sharply out of the car park after her and followed at a distance, like before. If Grace had noticed it, nothing showed in her driving body language. Jeff waited a few moments, then fired up the Transit and pulled a U-turn in the road to give chase.
‘Not too close,’ Tuesday warned as Jeff accelerated to catch up.
‘I know what I’m doing.’
Grace headed back in the direction she’d come, passed by her workplace and continued for a mile or so up the bypass before she followed a series of turnings that led onto progressively smaller, narrower, twistier roads. Soon she was into deep countryside, pine forest, heather moorland and hazy mountains all around. The more remote they became, the harder it was for Jeff to keep the black Range Rover in his sights without getting spotted. The watchers were having the same problem, not knowing that Grace was aware she was being followed. The little caravan was stretching further and further apart by the second.
Nine minutes out, Jeff’s burner rang with an incoming call from an unknown mobile number. He answered immediately. ‘Grace?’
‘I’m seeing a black Range Rover on my tail, about a hundred and fifty yards back.’
‘Ignore them. How close are we?’
‘Less than a minute from the woods,’ she said. ‘There’s a little lane on the left that leads to a clearing in the trees. That’s where I always park.’
‘Copy that.’ Jeff ended the call. Daring an extra surge of speed, he rounded a twist in the road to catch a glimpse of the green Landy far ahead and the black Range Rover a long way behind. He saw Grace’s brake lights flare as she slowed for the turn. The Landy disappeared into the woodland lane. The Range Rover accelerated hard to narrow the gap, then followed.
‘We go in there after them, we’ll be like three little peas in a pod,’ Tuesday said.
Jeff frowned and was about to reply when he spotted another track coming up sooner on the left, which seemed to wind up through thick forest towards a ridge of higher ground. He twisted the wheel and sent the Transit bumping and lurching off the road onto the track. It was so narrow that pine branches raked the van’s sides, and so badly rutted that the suspension swayed wildly and rocks crashed against their underside. Jeff kept his foot down and pressed on determinedly.
Moments later, Grace called again. ‘Okay, I’m stopped in the clearing.’
‘Can you see the black Rover?’
‘No, there’s nobody in sight. What now?’
‘Now call me back right away, using your own phone.’
‘Why?’
‘To test if I’m right that someone’s listening in, Grace.’
‘What?’
‘Just do it, okay? I won’t answer, because I want you to leave a voicemail.’
‘What do I say?’
‘You say, “Ben, is that you? Your message said to call you. What’s wrong?” Say it nice and loud and clear. Make it sound like you’re worried.’
‘I am worried. I haven’t got a clue what’s happening here.’
You and me both, Jeff thought.
‘I’ll do it,’ she said. ‘But you better give me one hell of a good explanation afterwards.’ She hung up.
Jeff forged ahead up the bumpy track, nervous that the van wasn’t up to the bad terrain – but then he saw that his instinct had been right. Jeff Dekker could read the lie of the land like a professional hunter reads animal tracks. Up ahead the trees thinned out and the track led up onto the ridge of high ground that perfectly overlooked the patch of forest where Grace was parked. He skidded to a halt and killed the engine. ‘Grab that rifle, Tues. We’re on foot from here.’
Tuesday snatched the bag from under the rear bunk and followed Jeff, who was already out of the van and sprinting for the ridge. By the time Tuesday reached him, Jeff was lying flat on his belly among the coarse grass near the edge, where the high ground fell away to the wooded valley below. He had the binocs trained down the slope and had already marked his target. Tuesday dropped to the ground next to him.
Jeff said, ‘I see her. She’s making the call.’
At that instant, Jeff’s phone began to burr on silent ringer. He didn’t answer. Now it was up to Grace to leave the message that would lure the enemy into believing that she and Ben had been in contact.
‘Now if that doesn’t draw these beauties out, nothing will.’
‘Are you thinking what I’m thinking you’re thinking?’ Tuesday asked.
Jeff nodded. ‘Yup. Time to gear up, mate.’
Tuesday could field-strip and reassemble a sniper rifle in moments, and it took him no time to snap together the Remington’s component parts. He planted the bipod feet in the loose dirt close to the edge and peered through the scope, scanning left and right.
‘Got her,’ he said as he pinpointed Grace in the high-magnification lens. He could just see her through the trees. She’d finished leaving her message, had put her phone away and was now leaning against the side of her Landy gazing anxiously around her. Tuesday mentally gauged the range at 325 metres; then he clicked on the scope’s inbuilt laser range finger and saw his estimate was off. By a whole half metre.
They waited. Two minutes passed. The enemy would be relaying information backwards and forwards. Reacting to their new intelligence. Deciding on their next course of action. Which, if Jeff’s hunch was correct, would be to take advantage of the remote forest location and make their move on Grace, quickly and efficiently, before she could leave. That would be the confirmation of all Ben’s secretive movements and proof that someone out there was targeting her to get to him.
Another half-minute ticked slowly by. Then Jeff muttered, ‘Bingo. Incoming, three o’clock. Hello, boys.’
Tuesday swivelled the rifle a few degrees right to the spot Jeff was watching through the binocs. He saw the two men from the Range Rover walking up the forest track in Grace’s direction, about forty yards from her. They weren’t talking. There was a purposefulness in their step. It wouldn’t take them long to reach her. She was facing the other way and hadn’t yet noticed their approach.
Not taking his eye off them, Tuesday unlocked the rifle’s bolt and drew it smoothly back. A long, tapered .338 Lapua Magnum cartridge snicked up from the magazine. He pushed the bolt closed and locked it. In battery and ready to rock.
From behind the binoculars Jeff muttered, ‘Steady as she goes, Tues.’
‘Don’t you worry about me. You worry about those guys.’
‘To hell with those guys,’ Jeff said.
Three-two-five was short range for Tuesday Fletcher, as short as if he’d walked up and pressed the muzzle to the target. Like plinking coconuts off a stand at a funfair. His image in the scope reticle was as clear as a mountain spring. The tall, bulky guy on the left, the nearer of the two, was a slow-moving barn door centred rock-solid in his crosshairs. He slipped off the safety catch.
The two men kept walking towards Grace, now just thirty or so paces away. She still hadn’t seen them. Then one of them must have called her name, because she suddenly whipped around to face them and froze, staring.
Jeff tensely watched as the men kept on coming. Grace reached into a pocket and pulled out something Jeff guessed was a police warrant card. He could see her lips move but it was too far away to hear. He thought she said something like ‘Police officer. Stop right where you are.’
The men kept walking towards her.
Jeff muttered, ‘Keep it sharp, mate.’
Tuesday said, ‘Don’t crowd me.’
The men approached another step.
Then another.
Then they reached inside their jackets and pulled out pistols. They raised them to aim at her. The one who’d spoken now spoke again. Grace shrank away in alarm at the sight of the weapons.
Jeff said, ‘Engage.’
And before the word was even out of his mouth, a pink mist burst from the head of the tall, bulky guy on the left and he folded to the ground like a wet blanket cut from a washing line.
Tuesday had the bolt back and forward and the next round chambered before the weapon had even finished recoiling against his shoulder. The second man was covered in the blood and brains of his associate, and stood there stunned and motionless just long enough for Tuesday to pin him in the crosshairs and touch off another round.
It was a rushed second shot from a warm barrel, and thus liable to be fractionally less accurate. The bullet struck a whole quarter-inch off its intended point of impact, which for Tuesday Fletcher was a poor performance. But the recipient would never know the difference. His world ended like his buddy’s, in a violent white flash with the contents of his skull instantly reduced to a fine particulate spray by the devastation of the high-velocity conical missile and the hydrostatic shock it left in its wake.
‘Top banana,’ Jeff said.
‘Pulled that one a bit. Now what?’
Jeff swivelled the binocs away from the two dead bodies towards Grace. She was standing there by her Land Rover, gaping and paralysed with horror.
Jeff said, ‘Now we run down there, try to explain to her what little we know about whatever the fuck is happening here, and convince her to come with us. Then I need to make a phone call.’
The time was one p.m. exactly.



Chapter 37
West Sussex
1.07 p.m.
Wolf answered Ben’s phone. ‘Yeah?’
The caller said, ‘Who’s this?’
‘Wolf,’ replied Wolf.
‘Who the fuck’s Wolf? Is Ben there? Put him on.’
Wolf passed the phone to Ben. ‘You’d better take it.’
Ben only wanted his bottle, but he reluctantly took the phone and recognised Jeff Dekker’s voice saying, ‘Hello? Hello?’
Ben’s thoughts were jumbled and confused from too much whisky. His first reaction was a chill of alarm that Jeff was calling him from Le Val’s almost certainly tapped line; then the bad thought came to him that it didn’t matter any longer if Saunders was listening in, because Saunders already knew the score. But then he realised that the incoming call was from another mobile, one whose number he didn’t recognise. Why was Jeff calling him on his burner, anyway? As far as anyone was concerned, it was still locked up in his safe at home.
Nothing seemed to make sense, except his certainty that he’d caused Grace’s death.
‘Ben? Is that you?’
‘Jeff? What are you calling for? Where are you?’
‘I might ask the same question,’ Jeff said. ‘Nobody’s got a clue where you went after you disappeared the other night.’
‘I’m … it doesn’t matter where I am.’ At that moment, Ben didn’t even know.
‘You okay? Sound like you’ve been at the sauce, mate.’
‘I screwed up, Jeff,’ Ben said. The sound of his old friend’s voice made him want to spill out his emotions like a confession to a priest. ‘They’re going to kill her and there’s not a thing I can do to stop it.’
Jeff could have responded in a hundred different ways, but a chuckle wasn’t what Ben would have expected. Jeff said, ‘You’re talking about Grace?’
Ben couldn’t believe that his friend could find this amusing. ‘What the hell’s so funny?’
‘Got to see the bright side in everything, mate,’ Jeff said. Then he added, ‘Such as the fact that she’s just fine and nobody’s going to lay a finger on her any time soon.’
Ben’s mind reeled at what he was hearing. He shook himself and blinked his eyes to clear the confusion from his brain. ‘Jeff. Are you joking around?’
‘Serious and sober as a judge at a Quakers’ convention.’
‘Then why are you telling me this?’
‘Because she’s standing just a couple of feet away from me right now, looking very much alive and trying very hard to grab this phone off me so she can talk to you.’
Ben sat up bolt rigid in the car seat. The bottle fell out of his hand and spilled over.
Jeff said, more sternly now, ‘Two things, mate. Firstly, did you think you were fooling us? Second, did you think we wouldn’t do whatever it took to help?’
‘She’s with you?’ Ben blurted. ‘She’s okay?’
Wolf was looking at him intently, trying to glean as much as he could from the one-sided conversation. A huge golden grin was splitting his face. He punched Ben’s shoulder and gave him a double thumbs-up.
Jeff replied, ‘She’s a little shaken. Which is kind of understandable, after finding out she was under surveillance, then seeing the two arseholes who were pointing pistols at her get their brains blown out, courtesy of our very own Mr Fletcher, who came up with me to Scotland for the ride. Our boy doesn’t do things by halves. Nailed ’em like rabbits at three hundred metres, pop pop.’
Ben was almost speechless. He managed to say, ‘Tuesday’s there, too?’
‘You try keeping him away. And before you ask: no, whoever these pricks are you’ve been ducking and diving to protect her from, they never saw us coming. Officially, Tues and I never left Le Val. Covered our tracks every inch of the way.’
As Jeff’s words sank in, the whisky fog cleared from Ben’s mind like an ocean mist blown apart by a squall. The overpowering sense of relief and gratitude was almost enough to make him weep. But the time for emotions could wait, because this thing wasn’t over yet by a long shot.
Jeff went on: ‘Now she’s safe, though I presume she ain’t going to stay that way long if we leave her alone here. Took a little persuading but she’s agreed to come back to Le Val with us. Quick plane ride back over to France and we’re home and dry. Who’d have thought the old Cessna would come in so handy, eh?’
Ben said, ‘No, Jeff. Not home. Take her to Kaprisky’s place.’
Auguste Kaprisky was an eighty-something-year-old eccentric billionaire who lived in a fairytale chateau on a very large private estate near Le Mans surrounded by high walls and armed guards. He was also a former client of Ben’s, and a devoted ally who would do anything without question to help, in thankfulness for the rescue of his beloved grandniece Valentina from Russian gangsters a couple of years earlier. Kaprisky’s luxurious home would be the safest place on earth for Grace to lie low until this was over. Not least, because Saunders’ people would have no idea where to find her. Even if they did somehow find out, they’d have Kaprisky’s small private army to deal with. They were all ex-military and received their advanced close protection training at Le Val.
‘Good thinking,’ Jeff replied. ‘The old fart’s got more security than the Pentagon. He can send his chopper up to collect us from the airstrip. Better still, his Gulfstream.’
Ben said, ‘Call him right away. Now let me speak with Grace.’
‘Yeah, before she rips this phone off me with my hand still attached.’
‘And, Jeff? You know I can’t ever repay what you’ve done, don’t you? I don’t even know where to begin to say thanks, my friend.’
‘No thanks needed, mate.’
Seconds later, Ben heard the voice that he’d thought he was never going to hear again. His knees felt trembly and his eyes were moist and stinging, but he had to keep it together in front of Wolf.
On the other end of the line, Grace was having an equally hard time containing her own emotions. She was a strong-willed and fiercely independent-minded woman but he could tell from the tremor in her voice that the fear and worry and confusion were overwhelming. She kept asking, ‘Are you okay?’
‘I am, now,’ Ben replied, and he meant it. He couldn’t stop smiling like an idiot. Wolf was smiling, too, and making fist-pumps in the air.
But even through his joy, Ben still felt a deep sense of shame for having brought this trauma on Grace. It tripled and quadrupled his rage against these soulless, corrupt men who’d exploited his feelings for her, and now had caused her whole life to capsize. Because of him she was now going to have to leave her home, jeopardise her career, place her trust and welfare in the hands of people she’d never met, and face a period of anxious uncertainty before he could be with her again.
He tried to explain to her what was happening, but there was so little he could say. All he could do was keep repeating how sorry he was, and reassure her that she was safe now. That his friends were her friends, that there was nobody in the world he trusted more, and everything was going to be all right. As he spoke he felt the tenderness of his love like warm salted tears welling up in his heart, but at the same time he could sense the power of his fury mounting up inside him like an engine of destruction, ready to wreak molten hellfire and terrible retribution on those who would have taken her from him. There was no limit to the suffering he would bring down on them.
Grace described how Jeff and Tuesday had made contact and drawn out the men following her. ‘I’ve never seen anyone get shot in front of me like that.’
‘They were going to kill you,’ he said. ‘Because of me.’
‘No, they had other plans. They were going to kidnap me.’
‘How do you know?’
‘Because when they came up to me in the woods and pulled out their guns, one of them said, “You’re coming with us, darling.” Darling. And they’d have taken me, if your friends hadn’t stopped them.’
Ben wondered what Saunders’ strategy had been, trying to abduct her alive rather than carry out his original threat. None of it mattered now. The road ahead was suddenly free and clear, as though the traps and hazards and obstacles that had littered it had been magically swept away. All but one, which he’d still have to deal with.
‘When am I going to see you?’ she asked.
‘Soon.’
‘That’s not soon enough.’
‘There are things I have to do, Grace.’
‘I’m so scared they’re going to hurt you.’
‘They’re the ones who should be scared,’ he said. ‘And they will be.’
‘Promise me that you’ll be careful, Ben. Come back to me. Be safe.’
‘Always,’ he promised.
‘Jeff’s calling me to go.’
‘Go,’ Ben said.
‘I love you.’
She’d never said that to him before. He didn’t know if it was the tension and emotion of the moment, or whether she really meant it. But her words pierced him like a spear. Before he could muster a reply, she was gone.
Ben put the phone away. He looked down at the scotch bottle that had fallen into the footwell. It was leaking whisky all over the carpet and the car was going to smell like a distillery. He picked it up and opened the passenger door. The picnic area in which Wolf had parked had some council litter bins. The nearest was about seven yards away. Ben lobbed the bottle into it. Then he drew the second, unopened bottle from his pocket and lobbed that one in too. It hit with a clatter and broke. So much for drinking himself half to death.
Ben turned to Wolf. Said, ‘I’m sorry that I lost faith, Jaden. I was weak. It was wrong.’
‘It was human,’ Wolf said. ‘That’s what we are. That’s what makes us better than these shits.’
‘Whatever they are, they’d better start running,’ Ben said. ‘Because everything just changed. No more hiding in the shadows. The game of stealth is over. This is open war now. Saunders has lost his tactical advantage, and if he doesn’t already know it he soon will.’
‘Except we still don’t know what the fucker’s real name is,’ Wolf pointed out. ‘Or who any of them are. Or where we’re going to find them, unless you plan on staking out Karswell Hall indefinitely, in the hope that they’re all going to turn up en masse and we can nab the lot. For all we know, they only get together once a year.’
‘True,’ Ben said. ‘But Anthony Abbott knew exactly who they were. He was one of them. The information is right there in his book.’
Wolf frowned. ‘Yeah, if only we could hack the password to get into his laptop. I’m not much of a computer guy. Are you?’
‘We don’t need a password. We’ve got something better.’ Ben popped open the Alpina’s glove box, reached inside and took out Abbott’s burner.
He said, ‘We’ve got the Seaward & Laverack Literary Agency in London. And they’ve got the book.’



Chapter 38
Tristan Dudley was fifty-one years old, with an Eton and Downing College, Cambridge background. He had earned his first-class degree from the Faculty of Law, top of his class. After just ten years’ practice as a lawyer, having already become the youngest ever senior partner in the prestigious London-based firm of Butler, Caspar and McQueen, Dudley had ‘taken silk’ and arisen to the lofty position of Queen’s Counsel at the ripe old age of thirty-seven, at that time a record. From there he could have aspired to becoming a High Court Judge, ultimately even Justice of the Supreme Court should he have wanted; but instead he sidestepped from the law and entered politics, and was duly elected as Conservative MP for his home constituency of Worcester two days before his fortieth birthday.
Dudley’s rise in that world had been as meteoric as the trajectory of his legal career. He was smart and educated but never condescending, highly articulate and persuasive, with a winning personality and a ready smile that, together with his gracefully silvering mane of hair, his ruggedly handsome features and his frequent public appearances with his glitzy wife Clarissa on his arm, made him a darling of the media. The camera adored Dudley as much as he relished posing for pictures at every available opportunity.
Behind the scenes, he was a canny and hard-nosed negotiator, trampling without mercy over any hapless person who impeded his progress or tried to cross swords with him. Yet for all the flattened careers and politically bloodied noses left in the wake of his spectacular ascendancy to the limelight, Dudley seemed to have no real enemies and appeared to be completely bulletproof and without blemish. His growing horde of supporters unanimously hailed him as a serious future contender for party leader and, very possibly, Prime Minister. His legal standing had quickly earned him a place on the Privy Council, as an official policy advisor to Her Majesty the Queen.
In short, the Right Honourable Tristan Dudley QC could do no wrong and the political world was, pretty much, his oyster.
But Dudley had a secret problem, and its name was Annie.
Annie Dudley was Tristan and Clarissa’s only child. From an early age, their daughter had exhibited signs of wayward behaviour that had only grown more concerning – and for her father, more potentially embarrassing – as she’d got older. True, the kids of top-level, high-profile professionals were often known for their inability to stay on script, but Annie seemed determined to take the art of scandalising her family’s reputation to a new level. As a schoolgirl she had been suspended multiple times for offences including smoking in the toilets, smuggling in alcohol, selling cigarettes to her fellow pupils, vandalising school property and abusing her teachers – all this before the age of eleven.
In the hope that her behaviour would benefit from the extra discipline, her parents had packed twelve-year-old Annie off to one of England’s finest all-girl boarding schools, the St Aloysius Academy in Gloucestershire. Things had seemed to go well at first, until Annie had been caught distributing pornographic material among her peers. When the St Aloysius heads attempted to punish her by confining her to her dorm, Annie set fire to a pair of velvet drapes and caused a blaze that could have destroyed half the school. It could have been every bit as damaging to her father’s newfound political career, too. Then forty-four and still in his first term as Member of Parliament for Worcester, Dudley had had to wrangle hard with the school authorities and agree to a painful settlement out of court to prevent the sordid affair from blowing up into a whole press hoo-ha.
But his troubles with Annie were only just beginning. Her teenage years were a nightmare of one narrowly avoided scandal after another. At thirteen she was picked up by the police after a store detective caught her with hundreds of pounds’ worth of shoplifted cosmetics. At fifteen she was one of a group of underage kids found in a car, stoned out of their minds on cannabis and ecstasy. At seventeen she became involved in a fracas where someone got zapped at a rock festival with an illegal stun gun; and just months later, having somehow managed to get into Sussex University to study some trendy non-subject, she was in trouble again – this time after bombarding one of her first-year professors with obscene poetry and nude pictures of herself.
This incident was an early indicator of Annie’s burgeoning nymphomaniac tendencies. It would not be the last. As ever, only her father’s considerable influence in high places, a lot of money discreetly changing hands and a great many assurances that it would never happen again saved him from public embarrassment over the affair. He was skating on thin ice with Annie. He’d long feared it was only a question of time before his dear daughter landed him in it so badly that not even his most powerful friends would be able to get him out.
Annie had celebrated her nineteenth birthday three months ago. Soon afterwards had come the moment that her father most dreaded.
Dudley had been at home alone one morning at the family residence near Goring-on-Thames when the anonymous letter had arrived in the post. Clarissa was off somewhere, doing whatever it was that Clarissa did. When Dudley opened the envelope and examined the letter, he was extremely glad his wife hadn’t been the one to read it – or to see the half dozen enclosed photo prints.
The letter was a blackmail demand, crudely written but all too clear in its message. It seemed that Annie’s latest exploit was to get herself photographed cavorting with a gang of what could only be described – judging by their tattoos which were on obvious display in several of the explicit images – as neo-Nazis. She was obviously a willing participant in the gymnastics, which involved up to four bulky, swastika-festooned skinheads at a time. Their faces, if nothing else, had been blacked out, but in all six of the shots hers was clearly identifiable.
The letter made clear that these were only a sample of the photo album, promising to send copies of all of them to the national media unless her father coughed up a payment of one million pounds to a bank account whose number was scrawled at the foot of the page. He had a week to deliver – or else.
It wasn’t the sight of his daughter in flagrante delicto with a gang of musclebound imbeciles that bothered Dudley. Truth was, he no longer cared a damn what the crazy bitch did or what became of her. It wasn’t so much the money, either. What troubled him was the fact that these pests couldn’t be trusted to stick to a deal. Pay, and they’d soon be back wanting more. Then more. And more, until the day they decided to publish the photos anyway and sink him forever. This would never go away.
And so Dudley acted swiftly. One phone call, and the full force of his most powerful secret allies was unleashed on the blackmailers. These amateurish idiots didn’t realise who they were messing with.
The letter itself bore no fingerprints and the postmark revealed nothing, but the bank account number was easily traced to an address in east London, which turned out to be a shared house. A nocturnal visit ensued that resulted in three shaven-headed individuals being hauled from their beds, bundled into a van and taken away to a remote spot deep in Epping Forest, where confessions were extracted and bad things happened to them. The bodies would never be found.
Over the following weeks the remainder of the gang – there were seven of them altogether – were hunted down, the last man standing having fled to a campsite in Zeebrugge, which only delayed his inevitable violent demise. Along with the blackmailers themselves, every copy of the compromising pictures had been destroyed. The threat was neutralised, for now – but the problem of Annie still remained. Dudley knew she had no intention of ever mending her ways. Which led him to the only possible conclusion. This could not be allowed to happen again.
Annie had to go. And her father’s shadowy associates had a way of making it happen that served both their purposes. Because what nobody in the public world knew about the Right Honourable Tristan Dudley QC, Member of Parliament and the Privy Council, was that he was also a member of a secret society with very particular methods of dealing with people.
Its name was The Pandemonium Club.



Chapter 39
What should have been a ninety-minute drive from the heart of the West Sussex countryside to east-central London took over two hours in the crazy traffic. Ben had found the website of the Seaward & Laverack agency and set a course for their office address in Leonard Circus. Wolf was doing the driving while the whisky worked out of Ben’s system. Ben made use of his recovery time by making a tough phone call.
‘Hello, Ruth.’
‘Hello, stranger,’ she said in amused surprise. ‘Fancy hearing from you. Wow, so it’s true, I really do have a brother. Thought I’d just imagined it.’
‘I know it’s been a while.’
‘And you’re sorry you haven’t been in touch but you’re just so busy. I know the score.’
Ruth’s life path had in many ways been even stranger than her brother’s. After being abducted as a child by Moroccan slave traders and miraculously escaping her captors during a sandstorm, she had lived for a short time with a community of kindly Bedouin people until the appearance of a wealthy Swiss couple, Maximilian and Silvia Steiner. The Steiners had lost their seven-year-old daughter Gudrun in a tragic riding accident some time earlier, and while travelling in North Africa had been astounded to discover this blue-eyed, blond-haired little girl playing with the Bedouin kids. They fell in love with her, pulled strings to get the adoption fast-tracked, and before Ruth had known what was happening to her she’d gone from being a desert urchin to a cosseted rich kid living on a huge gated estate with golf courses and servants. As a young woman she had rebelled violently against her adoptive father Max, but eventually returned to the bosom of the family and gone on to run their multi-billion industry and aerospace empire.
Ruth’s kidnapping had been a defining moment in Ben’s life, torn his family apart, and caused him to spend many years in profound agony over her loss. It pained him that they were so little in contact now, and even more so that it was his fault for neglecting their relationship. He cared for her very deeply.
‘So to what do I owe the pleasure of your call this time, big brother?’ she asked archly. ‘Don’t tell me. You need to borrow another plane? Still haven’t paid me back for the one you ditched in … what was that lake called again?’
‘Lake Toba,’ Ben sighed. ‘In Indonesia.’ Ruth knew perfectly well, but she enjoyed needling him about it. The little things she just wouldn’t let him forget.
What he was about to ask her to do wouldn’t be easily forgiven, either. He said, ‘Where are you living these days? Still on the estate?’
‘No, I bought myself a nice new house in Zermatt and spend most of my time there now, when I’m not travelling around for business. Why do you ask?’
Ben took a mental deep breath and jumped right in. ‘Because I need you to get out, right now, and go where nobody can find you or contact you. Don’t ask me to explain why, but it’s not safe for you there.’
‘Why am I so surprised? This has to do with you, doesn’t it? What have you been up to now?’
‘Please. Action first. Answers later. Okay?’
‘Oh, okay. I’ll just put everything down and take a vacation. Just what I needed, when I’m up to my ears in running a global enterprise.’
‘Do you still have that yacht?’ he asked. Last time they’d spoken, she’d told him about the latest addition to the Steiner fleet.
‘Uh-huh. Currently at mooring in the Sweetwater marina in Trinidad. Just a hop and a skip away in the family jet, for a nice little cruise around the Caribbean, whenever I choose. “I” being the operative term. Get it?’
Ben said, ‘You sound tired, Sis. I’d say you could do with a holiday.’
‘Oh, sure. But for how long exactly did you have in mind?’
Ben said nothing.
‘That’s what I thought,’ she said. ‘You have no idea, do you?’ Sounding worried now. ‘Ben, is someone trying to hurt you? Are you in trouble? Is that why you’re trying to protect me?’
‘I’m dealing with it,’ he said.
‘I know you will, whatever it is. You always do. But if you need help—’
‘Just do this one thing for me. Please? I need time to fix this.’
There was a long pause on the line, followed by a weary sigh. ‘All right, I’m going to make you a deal. I’ll do what you ask. Get out of here just as fast as I can and go where nobody can find me. You can rely on that.’
‘Thanks, Ruth.’
‘But here are my deal terms. If I haven’t heard from you in one week – that’s exactly seven days to the hour, from right this moment – then I’m calling in the troops.’
‘What troops?’
‘Whatever troops are necessary to find out where you are and what the hell this is about. I have a lot of money and human resources at my disposal, and I’ll deploy them all if I have to. Deal?’
She was a hard driver, but she’d given him what he needed. He could worry about the timeframe later. He said, ‘Deal.’
‘And you’re still going to have to tell me everything.’
Ben was going to have a lot of talking to do when this was over. ‘Just as soon as I can, I promise we’ll spend some time together.’
‘If this is what it took for me to get to see you, maybe it’s worth it.’
‘Go,’ he told her. ‘Pack your bags and get out of there. In fact, don’t even pack. I’m sure you’ve got a whole wardrobe on board the yacht.’
‘A week,’ she said, and hung up the call.
Ben blew out a sigh of relief.
‘Sounds like one less thing to worry about,’ Wolf said. ‘All we have to do now is take down a whole secret cabal of psychopathic nutters and get out of it alive. Piece of cake.’
They sped onwards. Ben made another call, this time to check that someone would be there at the agency to meet with them. A male voice answered, somewhat testily as though Ben’s call was interrupting important business. Ben said, ‘Is that Andrew Laverack?’
‘No, this is Roland Seaward. How may I help you?’
‘I was returning his call on behalf of Mr Abbott.’
Seaward didn’t sound happy. ‘Who is this? Do you work for Abbott?’
Ben knew that if he told Seaward at this stage that Abbott was dead, he would clam up and call the police, and it would be impossible to get any more out of him. It was easier just to lie. ‘I represent Mr Abbott’s interests, yes.’
‘Well then, please tell your employer what I thought my associate had already explained to him, that our agency is most definitely not interested in witches, demons, hobgoblins, bloodsuckers or lycanthropes or anything else he might have cooked up in his fevered imagination, and that he should look elsewhere for literary representation. I hope I’m making myself clear. Goodbye, and please do not call this number again.’
Ben said, ‘Wait—’ But Seaward had already slammed down the phone.
‘That was a good start,’ Wolf said.
‘He’ll deliver what we want. If I have to put a gun to his head.’
Wolf shrugged. ‘That might work. Be fun to watch, even if it doesn’t.’
It was pushing three in the afternoon by the time they parked the Alpina in Leonard Street, found the address and walked inside the fine Victorian building. A sign in the entrance lobby gave a listing of the various firms whose offices occupied its four floors. The agency was on the uppermost floor, at the top of a winding, creaky stairway. Ben pushed through a doorway and into an old-world reception area with potted plants and stacks of books everywhere, a large desk and a closed office door to each side. The door on the right had a plaque with the name R. SEAWARD and the one on the left said A. LAVERACK. Behind the desk sat a plump woman in her late forties with silvering hair primly tied in a bun. She was tapping on a computer and looked up with a smile as Ben stepped into the reception area, Wolf right behind him.
Ben smiled back. ‘Good afternoon.’
‘Beautiful day, isn’t it?’ she said cheerily. Ben noticed the little gold crucifix hanging from a slender chain around her neck. ‘I’m Georgie Seaward, the administrator. Did you have an appointment, Mr—?’
‘My name’s Paul Harris,’ Ben said. ‘This is my associate, Mr Cullen. We’ve come to see Mr Laverack.’
‘It would have been better to call first,’ she said, still smiling. ‘But I’ll see what I can do to help. Are you two gentlemen co-authors making a submission?’
‘No, we’re here regarding a book manuscript called “The Pandemonium Club”.’
Ben thought he saw a tightening in her expression at the mention of the name. But before she could reply, the left-hand office door swung open and a tall, thin man appeared. He was wearing a sleeveless cardigan over an open-necked shirt and held a coffee mug. Ben said, ‘Mr Laverack?’
‘I’m Andrew Laverack.’
Ben gave him his and Wolf’s false names. ‘Might it be possible to step into your office a moment, please? We have something important to discuss.’
‘It’s about Anthony Abbott,’ Georgie Seaward said, frowning.
Laverack looked suddenly concerned. ‘Anthony Abbott? But …’
‘Please,’ Ben said firmly, motioning towards the office door.
Laverack sighed. ‘Very well. But I’m not sure that I can be of any help, Mr—’
‘Harris.’
Ben ushered Laverack into his office.



Chapter 40
Wolf followed them inside, closed the door and stood with his back to it and his hands clasped in front of him. It was an intimidating posture, intentionally so. Laverack sat in his desk chair. Ben remained standing.
Laverack was nervous but trying to cover it. ‘So, gentlemen. If I’m to assume that Abbott sent you here, then what is this exactly? The strong-arm routine, to force us to represent his book? I’m afraid that won’t work. We’ve already declined. I might add that if the final decision had been up to me—’
‘That’s of no concern to us,’ Ben cut in. ‘We don’t care about your agency and we don’t work for Abbott. We’re here because we want to see a copy of the manuscript. I know you’ve read it.’
Laverack suddenly looked more worried. ‘Who did you say you were again?’
‘Relax, Mr Laverack. We don’t work for the people he planned to blow the whistle on, either.’
‘I … I don’t understand. If you don’t work for either side, then who do you work for?’
‘We’re freelance,’ Wolf said.
Laverack was pale and had started sweating as he glanced nervously from Ben to Wolf and back again. ‘And why do you want to see the book?’
‘Because of what we believe it contains,’ Ben replied. ‘Certain inflammatory revelations, the details of which we’re keen to obtain for our own purposes.’
‘What purposes?’ Laverack asked in bewilderment.
Just then, there were voices outside in the reception area. One was Georgie Seaward’s, and the other belonged to an angry man who yelled out, ‘What? Why did you let them in?’
A second later, the voice’s owner thrust open the door of Laverack’s office. Wolf stepped aside to let him in. He was shorter and more portly than his colleague. Ben decided this was Roland Seaward, the senior partner, with whom he’d had the pleasure of speaking on the phone earlier.
Seaward’s face was mottled with rage, cheeks glowing bright purple. He glowered at Laverack, then at Ben and Wolf. ‘It’s you again, isn’t it? What part of “we’re not interested” isn’t clear to you people? Go and tell Abbott to find another agency.’
Laverack was about to speak, but Seaward interrupted him. ‘Let me handle this, Andrew.’
Ben looked at Seaward and decided this was the right moment to tell him the truth. He glanced at Wolf. Wolf nodded. Ben said, ‘We’re no longer in a position to tell Mr Abbott anything. He’s dead. That’s why we need to know what he was mixed up in, and with whom. This is extremely urgent and lives are at stake. We have to see the manuscript.’
Andrew Laverack’s mouth dropped open. Roland Seaward’s face turned from purple to white. He regained his composure enough to bluster, ‘He’s dead? When the hell did that happen?’
‘Keep watching the news,’ Ben said. ‘The official version will be that he died in a burglary gone nasty. That’s if you trust official versions. The real story is that he was murdered over what he was writing about. Personally, I think someone should have put a bullet in his head a long time ago. But better late than never, even though the timing was a little inconvenient for us.’
Laverack looked ready to bolt from the room. Wolf motioned for him to remain seated. Seaward gasped, ‘Who are you?’
‘At this moment, we’re your best friends,’ Ben said. ‘Because trust me, once certain people find out that Abbott sent you a copy of the book, your lives are over too. And they will find out, unless someone stops them. Which is what I and Mr Cullen here intend to do. That’s why we need names, information, everything you’ve got.’
Seaward asked, ‘If you haven’t seen the book, then how do you know these people are even real? According to Abbott, their very existence was supposed to be a secret.’
‘We have our own sources,’ Ben said. ‘Hard evidence that Abbott was telling the truth. This isn’t some crazy fantasy he cooked up in his fevered imagination, as you claimed. This is absolutely real.’
‘What kind of hard evidence?’ Laverack asked.
‘How about video footage of a human sacrifice?’ Wolf replied. ‘Hard enough for you?’
Seaward closed his eyes. ‘Oh, my God.’
‘Jesus Christ, I knew we should have never got into this bloody mess,’ Seaward raged. ‘This is all your fault, Andrew.’
‘So what about the book?’ Ben asked.
‘We don’t have it any longer,’ Laverack protested. ‘I mean, technically, we never did, because he only sent us part of it. About a quarter, to be precise.’
‘What bloody good’s quarter of a book?’ Wolf asked, scowling.
‘It’s called a partial submission,’ Laverack said. ‘You know, you can generally tell after just a few pages whether a book proposal has any chance of getting published. For that reason, we requested just a hundred-page sample. In any case, I’ve now deleted the file from our database and disposed of the flash drive it was sent on. So we couldn’t show you it, even if we wanted to.’
Ben said, ‘In your message to Abbott you talked about allegations and slander. That means you have to know the names of the people he was denouncing.’
‘He used pseudonyms,’ Seaward said. ‘No real names were mentioned. So, you understand, we really can’t help you. Nor can we possibly be held liable in any way by any of the people mentioned in the book, for the simple reason that their identities were already a secret.’
Ben noticed the way that Seaward’s eyes were darting nervously as he spoke, and suspected the man was lying. The expression on Wolf’s face told Ben that he was thinking the same thing.
But what to do about it? One option was to put a gun to Seaward’s head and make him spill the truth. It was generally an effective technique, except when dealing with a red-faced, portly little man who’d probably drop dead of a heart attack if pressed too hard. Ben didn’t really need a manslaughter charge hanging over him right now.
The second option was to leave now, come back later, break into the agency office and find out for himself whether they still had the manuscript and what it contained. That approach carried its own risks, but Ben opted for it anyway.
‘Fine. Then if you don’t have the book and it’s no use to us anyway, we’re wasting our time here.’
‘Absolutely,’ Seaward agreed, breathing hard and positively melting with relief.
‘Let’s go,’ Ben said to Wolf.
They left the office. The reception area was empty. Ben and Wolf headed down the creaky stairway and back outside into the afternoon sunlight. 
‘You do realise,’ Wolf said, ‘that if they’re lying to us and still have that book, they’re gonna delete it the moment we’re gone.’
Ben shook his head. ‘No, I think they’ll want to keep it. Nobody’s going to accept at face value that they don’t have it. They’ll want a bargaining chip to get themselves out of trouble with whoever comes looking for it.’
‘If that happens, they’re dead anyway.’
‘But the likes of Seaward and Laverack don’t realise that,’ Ben said. ‘They don’t live in the same world as us.’
‘You might be right,’ Wolf grunted. ‘Only one way to find out.’
‘So we find a place to hole up, get some rest and some food and wait until nightfall,’ Ben said.
They were halfway back to the car when the sound of clattering footsteps chasing down the street after them and the sound of a woman’s voice calling, ‘Mr Harris! Mr Cullen! Wait!’ made them turn.
Georgie Seaward had emerged from the entrance of the building and was lumbering towards them as well as her out-of-shape physique and clunky shoes would allow. She was out of breath as she reached them. ‘Please don’t go yet,’ she puffed.
‘Something we can help you with, Mrs Seaward?’ Ben asked.
‘No, but I may be able to help you.’



Chapter 41
Ben was all ears, but at the same time he was noticing how furtively Georgie Seaward was acting, glancing up at the building’s top-floor windows as though she was anxious about being seen talking to them. She said, ‘But before I agree to help you, I have to know what your involvement is in this.’
Ben could see the sincerity in her eyes. He replied, ‘How we’re involved with this is simple, Mrs Seaward. There’s a whole group of these people and we mean to find them. You’ve read the manuscript, haven’t you?’
Something dark clouded her expression. She reached a hand to her throat and fingered her little gold crucifix, as though craving its spiritual comfort. ‘I have,’ she replied with a shudder, ‘and there are no words to describe how horrific it is. Most people have no idea these things go on, you know, in real life. But they do. Andrew and Roland, my husband … I’m afraid they don’t really understand what this is really about. To them it’s just another book.’
‘Is it true that they deleted it from their files?’
She nodded. ‘It’s gone. That is to say, at least, the agency doesn’t have it any longer.’ She seemed to be hinting at something.
‘What is the Pandemonium Club?’ Ben asked.
‘A secret society. A cult. An order.’
‘And you believe it exists, don’t you?’
‘Oh, yes. God help us, there’s no doubt about that.’ She paused, thinking. ‘Your names aren’t really Harris and Cullen, are they?’
‘I’m Ben Hope. This is Jaden Wolf.’
‘Are you detectives?’
‘We’re ex-military,’ Ben said.
She gave a grim smile of satisfaction. ‘I knew. Saw it the moment you walked in.’
‘How did you know?’
‘My late father, Company Sergeant-Major Neville Shelton, served with the Parachute Regiment, Third Battalion,’ Georgie Seaward explained with great pride. ‘When I was a girl he always said that nobody in the world comports themselves with the bearing of a British soldier. I have an eye for these things.’
If old Georgie got any more stirred up with patriotic fervour she’d soon be whipping out a Union Jack to wave around. But if that was what it took to gain her trust, so much the better.
‘We were SAS,’ Wolf said.
‘I heard you tell my husband that you have video evidence of the awful things these people do. Is that really true?’
‘I saw it happening myself,’ Wolf told her. ‘Caught the whole thing on camera.’
Again, she fingered the gold crucifix around her neck, and seemed to utter a silent prayer. ‘What do you plan to do, if you find them?’
‘What evil people deserve,’ Ben said.
She nodded. Cast another upward glance at the building, still worried that her husband and Laverack might be watching from above.
Ben asked, ‘Perhaps you’d like to talk privately? Maybe there’s a café or something nearby?’
‘I can’t. I have to get back before I’m missed. In any case I’m not the one you need to speak to. But I can pass you on to someone who definitely might be interested.’
‘Who is this person? Can you give me their number?’
She shook her head again. ‘You can’t make the first approach. You give me your number, and if he agrees, he’ll call to arrange a meeting. But there’s another thing. He won’t come to you. You’ll have to travel.’
‘Mrs Seaward, we don’t have a lot of time to waste here.’
‘I’m sorry. I understand there’s danger. That’s the same reason this person doesn’t trust anyone. He’s very careful.’
‘But he trusts you?’
‘And I trust him,’ she said. ‘There isn’t anyone more knowledgeable about these awful, terrible practices that have been going on for centuries, hidden from public view. He can tell you things that will make you understand how deep the root of this goes. Once you realise how this affects us all, there’s no going back.’
‘I’m already there, Mrs Seaward. But I’d like to hear whatever it is he knows.’ Ben gave her his burner number and she pulled out a pencil and a scrap of paper to scribble it down.
‘He’ll call,’ she promised.
‘When?’
‘I’ll talk to him.’ And with a last anxious glance up at the top-floor windows, Georgie Seaward went hurrying back to the building and disappeared.
‘Well,’ Wolf said. ‘What do we do now?’
‘We have some time to kill. Hungry?’
‘I could eat a roasted Satanist.’
Killing time, they drove around the neighbourhood until they found a Turkish kebab house that was open all day and had an eating-in area. The place was quiet at this time of the afternoon. They grabbed a corner table in the back and sat eating their late lunch, a lamb kebab with some floppy fries for Ben and grilled chicken in pitta bread with salad for Wolf. The place was unlicensed so it was soft drinks or nothing, but Ben had had enough alcohol already that day.
‘What do you reckon on her?’ Wolf asked, spreading mayonnaise on his chicken. ‘Think she really knows someone, or is she jerking our chain?’
‘She looked anxious,’ Ben said. ‘She’s hiding something from her husband and Laverack. She knows what’s in the book, and she seems to have cause to be much more afraid of it than they are. They’re only worried about protecting their own skins. With her, it’s different.’
‘You believe she’d have stood by and watched them scrub Abbott’s book?’
‘No, I got the impression that she’s secretly kept a copy for herself. It’s too important to destroy.’
‘Then why didn’t we press her more?’
‘Because I think she sent it to her mystery contact,’ Ben said. ‘The man we’re about to hear from.’
‘If he calls.’
‘He’ll call.’
Seventeen minutes later, Ben’s phone went. He put the call on speaker so Wolf could listen in, and set the phone on the table between them. The other side of the room one guy in a white apron was cleaning a kebab machine and another was refilling plastic containers with chopped onions and salad. Neither of them appeared remotely interested in their customers’ business.
‘Am I talking to Mr Hope?’ said the male caller’s voice on the line. It was a gentler voice than Roland Seaward’s, edged with trepidation.
‘I’m Ben Hope. Who are you?’
‘Vincent Eritas.’ Which had to be a fake name, Ben thought, wondering what the guy’s connection was to Georgie Seaward. He was certainly as cagey as she’d made him out to be.
The caller went on: ‘I’m told you have an interest in the organisation calling itself the Pandemonium Club. If that’s the case, then I have information. A great deal of information.’
‘I most definitely am interested,’ Ben said. ‘Is this information for sale?’
‘I don’t want money. My mission is spreading the truth.’
That was when Ben got the name. V. Eritas. Veritas. It sounded pretty cranky, but the guy might be a well-informed crank. In Ben’s experience wisdom could sometimes be found in the most unlikely places.
‘Then what do you want in return?’ Ben asked.
‘My source tells me that you have something I’d also be very keen on seeing. If it’s true, then it would be a remarkable discovery. To my certain knowledge nobody has ever captured actual video footage of one of their ceremonies before.’
Ben could hear the growing excitement in the man’s voice. He replied, ‘I’m happy to trade what my associate and I have for what you’re able to tell us about these people. We also have in our possession an encrypted copy of a book manuscript that you might be able to help us access.’
‘That won’t be necessary,’ Eritas said. ‘I know what book manuscript you’re talking about, and I already have it.’ Confirming what Ben had suspected, that Georgie Seaward had covertly sent it to him before her husband and Laverack had erased it from their files. ‘You’re welcome to view it. Makes for interesting reading.’
‘Where can we meet?’ Ben asked. ‘Are you in London?’
‘I wouldn’t go near the place,’ Eritas replied. ‘And I don’t like to travel. I don’t normally receive visitors here on the island either, but in your case I’m willing to make a notable exception.’
‘What island are we talking about?’ Please don’t let it be bloody Fiji or somewhere, Ben thought.
‘The Isle of Man.’
Ben did a quick calculation. Situated more than three hundred miles away, in the middle of the Irish Sea between the north of England and the east coast of Ulster, it was a choice of a sluggish eight-hour drive or a speedy one-hour flight to get there. He said, ‘Long way from London.’
‘That’s how it has to be,’ Eritas replied. ‘I think you’ll find the trip worthwhile.’
‘We’re on our way.’
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Ben and Wolf took the speedy option. They booked two online tickets to the Isle of Man using their false names, and hacked across the city to Heathrow to check in by five p.m. for an early evening flight. They left the Alpina in the long-stay car park, bringing with them only Ben’s bag with Abbott’s laptop inside and Wolf’s holdall containing his money, which he didn’t trust to leaving in the car. It wasn’t the only thing he was sceptical about.
‘I don’t much like leaving our kit behind like this,’ he complained, referring to the weaponry that would have to remain hidden in the vehicle.
‘My gut tells me we won’t need it, anyhow,’ Ben said. ‘Not yet.’
Wolf gave a sour chuckle. ‘Lot of dead men have said the same thing.’
Before checking in, Wolf lightened his load by stashing the holdall in left baggage storage. Ben used his waiting time at Heathrow to check out any information he could find online about Vincent Eritas, or “Veritas” as he was cryptically called on his YouTube channel and blog.
There were no pictures to be seen of the man himself. His videos were slickly produced and the blog written with passion and eloquence, all centred on a strongly religious theme. Veritas was a relentless crusader for God, fighting against the forces of darkness and moral depravity that threatened the world. His videos received millions of views, and judging by the comments they were mostly from die-hard Christians in Europe and America.
‘I’d like to see those bastards’ faces if they saw my video of them plastered up on fucking YouTube,’ Wolf said.
‘I think snuff movies might contravene their terms of service,’ Ben replied. When he’d finished hunting for information on the mysterious ‘Veritas’ he found a text message from Jeff telling him that they were nearly back at his friend’s farm in Wrexham and everything had been set up to deliver Grace straight to the safety of Kaprisky’s fortress. Ben decided to give her some time to settle into her new surroundings before he tried calling her.
Their plane was a purple twin-prop Flybe Bombardier. Ben hadn’t been in the air since the day he’d been approached by Saunders, and as they buzzed up into the air over London he reflected on how many things had happened in such a short space of time. The tables were beginning to turn on the enemy now. He wondered if they had any idea of what was coming to them. One thing he knew for sure – they’d be forming plans of their own, even at this moment as Ben and Wolf winged their way northwards to meet with their mysterious new contact.
It was a foggy crossing over the Irish Sea. As they neared their destination the mist parted and the Isle of Man’s rocky cliffs and hazy mountains came into view. It reminded Ben of his former home in Galway.
‘The guy’s obviously some kind of nutjob recluse,’ commented Wolf, the man who had wanted to disappear into the remotest reaches of Spain.
After exactly one hour and fifteen minutes in the air, the Bombardier touched down at Ronaldsway Airport. Vincent Eritas had told them to call when they reached the island. Ben and Wolf made their way outside into the fresh evening breeze and waited. It wasn’t long before a dark blue Mazda saloon appeared and pulled up beside them. The lone driver, a skinny bald guy in his late fifties with sharp features and pointy ears, stepped out to meet them. ‘You Hope and Wolf?’
Ben said, ‘Vincent Eritas?’ He hadn’t quite known what to expect, but somehow this man wasn’t it.
‘Dude looks like Nosferatu,’ Wolf muttered under his breath.
The bald guy shook his head. ‘I’m to take you to him.’ He motioned them into the back of the car, and they took off.
The airport was situated at the southern end of the island. The bald guy ignored his passengers and didn’t speak a word as he hustled due north along twisty rural roads, through scenery that to Ben’s eye looked exactly like Ireland, with patchwork fields and occasional isolated villages and farms with rickety fences and whitewashed stone outbuildings, the mist-shrouded mountains always in the background.
It was a long, narrow island. The Mazda remained on its steady northward bearing for thirty-five minutes and reached a place called The Cronk, then made a series of turns onto increasingly narrow and bending lanes until they were deep in the middle of empty, remote countryside. The tiny road trickled towards a heathery hillside that loomed up ahead. It was after 8.40 p.m. and the evening was growing dark. In the fading light Ben could see the weathered ruins of an ancient stone church nestled close to the foot of the hill, just a few walls and the crumbling tower of its steeple still standing. The bald guy headed straight for the ruins, bumped over the long grass for thirty yards and coasted to a halt nearby. He left the engine running and turned in his seat. ‘We’re there.’
‘I thought we were being taken to see Vincent Eritas,’ Ben said.
The bald guy replied, ‘This is where he lives.’
Ben and Wolf got out. The bald guy put the car in gear and drove away, leaving them standing there alone by the ruins. There wasn’t another living soul in sight. Nothing moved except for the ripple of the wind through the heather and the tall grass.
Wolf pulled a face and said, ‘He lives here? Seriously? Either I was right and this guy’s a total nutjob, or else we’ve been good and proper fucking stitched up.’
Ben was about to reply when his phone went. It was the same number that had called them earlier in London.
‘Welcome to my humble abode,’ said the voice of Vincent Eritas. ‘So glad you could make it.’
‘This has got to be a joke, yes?’
‘Not in the least. May I please direct you to the green door on the far side of the church steeple?’
Ben got the strangest feeling that he was being watched. He looked around him but saw nothing. He led a perplexed-looking Wolf through the long grass towards the ruined steeple. They walked around its corner, and sure enough, there inset into the craggy stonework of the old tower was a smooth, modern metal security door. It was painted dull olive green to better blend into its surroundings, and looked a little like the entrance to a military bunker. There was no window, no external handle or lock. Ben tapped it with a knuckle. Thick, heavy-gauge steel, bulletproof; probably bombproof too.
Wolf said, ‘This is getting screwier by the second.’
Ben couldn’t disagree with him. But neither of them could have imagined what they were about to find behind the green door.
From somewhere inside came the faint click of an electronic lock mechanism. The door opened a crack.
Ben and Wolf exchanged puzzled glances. Wolf said, ‘After you.’
Ben pushed the heavy door open wider and stepped through.
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There was nobody behind the door, and nothing except a downward-sloping stairway shaft with a long flight of concrete steps leading steeply underground. The walls were smooth and white, and the stairway was lit by small LED lights embedded in the ceiling. The space-age effect was a striking and surreal contrast to the crumbling ruins above ground.
At the bottom of the steps the shaft curved away to the right, inviting them to follow. Ben tentatively led the way down, Wolf following. Behind them the steel door glided shut and locked with a click. There was no handle on the inside, either. Like the door of a cell. No going back now, even if Ben and Wolf had wanted to.
Ben reached the foot of the steps and estimated that they were about ten metres underground. He peered around the bend and saw that the shaft continued sloping gently deeper, leading to a second steel door that barred the way. Unable to shake off that strange feeling of being watched, he looked around him. The smooth white ceiling was maybe seven feet high, and just below it were parallel rows of steel mesh grids that he at first assumed were just ventilator shafts, until he spotted the eye of a camera glinting from behind one of them.
The second steel door unlocked and glided open as they approached. On the other side of it was a square white chamber that made Ben think of an airlock in a biochemical lab. The whoosh of air conditioning caressed his skin. More cameras watched them from above. Panels were set into the walls on each side and a third door stood shut in front of them. Before the exit was a steel archway that Ben guessed was a higher-tech version of the metal detectors used in airports. As Wolf stepped into the chamber, the second door started closing behind them. It was a claustrophobic feeling, like being trapped in a stalled lift.
Ben almost had to pinch himself to be convinced he was seeing this for real. Whatever the hell this facility was, it must have cost millions to create. He’d been in secret military installations that were less sophisticated. And he was getting the feeling that there was a lot more to come.
Wolf was having the same thoughts. ‘This place is unbelievable,’ he muttered.
‘I’m glad you like it,’ said the voice of Vincent Eritas, coming deep and resonant from a speaker behind one of the wall grilles. Ben imagined their mysterious host sitting in some hidden control room, watching them on a monitor as he talked into his mic.
Eritas went on, ‘Now, gentlemen, before we proceed any further I’m afraid I must ask you to submit to a couple of basic security measures. Please remove your jackets, shoes, belts and watches, turn out your pockets for anything metallic, as well as your mobile phones, and place your items in the boxes provided.’ As he spoke, a wall panel opened to reveal a compartment with a shelf on which rested two plastic crates.
Ben and Wolf had no choice but to go along with his wishes. Ben reluctantly placed his steel Omega diver’s watch, his burner phone and his green bag containing Abbott’s laptop into a crate. He unlaced his boots and unbuckled his belt and put those in, too. It was like being admitted to a maximum-security prison.
The wall panel closed. Eritas said, ‘Thank you. Your items will of course be returned to you before you leave. Now if you would please step through the metal detector, one at a time?’
Ben said, ‘You don’t have to worry about us being armed. We’ve just stepped off a commercial aircraft. In any case, we’ve come to trade information, nothing more.’
‘Indulge me, please,’ said the voice from the speaker. ‘I hope you understand that I’m compelled to be extra careful, for my own protection.’
‘Does he think we were going to strangle him with our effing shoelaces?’ Wolf grumbled.
‘I’m sure a fellow of your skills could probably snap my neck with your little finger,’ Eritas said. ‘I’m a man of thoughts and intellect, not of action. Now, please, the metal detector.’
Ben went first. The detector remained silent. When Wolf passed under the archway, a high-pitched alarm sounded. Wolf patted himself down for the camera to show he wasn’t armed, and pointed to his mouth. ‘It’s my teeth.’
‘Then I must ask you to remove those also,’ Eritas said. ‘It’s the only way I can be sure that you’re not carrying a gun or a knife.’
Wolf didn’t like it, but he removed the gold and titanium denture, wrapped it in a handkerchief and tossed it to Ben on the other side of the arch. Then he stepped through, and this time he didn’t trigger the alarm. Ben handed him the denture and Wolf unwrapped it and reinserted it into his mouth. ‘Satisfied now?’
As if in reply, the third door suddenly unlocked itself and glided open. ‘I’d say that’s a yes,’ Wolf said.
Shoeless, they stepped out of the chamber and now found themselves in a wider, longer passage whose walls were burnished steel. They might have been entering the International Space Station. At the end of the passage was yet another doorway, which opened as they walked towards it.
And standing in the doorway was Vincent Eritas himself.
That their host was an enormously wealthy man was already obvious to his visitors. Eritas was also inordinately fat, so hugely obese in all directions that he virtually filled the doorway. The belt that could stretch around his middle would have been long enough to tie up the US Naval fleet, and no pair of trousers on earth could be made with a waistline super-sized enough to contain his bulk. Instead he wore a flowery, colourful kind of kaftan that ballooned out over his bulging stomach like a maternity dress and hung almost to the floor. His hair was long and straggly, and his beard could have belonged to a castaway on a desert island. Behind the beard he was smiling. But in one chubby hand he held a very large stainless-steel Magnum revolver.
‘Mr Hope, Mr Wolf, it’s a pleasure to meet you both. Please, come on in.’
Ben pointed at the gun. ‘Another security measure?’
Eritas shrugged. ‘Regrettably, yes. The mere fact that you’re not armed doesn’t necessarily guarantee my safety. The gun is loaded, and while I assure you that I have no intention of using it unless provoked I’m afraid that, if I do feel threatened at any time, I’m going to have to shoot you.’
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‘Then we’ll have to make sure we don’t make you feel that way,’ Ben said.
Eritas shifted his monumental mass back from the doorway to let them through. Ben and Wolf now found themselves entering a vast living area dominated by tall windows that overlooked a dusky valley and the rocky coastline. The stars were beginning to come out, twinkling over the darkening ocean.
Ben realised that Eritas’ incredible home was constructed right through the base of the hill and must be buried almost entirely underground. Like the rest of the place, the decor in the living area was sparse and minimalistic. A flat-screen TV as big as a Delacroix painting hung above a modernistic fireplace. The only other wall adornment was a six-foot chrome-plated crucifix. A big man needed a big cross. The furniture was contemporary avant-garde, like something Andy Warhol might have designed. Eritas invited them to sit on a matching pair of armchairs that were far too narrow for his bulk. Maybe they were for guests only, Ben thought, or maybe the man had just outgrown them.
‘Would you care for a drink? I only have beer. Never touch spirits.’
‘No, thanks.’
‘You won’t mind if I do.’ Eritas waddled over to a chiller cabinet, pulled out a dimpled pub glass and a bottle of ale, popped the cap and poured himself a foamy pint. Ben wondered how many of those a guy would need to guzzle down in a day to get that fat. Eritas heaved his monster body over to a double-wide sofa nearby and threw himself down into it. The Magnum revolver rested in his lap, ready for use in case Ben and Wolf suddenly decided to attack him. He swallowed a gulp of beer and smacked his lips.
‘Quite a place you have here,’ Ben said.
‘I have to say that I wasn’t initially too sure about inviting strangers into my home. But my big sis liked you, and she prides herself on being a fine judge of character.’
‘Your sister?’ Ben had to look hard to see the family resemblance, but it was there. He guessed that Georgie Seaward must be about ten years older than her brother.
Eritas nodded. ‘As you’ve probably gathered, she emailed me Anthony Abbott’s book manuscript the moment she read it. It quite blew her away, needless to say, though nothing can shock me any more. Unfortunately, she’s married to an ass who would have happily buried his head in the sand and the book with it, if she hadn’t acted quickly.’
‘And then we turned up,’ Ben said.
‘Which allowed my quick-witted sister to seize the opportunity of speaking to you. Otherwise, with Abbott conveniently bumped off, the whole thing could easily have died with him.’ Eritas took another slug of beer and wiped his mouth with the baggy sleeve of his kaftan. ‘This could be the start of a beautiful friendship, gentlemen. For far too long, the scourge that is the Pandemonium Club has been allowed to continue its legacy of evil and murder. I’ve spent years gathering information on them. The moment might finally have come to bring them down.’
With surprising agility, their host twisted himself around on the sofa, reached behind it and dragged out the crate into which Ben and Wolf had put their phones and Abbott’s laptop. ‘Time to take a peek at what you’ve brought me. Which phone has the alleged video evidence on it?’
‘Mine’s the silver one,’ Wolf said. ‘And it’s not alleged. It’s the real thing.’
‘Then I presume you must be Mr Wolf, who captured the footage?’
‘You know who we are,’ Ben said. ‘But we still don’t know a lot about you.’
Eritas made a gesture of acknowledgement. ‘My apologies if I let my enthusiasm run away with me. I suppose I do owe you some background information about myself. My real name is Jasper Shelton.’
‘And Georgie was Georgie Shelton,’ Ben said.
‘Before she married that ass. We live very different lives, my sister Georgie and I, but we were both raised religiously. Though I’ll confess I got the bug worse than she did.’ Shelton pointed up at the giant cross on the wall. ‘You might say my religion is my life.’
‘The Church doesn’t pay that well. I take it you’re not a man of the cloth.’
Shelton smiled. ‘Scarcely. Growing up, the only thing I was almost as zealous about as my faith in God was my passion for technology. In my early twenties I hooked up with a gang of other college nerds, and together the four of us designed and co-founded a well-known search engine app that you’ve probably used thousands of times yourselves. This was the dot-com boom, when fortunes that would otherwise have taken decades to amass were often made in a year or less, with minimal effort. When we sold out our stake in the company not long afterwards, I came away with an embarrassingly large amount of money.’
He waved a portly arm around him. ‘As you can see, I’ve used my wealth to isolate myself from the world. I find it a very worrying place. All the more so, knowing what I do about the things that go on at the very highest levels of power. I’m talking about the Satanic influences that have been steadily worming their way ever more deeply into the establishment for the last several centuries and have never been stronger than they are today. Though so few of us in the modern secular world are aware of it and even fewer take it seriously, there is in fact no greater threat facing mankind. And if we do nothing to prevent its malignant influence, the time will soon come when its full horror is unleashed. Then it’ll be too late. “For then there will be great distress, unequalled from the beginning of the world until now, and never to be equalled again.”’
‘Matthew, Chapter Twenty-four,’ Ben said.
‘You know your Bible well, for a military man.’
‘Legacy of a misspent youth,’ Ben said. ‘I wasn’t always destined for the battlefield.’
‘And yet, to serve God’s will is to wage battle,’ Shelton said. ‘Against an enemy far more powerful and sinister than any mortal warrior.’
‘Every man has his wars to fight,’ Ben said. ‘What was it that called you to yours?’
‘How did I get into this? Because of what happened to Dave. Before that, my religious belief was just some abstract ideology. That was the moment I realised what we’re really up against.’
‘Dave?’
Shelton sighed and paused for another gulp of beer. ‘Dave Dobbs was one of us, the Gang of Four who struck gold and got rich. He was a great pal of mine, but after we cashed in we all went our separate ways. Jimmy Padgitt stayed in the tech business and formed a new company. Alec Miller went off to lie in a hammock on some tropical island and drink rum. Me, I spent a couple of years travelling the world while trying to figure out what to do with the rest of my life. Meanwhile Dave, he was the really ambitious one. He wanted to go out there and parlay his millions into billions, and the world of high financial trading was the way he saw he could do it. I didn’t see him again for four years. Then one day I got a call from him. He was in a terrible state, on the brink of total psychiatric breakdown and badly needing to talk to someone. I met with him in a cheap hotel room and was utterly shocked by his appearance. He was barely recognisable. And he told me a story that changed my life.’
Ben and Wolf listened as Shelton retold it, in a voice heavy with sadness.
‘Not long after getting into the money business, Dave was approached by a hugely wealthy finance broker who dealt in currencies and assets, making trillions for giant corporations and creaming off unimaginable money for himself. He offered to take Dave on as an apprentice, show him the ropes, set him up, help him achieve his dream of unlimited riches. There were just two conditions. One, he wanted ten per cent of everything Dave made. Two, he advised Dave that if he couldn’t put his conscience in the freezer, he shouldn’t get involved.’
‘Put his conscience in the freezer.’
‘Those were his very words. It was a warning. A Faustian bargain, in effect. “Don’t get into this if you don’t want to pay the price.” But Dave was too hypnotised by the idea of all that money. Nothing could hold him back and so he jumped straight in. He was an eager pupil, and a very fast learner.’
‘What happened to him?’ Wolf asked.
‘For the first couple of years, he was living the dream. He became a straw man in the financial trading game, moving literal truckloads of cash around, circumventing banking regulations and exploiting tax loopholes that would allow his monster corporate clients to launder their money in all kinds of marginally legal ways and save nine, twelve, sixteen-figure sums of cash, in return for commissions that filled his pockets with all the wealth he’d ever dreamed of, and more. It was a ruthless, cutthroat environment, but he sucked it up and lived it to the max. He had everything, but it was never enough to satisfy him. By the time he began to realise what he’d truly got himself into, it was too late to save himself.’
Shelton had finished his beer. He looked mournfully into the empty glass, as if he really needed more.
‘What Dave began to understand was that many of his new friends followed a religion that was somewhat … unconventional. Slowly, they revealed themselves to him. He couldn’t betray their confidence. They were all mixed up in semi-criminal enterprise, insider trading and shady financial deals, enough dirt to land them in jail for decades. That’s how they get their hooks into you, like the mafia. Once Dave had no way out, they pulled him in even deeper. He was introduced to some of the secret rulers of the world. Billionaire oligarchs. Corporate emperors, kingmakers and puppet-masters. The globalist elite. Men at the very pinnacle of international politics. He was invited to their Churches of Satan. He witnessed the ceremonies with the booze and the drugs and the orgies. He was initiated into their order. And then he was made to take part in sacrifices.’
Shelton turned his mournful look up at Ben and Wolf. The depth of pain in his eyes told them that he was being utterly sincere.
He said, ‘Child sacrifices.’
Ben and Wolf said nothing. Silence hung heavy in the room as each man tried not to picture the things in his mind.
‘Dave couldn’t do it,’ Shelton said. ‘Something in him snapped. That’s when he came to me for help. But I couldn’t help him. He’d already lost his soul. When I left him that night, I was stunned and so sickened to the core by what he’d confessed to me that I couldn’t stop throwing up. I could smell the taint of their evil on him, like foul cigarette smoke sticking to your clothes after a party. But more than that, I had a terrible feeling that I would never see my friend again. I was right. Two days later he was found in the same cheap hotel room. He’d been hung upside down, skinned alive and decapitated.’
‘Subtle,’ Wolf said.
‘The crime was attributed to some drugged-up lunatic who already had two more murders on his record,’ Shelton said. ‘But the message to me was clear. Dave had been punished for his betrayal. He couldn’t meet the terms of his bargain with Satan, and he suffered the penalty. That was what made me understand the real truth about the forces of Good and Evil. It set me on a path that I’ll never turn away from, not until all these monsters are eradicated.
‘You see, I now believe that this is my calling in life, and that in some horrible sense poor Dave was God’s messenger, sent to open my eyes to reality. I withdrew to this lonely, quiet spot, built my new home and tore into my quest to research and discover everything I could about the Luciferian cabals that have infected our world like a disease and seduced and inveigled their way to the highest levels of power. And then, I found out about the Pandemonium Club.’
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Shelton said, ‘On the face of it, the Pandemonium Club is simply a social establishment that continues a long tradition within the culture of Britain and elsewhere. It doesn’t openly advertise its existence – you won’t find it on the internet – but nor does it try to conceal it entirely. To understand the nature of these mysterious societies, it’s worth knowing something about their historical background. Have either of you heard of the Hellfire Club?’
‘A hellfire missile, yes,’ Wolf said. ‘Never a club.’
‘It dates back to the early eighteenth century,’ Shelton explained. ‘In actual fact there never was a single “Hellfire Club”, because it’s a generic name given to a particular sort of exclusive gentlemen’s club that emerged around 1718. Membership of these groups was offered to upper-class rakes and libertines who wished to take part in activities that would have been socially regarded as immoral. Their meetings were a way for wayward young gentlemen, as well as the not-so-young, to let their hair down and give vent to their wilder side. Drinking, doing drugs, cavorting with harlots, all the usual dissolute pursuits. At least, that was the idea in principle.’
‘But I’m guessing they were something more than that,’ Ben said.
‘And you’d be right. The first well-known so-called Hellfire Club was the one founded by Lord Philip Wharton, the 1st Duke of Wharton, an esteemed politician who also had a reputation for being a rake, a drunkard and a rioter. It’s unclear who its members were exactly, but we can imagine they were all well-connected individuals. In their ceremonies they dressed as characters from the Bible, and satirised and mocked the Christian religion in honour of the club’s patron, supposedly the Devil himself.’
‘No shit,’ Wolf said.
Shelton went on dryly, ‘We don’t know whether Satan attended in person or was merely there in spirit. But we do know, or can suspect, that certain dark practices went on. Which were sufficiently concerning that the club was disbanded in 1721 on the order of King George I, who on hearing the rumours of its activities introduced a special bill outlawing “horrid impieties”. That should have been the end of it, but it wasn’t. A few years later, in the 1740s, they were at it again. The most famous of the historical Hellfire Clubs was formed when a nobleman called Sir Francis Dashwood started holding clandestine group meetings in London. He called his secret society The Order of the Knights of St Francis, and it quickly began attracting eager members from high circles. They’re believed to have included the notable English jurist Robert Vansittart, the Member of Parliament Thomas Potter, and John Montagu, who was a British statesman and the 4th Earl of Sandwich.’
Wolf scowled. ‘Typical. What is it with these scumbag politicians?’
‘In 1751 Dashwood moved to Medmenham Abbey in Wycombe, Buckinghamshire, and started holding his meetings there. From then on the cult, because that’s what it really was, became officially known as the Order of Knights of St Francis of Wycombe. He had the house remodelled in Gothic style and excavated a network of tunnels beneath it. It was in those tunnels that the Hellfire Club met twice a month. Members wore occult ceremonial garb and addressed one another as “Brother”. We know little about what really happened down there, but rumours circulated of wild orgies involving prostitutes dressed as nuns, pagan worship, Black Masses and Satanic ritual. Its core founding members were known as the Unholy Twelve and included not only Dashwood himself but John Stuart, 3rd Earl of Bute, Leader of the House of Lords and Secretary of State, who was elected Prime Minister in 1762. He was also an alleged Satanist. As may have been John Wilkes, another British MP, outlaw, Radical and Hellfire member.’
‘England had a Satanist Prime Minister?’ Wolf said. Even Ben was a little surprised.
‘He didn’t last long, if it’s any consolation,’ replied Shelton. ‘Now, whether or not these rumours of Devil worshipping were true, the Hellfire Club was the precedent for more, and worse, things to come. Dashwood’s motto was “Fais ce que tu voudras”, translated “Do what thou wilt”. He had the words inscribed in stained glass above a doorway in Medmenham Abbey. It was the same libertarian slogan that would later be taken up by a key player in our story: the man who called himself “The Great Beast 666”, Aleister Crowley.’
‘I know the name,’ Ben said.
‘Most people are probably familiar with the popular accounts of the man. He was born in Leamington Spa in 1875 and was an occultist, black magician, hypnotist, libertine, sado-masochist, drug addict, some say practising Satanist, widely infamous during and after his lifetime as “the wickedest man who ever lived”. But the deeper, darker truth about him is little known. For example, not many are aware of the extent of Crowley’s involvement at the heart of the political establishment, and all kinds of covert skulduggery he got up to over the years as a secret servant of the crown. As a British spy and triple agent pretending to collude with Germany, it’s likely that he was the instigator behind the sinking of the Cunard passenger liner Lusitania in May 1915 that caused the death of nearly twelve hundred civilians, as a deliberate and cynical means to turn the tide of world opinion against Germany and help to bring America into the First World War.’
‘Sounds like he must have made some useful connections,’ Ben said.
‘That’s an understatement. And he made them through his membership of secret societies and occult orders, which were proliferating at that time, as they still are today. Crowley was deeply enmeshed with all of them. The Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn. The Ordo Templi Orientis, of which he became the British Grand Master in 1912. The Great White Brotherhood, and many more. The sheer number can seem bewildering, but in fact they were all simply different manifestations of the same dark religion that harks all the way back to the Egyptian and Babylonian mystery schools. On his travels through the world of the occult Crowley developed contacts with some of the most powerful figures in British society.’
‘Like who?’ Wolf asked, becoming fascinated with Shelton’s account.
‘Well, for instance, he was a regular attendee of black magic ceremonies at Tredegar House, the haunted stately home of Evan Morgan, the 2nd Viscount Tredegar, also known as the “Black Monk” and praised by Crowley as the “adept of adepts”. As well as being a practising occultist Morgan was also a spy, just as deeply embroiled in political intrigue as Crowley. Morgan’s network of notable friends included Lloyd George, Queen Mary and prominent thinkers and authors like G.K. Chesterton and Aldous Huxley. In an unpublished diary of Crowley’s, he claimed to have introduced Huxley to mescaline. We can only speculate what other kinds of activities went on at Tredegar House, especially within the confines of Morgan’s special “magick room”. Another house guest whom Morgan entertained at Tredegar House was Rudolf Hess, Hitler’s future deputy Führer, who also took a strong interest in the occult.’
‘Might’ve known the Nazis would come into this,’ Wolf said.
Shelton went on, ‘The admiration between Morgan and Crowley was mutual. The two had first met in Paris in the 1920s, and after discovering their shared interest in the black arts Crowley invited the younger man to become inducted into an occult secret society that he had founded himself, the Ancient Order of Thoth.’
Ben felt a prickle up and down his spine. ‘Thoth, the Egyptian bird-headed God.’
‘Whose statue I saw those sickos making their sacrifice to,’ Wolf added.
Shelton’s eyes opened wide. ‘So it’s true. You actually witnessed a human sacrifice taking place?’
‘You think I’d be involved in any of this crap if I hadn’t?’ Wolf replied.
‘I have to see this.’ Shelton grabbed the silver phone and turned it on.
‘Won’t do you any good,’ Ben said. ‘Not without the password, which you don’t get until we’re done talking. Are you saying there’s a connection between this Order of Thoth and the Pandemonium Club?’
Shelton put the phone down with a sigh, biting back his impatience to see the video footage. He replied, ‘Correct.’
And suddenly Ben and Wolf were a big step closer to their target.



Chapter 46
Shelton explained. ‘Aleister Crowley took his inspiration from the same eighteenth-century source he borrowed his motto “Do as thou wilt” from, Francis Dashwood. Just as the Hellfire Club was the outward façade of Dashwood’s occult Knights of St Francis, Crowley devised the idea of the Pandemonium Club as the front for his much more shadowy Order of Thoth. Its beginnings date back to early 1907, when Crowley and his mentor, the British chemist and black magician George Cecil Jones, decided to set up a new occult order to act as a successor to the Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn, from which Crowley had been expelled for being too flamboyant and risqué in his behaviour. The headquarters of his new order were a stately home and large wooded estate in the south of England, donated for that purpose by a rich disciple whom Crowley had been instructing in the black arts. Its exact whereabouts have always remained something of a mystery, strictly off-limits to the uninitiated.’
Ben and Wolf exchanged glances. If Shelton didn’t know about Karswell Hall near Guildford, they’d soon be filling in that gap in his education. For the moment, they let him go on talking. This was getting interesting.
Shelton continued: ‘Within the grounds of the house Crowley was said to have built a shrine to Thoth, whom he considered the most important of the occult deities, god of magic and learning, astrology and all mystical wisdom. As a Satanic cult the aim of the Pandemonium Club and the secret order at its core was not only to practise black magic and invoke dark spirits, but to gain political and social influence and promote the interests of its initiates.’
‘What’s with the name?’ Wolf asked.
‘I was coming to that,’ Shelton replied. ‘The name “Pandemonium” itself has a double meaning that hints at its dual identity. The common use of the word, signifying tumult and chaos, gives the impression that its wealthy and powerful men-only membership are being provided the chance to kick back, go a little crazy and make a lot of noise. Which it makes no secret of doing, as far as that goes. The club reveals just enough about its existence to deflect accusations of obscurantism and conspiracy. But there’s another, more obscure meaning to the word “Pandemonium”.’
‘It’s from Milton’s Paradise Lost,’ Ben said. ‘Describing the mythical dwelling place of demons. The high capital of Satan and his peers.’
‘Indeed it is,’ Shelton said. ‘If ever there was an occult order with strong ambitions to set itself up as the domain of hell on earth, this is it.’
‘Never mind pandemonium,’ Wolf growled. ‘It’s the fucking Demon Club, that’s what it is.’
‘The tradition of important men joining secret orders with hidden nefarious objectives was nothing new, of course. The infamous Bohemian Club, over in the United States, was already some thirty-five years old when Crowley conceived his new order. Bohemian Club members met annually, as they still do, at their remote retreat in Sonoma County, California. Again, posing as a bit of harmless pageantry and theatre for rich, influential members of the old-boy-network establishment, while in reality, or so it seems, the members of the cabal gather together to worship the demonic entity Moloch, the pagan god to whom the ancient Canaanites offered children as sacrificial victims.’
‘So the Yanks were in it, too.’
‘This is a global phenomenon,’ Shelton said. ‘Other elite occult clubs existed in the States, like Skull and Bones. A society so shrouded in mystery that the powerful men who have been initiated into it since its inception in the 1830s – politicians, judges, military and business leaders and three United States presidents – are sworn to an oath forbidding them to disclose its occult secrets. There are many more examples from all over the world. The Thule Society cult of Germany, founded in the nineteenth century, likewise attracted the membership of high-up judges, police chiefs, civil servants, bureaucrats, political figures and business tycoons. Its initiates held seances where they invoked the Antichrist and sought to communicate with demons.’
Shelton looked at Wolf. ‘You shouldn’t be too surprised that the Nazis would feature in this story. One of the Thule Society’s members you might have heard of was Adolf Hitler, initiated into the order in 1919. There Hitler met the then Master of the Temple, Dietrich Eckart, who would become his staunch ally and later transcribe Hitler’s book Mein Kampf. Eckart was also a devout follower of Aleister Crowley, and an adept Satanist who claimed on his deathbed to have opened his protégé Hitler up to “The Powers”. I’ll leave you to imagine what powers those were.’
‘This Crowley seems to pop up everywhere.’
‘Oh, yes. Many believe that he was such an influence on the Nazi occult movement that they were all part of the same dark brotherhood. Even though the Nazi Party officially disclaimed anything to do with mysticism and superstition, the infamous SS, with its death’s head symbol harking back to the ancient Celtic head cults, was shot through with black magic. Its leader Heinrich Himmler performed dark rituals and necromancy at his stronghold of Wewelsburg Castle in north-east Germany. We already know that his Nazi comrade Rudolf Hess had been a guest at Tredegar House, where he may have personally met Crowley. We can speculate that key players from the upper echelons of the Third Reich possibly attended ceremonies of the Pandemonium Club, before World War II and perhaps even post-war. Crowley was an active practitioner of the dark arts right up until his death in 1947.’
Wolf wasn’t impressed. ‘Fuckers.’
‘But with or without the Nazi connection, the cancer of Satanic black magic was steadily finding its way deeper and deeper into the heart of Britain’s political and ruling elite. In 1942 the Soviet spy Kim Philby reported to his KGB handlers that British Intelligence were investigating an alleged blackmailing racket that linked members of high society to, among other things, homosexual orgies and black magic rites. Now, guess who was involved in organising those rites?’
‘Crowley again?’ Ben ventured.
Shelton nodded. ‘MI5 were ultimately unsuccessful at penetrating his organisation, perhaps because he was too clever for them, or perhaps thanks to his own connections within the intelligence services. It’s entirely possible that the subjects of that failed investigation were Pandemonium Club members. Crowley’s cult is like a black stain running through the whole of modern history.’
Wolf was growing restless with the history lecture. ‘Yeah, but all this stuff you’re talking about is in the past. What happened then, happened. It’s the here and now that concerns us.’
Shelton shook his head. ‘You don’t grasp the enormity of what we’re up against here, do you? None of this is confined to history. It’s all still happening. I already told you about the rituals at Bohemian Grove, still every bit as active now as they were back in the 1870s. Then there’s the Lucifer Publishing Company.’
‘The what?’
‘It was established in 1922 by the British-American occultist Alice Bailey, a fellow member of the Great White Brotherhood along with none other than our old friend Aleister Crowley, yet again. She was a disciple of Helena Petrovna Blavatsky, the founder of the Theosophy movement and allegedly a big influence on Hitler’s obsession with the occult, credited with having once said “It is Satan who is the God of our planet, and the only God”. The Lucifer Publishing Company’s purpose was to disseminate, shall we say, esoteric literature to its growing army of followers. Within just a couple of years, Alice Bailey subtly altered the name of her organisation, to deflect the negative attention it had received from mainstream religious circles. I guess the wider world wasn’t ready for Lucifer quite yet. The organisation’s new name was the Lucis Trust. You may have heard of it.’
‘Are you saying it still exists today?’ Ben asked.
‘Indeed it does, except it’s grown massively in scope from its original concept and now enjoys NGO status within the framework of the United Nations, as well as close links with some of the most powerful and wealthy figures in the world. Past trustees have reportedly included the business magnate John D. Rockefeller, the richest American of all time, and other notables. Dare to draw too much public attention to the uncomfortable fact that the trust was originally named after Lucifer, the Prince of Darkness, and you’ll soon find the lawyers and the censors descending on you like a pack of yipping hyenas.’
‘Talking from experience?’
‘Some folks get all jumpy when you speak the truth,’ Shelton said. ‘Ostensibly, it comes across as a disarmingly wacky and innocuous New Age organisation, albeit one with some surprisingly lofty connections. Devotees pray a “Great Invocation” and take part in spirit triangles, pagan festivals and moon rituals. One of their illustrious former members, a one-time US Secretary of Defense, was said to worship the full moon on the banks of the Potomac. Why on earth would the UN want to associate themselves with something so flaky? You may well ask. But I’m more interested in other details, such as the fact that at one time, the trust was allegedly headquartered at 666 United Nations Plaza, in New York City.’
Wolf raised an eyebrow. ‘666. Number of the Beast.’
‘I’m sure it’s just a coincidence, of course. Just like the fact that their website also features interesting quotations from certain followers of the teachings of Alice Bailey. One in particular, who’s also cited as having written “No one will enter the New World Order unless he or she will make a pledge to worship Lucifer.” Elsewhere he wrote, “Lucifer comes to give to us a gift of wholeness. If we accept it, then he is free and we are free.”’
‘Nothing to do with Lucifer, then,’ Wolf commented wryly.
‘They’re based on Wall Street now,’ Shelton said. ‘It’s rumoured that within their corporate headquarters is a great library filled with books on the occult. They claim to be in touch with “Ascended Masters” – for which, in my view, read “demons”. They also operate a distance learning academy called the Arcane School, which sends out occult literature to spread their message to the world.’
‘What message is that?’ Ben asked, sensing he already knew the answer.
‘You tell me,’ Shelton replied with a mysterious wink. ‘The coming of the Age of Aquarius. World Goodwill. The sermon of a New World Religion. Which, given the name by which the organisation was originally founded, you can bet isn’t going to be a Christian one.’
‘This gets more and more fucked up,’ Wolf said.
Shelton spread his hands. ‘Hey, maybe I’m right and maybe I’m wrong. What do I know? I’m just a humble researcher, after all. Check it out for yourself, it’s all over the internet and I’m hardly the first to have made such connections. Could be these folks are just a bunch of harmless, well-meaning, very rich, very well-connected mystics and New Agers. But consider the bigger picture, gentlemen. There’s no disputing the fact that all across the board, from Dashwood to Crowley to Hitler to the modern age, the forces of Satan have been working behind the scenes for centuries to rot the fabric of our societies and distort people’s minds to hate and corruption. Today the power of evil wields its influence on a global scale. The enemy are into everything, building their matrix for total domination. It’s all coming together. How the hell did they get so organised? I’ll tell you how. Because, as the wise old saying goes, “the only thing necessary for the triumph of evil is that good men should do nothing”. We’ve been sleepwalking into this nightmare for a long time, my friends. We broke our contract with God, and created a void that the dark forces wasted no time in filling.’
Shelton’s eyes were bulging with passion. He was in full-blown preacher mode now, driven by utter conviction and deep fear.
‘And make no mistake, the time is coming when these bloodthirsty maniacs will reveal themselves fully in their true colours. For so long they’ve stayed half-hidden in the shadows, but as our society crumbles and falls ever further into moral decay, they’re no longer afraid to come creeping out into the open. Some of them are the richest and most powerful people on the planet. They appear on television, telling us what a wonderful new world they’re going to create for the benefit of all humanity, while openly wearing the upside-down cross of the Antichrist around their necks. Taunting us. Testing our response so they can push their agenda even further, spreading their filth relentlessly everywhere, seeping into every corner and crevice of our world. Evil never rests. The signs are all around, and we ignore them at our peril. What does it take for people to open their eyes? How many people even truly recognised the terrifying warning that was the ceremonial opening of the Gotthard Tunnel in Switzerland?’
Ben was vaguely aware that the inauguration of the world’s longest railway tunnel, through the Gotthard Pass in the Swiss Alps, had caused some sort of minor media stir a few years earlier, but he really couldn’t recall why.
‘No?’ Shelton said, seeing the blank look on their faces. ‘Then I suppose you must have missed the brazen and shameless display of Satanic worship right there in the faces of the media and the world, attended by an assembly of EU diplomats and complete with scenes of orgiastic dancing, demonic symbols, strange howling monsters from the underworld and goat-horned depictions of the Devil himself.’
‘You’re shitting us,’ Wolf said. ‘Would they come out in the open like that?’
‘Don’t believe me? Think I’m making this stuff up? I only wish I was. Go and check it out online. It was the most chilling spectacle ever performed for public viewing, as though the gates of hell had opened and they weren’t even trying to hide it any more. Right-thinking people the world over were shocked and appalled – and yet, now you hardly find a dissenting voice aired anywhere. Why? Because the secret powers that rule the media use disinformation and censorship to quell all opposition out of existence. Their goal is twofold. The first stage is to make their diabolical agenda seem so normal to the public that we simply get used to it all.’
‘And the second?’ Ben asked.
‘To infiltrate our minds with their poison until the day when every person on this earth is ensnared and enslaved, and the whole of humanity becomes just like Dave Dobbs, trapped in a living hell with the Mark of the Beast branded on their flesh. The Satanic takeover will be complete. That’s what’s coming to us, if these people aren’t destroyed.’
Remembering their theological discussion back in Spain, Ben knew that Wolf took these things literally and was hanging on every word. Personally, he was prepared to take some of what Shelton was telling them with a pinch of salt. The guy might even be a total and utter crackpot.
‘I can’t promise to destroy them all,’ Ben said. ‘That’s someone else’s fight. But we have our plans for the Pandemonium Club.’
Shelton asked, ‘What are those plans, if I may ask?’
‘Two words,’ Ben said. ‘Scorched earth. By the time we’re done, not one stone of their house will be left standing. But nothing can happen until we have some names.’
‘You have one name already. Anthony Abbott claimed to be one of them and I see no reason to doubt it.’
‘It’s the live ones we’re interested in,’ Wolf said. ‘Who are they?’
Shelton sighed and shrugged his shoulders. ‘Frankly, I don’t know who they are.’



Chapter 47
Ben and Wolf had come all the way to the Isle of Man to meet the expert who professed to have cracked open the secrets of the Pandemonium Club. Now he was saying he didn’t have the facts. It felt as though another door had slammed in their faces.
Ben asked, ‘What about your quest to discover everything there was to be known about these people? What about the “great deal of information” you promised us?’
‘Give me a break. They don’t exactly post their membership list on a website,’ Shelton answered testily. ‘I’d say I’ve given you a heap of information. But I’m a researcher, not a detective. Collating the details of known historical facts is one thing. Penetrating the inner core of an ultra-secret cabal of murderers is another.’
‘Hold on a minute. The reason we’re here is Abbott’s book. He blew the whistle on them and your sister Georgie passed you on a copy of the manuscript sample. You said you’d read it.’
‘I have. All hundred pages of it.’
‘And you also told us it makes interesting reading. Sounded like you were hinting that you actually might know something.’
‘I meant what I said. Abbott’s account is like hearing Dave Dobbs’ story all over again. He describes how, as a young politician, he was approached by shadowy men who invited him to be inducted into a venerable order that had been around for over a century. How they promised him the earth in return for his undying loyalty. He talks about the ceremonies. The blood rites. The sacrificial murder of prostitutes and children. It’s pretty hair-raising stuff, and it confirms everything I’ve just told you. There’s just one problem. None of the names of any of the characters he describes in the book are real.’
‘Bollocks,’ Wolf said.
‘I’ve checked every single one of them,’ Shelton went on. ‘They’re all pseudonyms. He was also extremely careful to leave out any details like places, times or other specifics that could have pointed to any particular person or group.’
So Roland Seaward had been telling the truth after all. Ben looked at Wolf and saw the expression on his face, darkening his features like a thundercloud. He turned back to Shelton and asked, ‘If Abbott concealed the identities of his fellow Satanists, then why was Seaward so afraid of handling the book?’
‘I asked Georgie the same question,’ Shelton replied. ‘She said he was worried that the real-life players would recognise themselves. These are powerful people who can wreck your career and your life in more ways than one. For once, I can’t really say that I disagree with him.’
‘What about Abbott? Was he just covering his tracks? Did he really believe that changing the names would protect him from comeback?’
‘I’m not a psychiatrist, Mr Hope. I can’t possibly tell you what Abbott was thinking. Neither can he.’
‘We’re wasting our time here,’ Wolf muttered. He was staring at Shelton as though he’d have liked to pitch him out of the window. ‘I told you this was a stitch-up, Ben.’
‘As I said, you’re welcome to read the manuscript, if that’s any help,’ Shelton offered.
‘Without actual identities, it means nothing.’ Ben racked his brain. ‘What about a man who calls himself Saunders, or Curnow? He belongs to some branch of intelligence, or something more obscure. He’s mixed up in this.’
Shelton shook his head. ‘I don’t know those names. They’re certainly not mentioned in the book, for what it’s worth. It could be he’s one of the Pandemonium Club members, but that Abbott called him something else. In which case he could be any of them.’
‘There’s an old guy,’ Wolf said. ‘Much older than Curnow and the others. He’s right up there at the top of the hierarchy. Carries a cane with a bird’s head, like the masks they wear. He was there that night.’
‘Again, I don’t recall anything about an old man with a cane.’ Shelton sighed. ‘Look, we’re getting nowhere with this. Let me see the footage. Then at least this won’t have all been for nothing. Please?’ He snatched up the silver phone again and turned it back on, poised to enter the password that would let him into the video file.
‘Why should we?’ Wolf said. ‘It’s not like you’ve exactly delivered on your end of the bargain, is it?’
‘I’m begging you to let me see it. I’ve waited years for something like this. You can’t leave me hanging.’ Shelton was so desperate, he was almost weeping with frustration.
Ben and Wolf exchanged glances.
‘I say screw him,’ Wolf said. ‘That’s what he gets for leading us on a wild goose chase. Even made us take our shoes off, like a couple of idiots.’
But Ben was wondering what harm it could do. Either way, they’d still be leaving here empty-handed.
He said, ‘Fuck it, Jaden. We’ve got nothing to lose by showing it to him. Let him have sleepless nights for the rest of his life, if that’s what he really wants.’
‘I like the sound of that,’ Wolf said, flashing a savage golden grin. ‘All right then, Shelton. The password is “Sofia”. With an F. Go for it. Knock yourself out.’
Shelton let out a yelp of relief and keyed in the letters. He snuggled deeper into his sofa and gaped in fascination at the screen as the video file began to play. Ben and Wolf didn’t move from their chairs. Neither of them wanted to see it, ever again.
‘This is amazing,’ Shelton gasped. ‘Camera crews have managed to penetrate Bohemian Grove and captured footage of the occult ceremonies there, but nothing like this. How the hell did you ever find this place?’
‘Serendipity,’ Wolf said.
‘Where is it?’
‘A little pad called Karswell Hall, tucked away in the Surrey countryside,’ Ben told him. ‘Keep watching.’
‘Oh, don’t you worry, I intend to.’
Moments passed. They could follow the unfolding spectacle of the ritual just from watching the expression on Shelton’s face. His eyes grew wider and wider, and his mouth fell open. Finding the words to speak, he managed to blurt out, ‘It’s unbelievable. Nobody on the outside has ever seen this.’
‘Technically speaking, you’re the third,’ Ben said.
Soon after, Shelton seemed to have stopped breathing. When the blond-haired sacrificial victim in the white dress was brought out and tethered up to the foot of the statue of Thoth, sweat began to bead on his brow and trickle down his temples. In a mixture of horror and fascination he couldn’t tear his eyes from the screen. ‘This is really happening. They’re really going to do it, aren’t they? Aren’t they?’
‘You wanted to watch, arsehole,’ Wolf said. ‘So watch. I hope it makes you chuck up all over your fat gut.’
Shelton flinched and almost dropped the phone, and Ben knew that he’d reached the point in the playback where the High Priest with the goat horns had plunged in his dagger.
‘Oh, my God. Oh. Oh.’
‘Enjoy that?’ Wolf snarled.
‘It’s a little different when you’re seeing it for real,’ Ben said.
But Shelton hadn’t finished watching yet. He said, ‘Wait a minute. Let me see that again.’
Wolf asked in disgust, ‘What, once isn’t enough for you?’
Shelton didn’t reply. He tapped and swept the screen to rewind the playback. Did the thing with his fingers to make the image zoom in closer. He peered closely at the phone and screwed up his eyes as though he wanted to see better.
Then he said, ‘I know that girl.’
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‘Absolutely,’ Shelton said. ‘I’m not dreaming. I’ve seen her before, and I know who she is.’
Ben stared at him. ‘Then tell us.’
‘I can do better than that. I can show you who she is. Come with me to the War Room.’
Shelton heaved himself out of his sofa and started making for a doorway, but diverted his path towards the chiller cabinet. ‘First I need another drink. My guts are churning and my heart’s beating so fast I think I’m going to drop dead.’
‘You don’t need another drink,’ Ben said. ‘You need to take us to the War Room.’
‘Whatever the hell that is,’ Wolf added.
Shelton regretfully passed on the beer, wiping sweat from his face. ‘Very well, then, step this way.’
He led them from the room and down another spaceship corridor to another door. The War Room was a conference-room-sized office space with screens everywhere and more computer power than NASA Mission Control. Where the living area had been minimalistic, Shelton’s command centre was hopelessly cluttered and it was clear he spent most of his time there. The room smelled of body odour, stale beer and yesterday’s fried food. Acres of wall space were packed with books, magazines, files, except for a gap where a reproduction of an eighteenth-century oil painting hung in a gilt frame. Digging deep into his memory, Ben recognised it as Satan Summoning His Legions, by Sir Thomas Lawrence. He’d seen the original in the Royal Academy in London, back when his ex-fiancée Brooke Marcel used to insist on dragging him around art exhibitions for his cultural edification.
‘Let’s see if I’m right about this,’ Shelton said, lumbering towards the largest of several desks. The desktop was covered with empty mugs and beer bottles, biscuit crumbs and pork pie wrappers. A bank of monitors above it displayed the images from the hidden cameras that watched Ben and Wolf’s arrival earlier, the church ruins and the empty track winding away into the distance.
Shelton slumped in his well-worn desk swivel chair, reached out a fat hand for a cordless mouse and started clicking away. His desktop screen had about a thousand website tabs crammed along the top of the window. He ran the cursor along them, muttering, ‘Let’s see, now. Here we are.’ He clicked, and a mainstream media news website came up. A couple more clicks, and Shelton had found the article he was looking for.
‘Aha. This is from just two days ago. I take it you fellows haven’t been watching the news too closely.’
‘We’ve been busy,’ Ben said.
The article’s headline was MP’S DAUGHTER DIES IN TRAGIC ROAD ACCIDENT. Shelton scrolled down. There were three images, the largest a picture of a young woman with a lopsided smile and tousled blond hair. She was younger than twenty, although something in her eyes hinted at experience beyond her years.
‘Bingo,’ Shelton said. ‘Nailed it.’
Ben and Wolf leaned close to the screen and stared hard at the girl’s face. Ben’s blood turned cold as he realised that Shelton was right. Wolf looked at Ben and nodded, thinking the same thing. She was the girl in the video, no question about it.
The image below showed a middle-aged couple who were obviously the girl’s parents, photographed outside an elegant Edwardian country home with a tall wrought-iron gateway in the foreground. The husband was tenderly comforting his wife, who was distraught and had her face pressed into his shoulder. The third image, below, was of the wreck of a two-seater sports car embedded in a tree and so badly smashed up that its front end was squashed like a concertina all the way up to its shattered windscreen.
‘Annie Dudley,’ Shelton said. ‘Nineteen years old, a model student at Sussex University. Travelling home alone from college when she lost control of her BMW Roadster on an empty road, for reasons as yet unclear. There were no witnesses. She suffered multiple injuries. Died instantly at the scene. Neat way to disguise the real cause of death, eh?’
‘Nice work,’ Wolf said acidly. ‘Wouldn’t be the first time someone pulled that trick.’
‘A private funeral service will be held on March twenty-eighth at the parish church of St Mary the Virgin in Hanbury, near the family home,’ Shelton read from the article. ‘That’s tomorrow, isn’t it?’
Ben nodded. He examined the picture of the parents. The man was tall, well-dressed, trimmer and more ruggedly handsome than the average politician. ‘Who’s the father?’
‘Some politician,’ Wolf said noncommittally. ‘Another fucking suit. They all look the same to me. At least this one still has his hair.’
Shelton turned away from the computer and raised his eyebrows at them. ‘Why, that’s Tristan Dudley, MP for Worcester and party favourite. Can’t say I know all that much about the guy, except that he’s one of the biggest names in British politics right now. Could be our PM one day. “Teflon Tris”, some of his rivals call him.’
‘Why?’
‘Because nothing ever sticks to him. I’ve read a couple of rumours that Dudley has managed to escape a number of scandals that would have been political death to most of his peers. Of course, he wouldn’t be the first politician to earn that kind of nickname.’
‘Friends in high places,’ Wolf said. ‘Useful thing to have.’
‘You have to wonder how useful,’ Ben said. ‘And how high.’
Shelton gave him a quizzical look. ‘Meaning?’
‘Meaning, how did she end up the way she did?’
‘Maybe she was kidnapped,’ Shelton replied. ‘Happens all the time.’
‘I’m sure she was,’ Ben said. ‘Unless she went willingly, which I’d doubt. But think about it. Let’s suppose that a bunch of Satanists, mostly drooling perverts with psychiatric control issues, are looking for their next victim. I’d imagine that any reasonably pretty young female would fit the bill for them.’
‘The textbook choice,’ Shelton said. ‘So?’
‘So, why not pick a runaway, or some poor homeless kid, or a drug addict, someone nobody’s going to miss? Have you any idea how many people go missing each year? Easy pickings, and you could easily tart them up to please the scumbags who gather to watch them being butchered. Instead they choose the daughter of a high-profile politician, whose tragic death is bound to generate big headlines. Which means they now have a lot of work to do to cover their tracks.’
‘Okay,’ Shelton said.
‘Think about what happened after the ritual was over, when the sickos had all disbanded and gone home. Someone had to take charge of cleaning up. The body had to be removed and disposed of, but they couldn’t just chop it up and feed it to the pigs or bury it in quicklime.’
‘Thank you,’ Shelton groaned, clutching his belly. ‘Just what my stomach needed after seeing that video.’
‘Her death had to be accounted for,’ Ben said. ‘The sacrifice took place more than a week before the car accident, so they kept the body on ice all that time while they arranged what must have been quite a tricky operation. Most faked accidents are obvious setups. If the police were fooled, it must have been fairly convincingly done. To pull that off takes planning, manpower and money. Why go to all that trouble, if any other victim would have served their purpose just as well? Why Annie Dudley?’
‘As a warning to her father, maybe,’ Wolf said, hunting for ideas.
Ben looked at him. ‘And why would that be?’
Wolf shrugged. ‘Don’t ask me, pal. Maybe he knows more than he should.’
‘Which makes our man Dudley a definite subject of interest,’ Ben said. ‘I want to know more.’ He turned to Shelton. ‘Over to you, Maestro.’
Shelton rose to the challenge. ‘Let’s start with the most recent thing I can find and work backwards from there.’ Jumping onto YouTube and rattling keys, he quickly found a day-old BBC TV interview with the grief-stricken father, filmed at home in a nice room with a grand fireplace covered in family photographs artfully positioned in the shot. It was one of those maudlin, hushed moments of journalistic insincerity where all concerned had to pretend they weren’t in it strictly for the ratings. Close to tears but manfully sucking it up, Tristan Dudley described how he’d spoken to his dear departed daughter just hours before she died, and seen her just the previous day. With a tremor in his voice he told the interviewer that Annie had been a wonderful, bright girl with her whole life ahead of her. The light of their lives, the best daughter anyone could wish for. Everyone loved her so much. They couldn’t believe she was gone. He and his wife were suffering from terrible shock but he intended to go on serving his constituency and his country as best he could, yadda yadda.
‘He’s lying,’ Ben said.
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Shelton paused the YouTube playback, freezing Tristan Dudley’s highly scripted monologue in mid-sentence. ‘I agree. Unless he’s in contact with the spirit world, no way can he be telling the truth.’
‘Someone got to him, you reckon?’ Wolf asked.
‘Maybe,’ Ben said. ‘Still doesn’t answer the question: why Annie?’
Wolf raised his arms. ‘Well then, what then?’
Ben turned to Shelton. ‘What kind of scandals did Dudley dodge, to get him the nickname “Teflon Tris”?’
‘Like I said, all I know is rumours. From what I heard, I got the impression that little Annie might not have been quite the model student and perfect daughter that her daddy’s cracking her up to be.’ Shelton shrugged. ‘Then again, he would say that, wouldn’t he? People don’t usually say negative things about their kid who just died. Especially not politicians, who lie their arses off even at the best of times.’
Ben said nothing for a long minute as thoughts churned through his mind. They needed to know more. The information to hand was just too flimsy. There had to be a better source than rumours, hearsay and speculation.
Then an idea suddenly came to him.
‘When did Georgie send you Abbott’s book manuscript?’ he asked Shelton.
Shelton looked taken aback by the unexpected question. ‘Just a few days ago. But the agency had already had it for three weeks. She said the ass was holding back from telling her about it, worried she’d get upset.’
‘So the hundred-page sample you’ve seen is at least three weeks old.’
‘I suppose so, yes. Why are you asking?’
‘Abbott had been up in his study working on his book when we found him dead at his home. If he was scribbling away hard and fast, several hours each day, he’d have completed a lot more of it in the space of three weeks. The latest draft could be hundreds of pages longer than the version you’ve seen.’
Shelton nodded. ‘True, but those extra hypothetical pages wouldn’t be of any more use to us than the earlier draft, if he was concealing real names.’
‘Which brings me to my next question,’ Ben said. ‘Because it doesn’t make sense to me that he’d have pulled his punches like that. If you’re going to blow the whistle, then blow it. Who writes an exposé making serious criminal allegations against their peers, but at the same time protects them from being identified?’
‘Someone who’s well placed to know what could happen to them if they named names.’
‘Then why take the risk in the first place? Abbott must have known they wouldn’t take it too well, either way. The whole point of writing the book would be to make a packet out of it, and run like hell in the hope that they’d never catch up with him.’
‘Which they would have,’ Wolf said. ‘They only employ the best manhunters in the business. Right, Ben?’ Ben made no reply. Wolf paused a moment, then added, ‘How d’you suppose they found out that he was getting ready to spill the beans on them all?’
‘Like I said, they have eyes and ears everywhere,’ Shelton replied. ‘He was a damn fool if he thought he’d ever get away with it.’ Turning back to Ben he said, ‘What are you suggesting?’
‘I don’t know much about publishing,’ Ben said, ‘but I’d bet it’s a tough game. Truckloads of competition, no guarantees. When he submitted his proposal to them, he couldn’t assume they’d run with it, or agree to represent him, or whatever it is that literary agents do. For all he knew he’d get a rejection letter by return post.’
‘So?’
‘So he wouldn’t have tipped his hand too early by letting them see all the dirt. That would be far too trusting. Instead he’d have played it safe, and sent them a redacted version that offered a taster, but no more, with all the real names temporarily switched for fictitious ones. At least, that’s what I would have done.’
Shelton didn’t look convinced. ‘Rewriting a whole chunk of your manuscript with fake names and editing out all the incriminating details sounds like a lot of work.’
‘Didn’t you and your buddies in the Gang of Four pull a few all-nighters when you were creating the computer app that made you your millions?’
‘Damn right we did; more than a few.’
‘Abbott thought he was about to hit the mother lode, too. Same principle.’
Shelton considered it, and nodded slowly. ‘Makes sense, I suppose.’
‘If I’m right,’ Ben said, ‘then if the agency had agreed to take him on, the final draft he’d have given them would be totally uncensored, with all the stuff he’d taken out put back in again. And I’m certain that Seaward and Laverack knew that’s what he was planning. Hence, the real reason why they got cold feet and declined his book. Explosive’s not the word for the effect it would have had.’
‘Fine, fine, whatever you say,’ Shelton replied impatiently. ‘But why are we even discussing this? It’s an academic point, considering that the redacted version – assuming that’s what it is – is all we have, all anybody’s ever going to see. Right?’
Ben replied, ‘Wrong. Abbott’s laptop with the original version on it is inside my bag.’
‘Thanks to moi,’ Wolf said, stabbing his chest with his thumb and then pointing at Ben. ‘He was going to leave it behind.’
Shelton stared at them both. ‘If you are right about this, then it could blow the whole thing wide open for us. It would reveal who they are.’
‘Just one thing, though,’ Ben said. ‘Abbott had his book manuscript password-protected and we couldn’t get into it. Is that going to be a problem?’
‘Hey, I’m a multi-millionaire tech wizard who wrote the code that revolutionised the internet,’ Shelton said. ‘If I can’t get into someone’s laptop file, then nobody can.’
‘That’s what I was hoping you were going to say,’ Ben said. ‘Then get to it, Veritas.’
Shelton detached himself from the desk chair and went padding off in haste to retrieve Abbott’s laptop from the crate in the other room. He returned a few moments later, puffing hard and clutching the shiny black Dell under his arm. Back in his chair, he cleared a space among the debris to set it down and get to work. He examined the ports on the laptop, then from a bale of tangled wires selected an interface cable to hook it up to his own, much more powerful, system, before grabbing a remote keyboard and launching himself into a flurry of key-tapping like a concert pianist. Jasper Shelton couldn’t move his body very fast, but his fingers were a blur.
‘This might take a while,’ he warned. ‘The decryption application has to process millions and millions of digit combinations.’
‘How long?’
‘Maybe as much as six or seven minutes,’ Shelton said, unimpressed by such primitive steam-age technology. ‘Someday I’ll get around to remapping the data code. But it’ll do for now.’
A window appeared in the middle of Shelton’s main screen, assuring them that it was WORKING ON IT. They waited while the machine zipped at light-speed through the near-infinite number of possible password combinations. Wolf perched on a nearby desk. Ben lit a Gauloise. Shelton pawed the air and said, ‘Really? Must you?’
‘Just improving the smell in here,’ Ben said.
In their military careers he and Wolf had both spent hundreds, maybe even thousands, of hours sitting around on standby waiting for things to happen. But at this moment six or seven minutes seemed like an eternity. At last, right on cue, Shelton’s computer finished its work and spat out the decrypted code with a triumphant ping.
‘There you have it,’ Shelton announced. ‘The magic password is F-U-C-K-T-H-E-M-A-L-L-6-6-6. That’s original.’
‘Sounds like a man highly motivated in his work,’ Ben said. He watched as Shelton returned to the laptop screen, brought up the prompt box for the entry code and tapped it in.
‘Easy when you know how,’ Shelton chuckled. The prompt box vanished. The book manuscript file flashed up onscreen, opening at the last page its author had been working on before being forever interrupted by the advent of his hired assassin.
There it was. The Pandemonium Club, by Thomas Revere, aka Anthony Abbott.
Ben flicked away the stub of his Gauloise and approached the desk. Wolf jumped down from his perch and came over to join him. Clearly, the manuscript had come on in leaps and bounds since Abbott had submitted his sample to Seaward & Laverack. The word counter at the bottom left of the laptop screen showed a reading of 116,573 words.
‘Who’d been a busy little bastard, then?’ Wolf commented with a smile.
‘Getting to be quite a magnum opus,’ Shelton said. ‘Well over four hundred pages’ worth. It’ll take a while to read it all from the beginning.’
‘Later,’ Ben told him. ‘Let’s keep this focused for now. Is there a way to search the whole document for a specific key phrase?’
Shelton gave him a look. ‘Wow. I can tell I’m in the company of a fellow computer nerd here. Uh, yeah, I think we’re able to do that.’ He shot his cursor down to hit Select Browse, then clicked a little binocular icon, and another little box opened up that said ‘Find What?’ Shelton paused expectantly with his fingers poised on the keys. ‘On your command, boss.’
‘Search for “Tristan Dudley”,’ Ben said.
Shelton’s agile fingertips rapped out the thirteen letters faster than a machine gun and he entered the search phrase with a flourish.
The computer didn’t need long to think about it. In a heartbeat it had scoured all 116,573 words and come back with its findings.
‘Well, well, well,’ Wolf said.
The search result showed that the name Tristan Dudley was mentioned forty-seven times in the manuscript.
‘Mustn’t jump to any conclusions yet,’ Shelton cautioned them. ‘It’s a political memoir and he’s an important politician. You’d expect his name to come up.’
‘Playing Devil’s advocate now?’ Wolf sneered.
‘But it tells us one thing,’ Ben replied to Shelton. ‘Abbott’s no longer using false names.’
‘You called it right,’ Shelton admitted. ‘Looks like this is the real deal.’
‘Now for the real acid test,’ Ben said. ‘Pick one mention of Dudley’s name at random and let’s see what comes up.’
Shelton shrank the document down so that its hundreds of pages looked like a mosaic of tiles and the text was unreadably tiny. He clicked blind somewhere in the middle, then hit ‘Find Next’ and scaled the pages back up to full size.
The line of text containing the chosen search term read:
‘Also present at the ceremony that misty November night at Karswell Hall, clad in his mask and robes along with the rest of us, was Privy Council Member Tristan Dudley.’
Wolf gnashed his gold teeth in disgust. ‘And there you have it.’
Ben said, ‘Not much question about it now. He’s one of them.’



Chapter 50
It was too late to return to the mainland that night. Dinner with Shelton was a trio of wagon-wheel-sized frozen pizzas piled with peppers, olives and pepperoni, which they ate in the War Room at a large table cleared of junk, papers and screens. There was so much to eat that neither Ben nor Wolf could finish it all, hungry as they were. Shelton cleared his entire plate in just a few bites, helped himself to his guests’ leftovers and washed the gargantuan meal down with four bottles of ale. Over food they talked about the series of discoveries that had led to Tristan Dudley becoming their new primary target, and where the investigation was to proceed from here.
Chewing loudly through a mouthful of pizza crust, Shelton asked the obvious question: ‘What are you going to do to him?’
‘We’re going to pay him a visit and take him aside for a private chat,’ Ben replied. ‘Then we’re going to ask him nicely to reveal what he knows about his fellow club members.’
Wolf eyed Ben sceptically across the table. ‘Hold on, let’s just think about that for a minute. This guy is one of Britain’s most senior politicians. That means he has a team of several armed close security guys watching his back twenty-four-seven, provided at taxpayer expense. His house will be more invasion-proof than Fort Knox. No terrorist on earth could ever hope to get near enough to take a shot at him, let alone snatch him away from there. And you want to walk in, scoop him up and have a “private chat” with him about the fact that he’s a murdering Devil worshipper who sacrificed his own daughter to a cult.’
Ben said, ‘Yes.’
Wolf shrugged. ‘Oh. Okay, then. Just checking.’
‘How do you plan on finding him in the first place?’ Shelton asked. ‘MPs don’t make their home addresses public, for obvious reasons.’
‘By following him home from his daughter’s funeral,’ Ben replied. He’d already checked out the Worcestershire village of Hanbury and the Anglican parish church where the service for Annie Dudley was due to be held tomorrow afternoon. It was a quiet semi-rural location in the heart of the West Midlands, yet close to the M5 and just half an hour’s commute from Birmingham Airport. The perfect convenient country hideaway for a hard-driving A-list future political leader. ‘Once we know where he lives, we wait until nightfall and then make our move.’
‘Simple as that,’ Wolf said. ‘And what about taking care of the armed security detail?’
‘It’s what we do,’ Ben replied.
‘Will it be dangerous?’ Shelton asked, his eyes glittering with excitement.
‘More for them than for us, as long as things go to plan.’
‘Which they often don’t,’ Wolf interjected.
‘Can I come with you? I mean, I’d really love to be there.’
Ben stared at him. ‘I don’t think that’s necessary. You’ve already done plenty for us.’
Wolf wasn’t so diplomatic. ‘And a big fat-arse like you will only slow us down,’ he added.
‘Oh, thanks so much for that,’ Shelton grunted sourly.
‘Besides,’ Ben said, ‘I thought you hated leaving your hi-tech fortress retreat.’
‘For this, I’d have been willing to break my own rule.’
‘And get yourself shot into the bargain,’ Wolf said. ‘How could they miss?’
Shelton slumped deeper into his chair and pulled a face. ‘Fine, fine. Why did I even ask?’
‘Don’t feel too bad,’ Ben consoled him. ‘You have plenty to keep you busy here at home. Like a four-hundred-page book to read. The full lowdown. Nothing left out. Enough material for a year’s worth of blogging.’
That brightened Shelton up. ‘You’re leaving me Abbott’s laptop?’
‘I like to travel light,’ Ben said. ‘But I’ll need a copy of the manuscript for myself.’
Shelton nodded, fast becoming resigned to being left behind. ‘I can easily load that onto your phone.’ He drained the last of his beer, then yawned and stretched. ‘And with that, gentlemen, it’s been a long evening and I’m going to hit the sack.’
It was long after midnight and they’d have an early start. Ben and Wolf had their pick of seven luxurious spare bedrooms. Ben took a bottle of Shelton’s beer to his room and stood at the open window for a while, savouring the night sky over the ocean and the rush and whisper of the waves while smoking a Gauloise, sipping beer and wondering whether or not to call Grace yet. Tomorrow would be a long day and there was no telling what it might bring. He decided that when this was over, he’d call her. They would both have a lot to talk about. Sometime after one a.m., Ben crawled into bed and was asleep seconds after his head touched the pillow.
The next morning started bright and beautiful. Ben was up just after dawn, took his customary short, cold shower and pumped out a hundred press-ups before booking himself and Wolf onto a ten a.m. flight back to the mainland. They would land in Birmingham and make it out into the countryside in enough time to beat the crowd attending the funeral.
Meanwhile, Shelton had dragged himself out of bed and was on the phone to arrange for his bald-headed chauffeur to return his guests to the airport. Once that was done, he set about doing the necessary computer jiggery-pokery to enable Abbott’s unredacted book manuscript to be copied onto Ben’s phone. Ben and Wolf each downed a large mug of black coffee, and they were ready to go. Shelton was still disappointed at being left behind, but he shook their hands and thanked them for what they’d brought him. ‘God is on your side.’
‘We’ll find that out soon enough,’ Ben replied. That was when Shelton’s phone rang. ‘That’ll be Nosferatu,’ Wolf said.
Sure enough, the driver was waiting outside. Ben and Wolf grabbed their things and made their way back through the spaceship corridors and up to the green steel door. The dark blue Mazda was parked by the church ruins, idling softly. They climbed in the back and Nosferatu took off without a word.
Forty-five minutes later, Ben and Wolf were walking back inside the departures terminal at Ronaldsway Airport. Their plane for the return flight was the same purple Flybe twin-prop. Ben spent his time waiting to board and in the air reading Abbott’s book on his phone, making notes. Their long conversation with Shelton had prepared him for what to expect, but all the same he was sickened and infuriated by what he found in its pages. He recognised a lot of the names of those involved – but his main interest was finding out the true identity of the individual he knew as Saunders, and Wolf knew as Curnow. The man who had forced him into this whole thing, and would soon pay the price. Ben carefully scanned the whole four hundred filthy pages but found neither of those names, nor anyone’s description that fitted with the visual memory of the man that was burned deep into his mind.
But though Saunders’ real name kept eluding him, Ben’s reading revealed the identity of another key player Wolf had flagged up. It was the older man who had travelled with Saunders to the spring equinox ritual at Karswell Hall. The man with the bird-headed walking stick.
His name, mentioned several times in Abbott’s account, was Bartholomew Van Brakel. The book provided a little background. The old man’s grandfather, Wilhelm Van Brakel, had been a German-Dutch immigrant who came to England in 1871 and made a vast fortune in tobacco, building a business empire that he passed on to his son Carl. Wilhelm’s grandson Bartholomew had first appeared on this earth in 1933, the same year as Adolf Hitler’s rise to power, and it appeared that he’d outwardly done very little with those eighty-odd years except bask in the family wealth. He’d never run a business, never held a job. His public persona was virtually non-existent.
But in private, Bartholomew Van Brakel had led a colourful, highly unorthodox and very busy life. Abbott claimed that the fifteen-year-old Van Brakel had been a personal acquaintance, disciple – and, he hinted, teenage lover – of the Pandemonium Club’s illustrious founder, Aleister Crowley. His mentor had initiated him into the black arts and taught him everything he knew. The boy had proved an able student. Following Crowley’s death in 1947, Van Brakel had risen steadily up in the ranks of the Ancient Order of Thoth. When the order’s then Grand Master, the billionaire industrialist Sir Cecil Randolph Postlethwaite, had died under mysterious circumstances in 1979, Van Brakel had eagerly taken over the role. The following year, in recognition of his unparalleled expertise in occult practices and to honour his direct connection to the revered Crowley, the AOT’s Grand Council had elected him Life President of the Pandemonium Club. A position he had now held for decades. Van Brakel’s status in the cult was godlike, his authority was absolute, and his influence over a number of key figures at the very highest level of the British establishment was considerable. He had top-ranking police commanders, judges, government ministers and senior intelligence directors in his pocket. He was privy to classified information and invited to secret meetings that determined the course of international affairs. According to Abbott Van Brakel had a direct line to Number 10, Downing Street and was a regular guest at the Sandringham Estate and Balmoral Castle. The list of his connections went on and on until Ben had had enough of reading.
Ben shut down his phone, sat for a while with his eyes closed and worked on meditatively relaxing one group of muscles at a time, easing the tension out of his system. He turned to gaze out of the plane window. The fields and villages of north-western England were visible through the grey clouds, twenty thousand feet below.
He looked at Wolf, who had been sitting quietly absorbed in his own thoughts. Asked him, ‘What will you do when this is over?’
‘Head back to my hillside in Albarracín,’ Wolf said with a smile. ‘Get on with my new life. Maybe get myself a little place. Raise some chickens, plant a herb garden. Find a girl, maybe. Who knows? I’m not in a hurry. Like the saying goes, the world is my lobster.’
Ben could only wish that his own life were so uncomplicated.
‘Then again, maybe I won’t,’ Wolf said, letting the smile drop for a moment. ‘Because I’ll be dead. Or worse, sitting in a jail. What we’re about to do isn’t like what I used to do. I was in and out before you knew it, no traces, no witnesses. We’re going to leave a trail a blind man could follow, and we might not get as lucky as we did with Abbott. A lot can go wrong.’
‘You could always continue on down to London,’ Ben told him. ‘Pick up your money bag at Heathrow and jump on another flight to Spain.’
Wolf laughed. ‘Screw that. You won’t get rid of me just yet.’



Chapter 51
They disembarked from the plane in grey, cloudy Birmingham and made their way through the drizzle to the nearest car hire outlet. Ben had a long and painful history with the rental companies, who one by one had all blacklisted him merely because he seldom returned their vehicles to them in one piece, or at all. Rather than argue against their petty tyranny, he was content to let Wolf fill out the rental agreement in the name Jack Cullen. Wolf’s fake driving licence was one of the best forgeries Ben had ever seen.
They picked out the most nondescript car in the lot, a drab-grey Skoda estate that nobody on the planet would look at twice. Wolf took the wheel and Ben set the sat nav on a course for Hanbury, twenty-six miles from the airport. The motorway carried them on a dogleg route, south and then west, after which they stopped off at a services for fuel, sandwiches, two big rolls of gaffer tape and a couple of additional purchases from a Carphone Warehouse. Leaving the motorway they switched southwards again on A and B roads. By the time they reached the Worcestershire village, the rain had stopped and the sunshine was peeking through a blue opening in the clouds. The time was just before three, leaving them over half an hour before Annie Dudley’s funeral service was due to begin.
The Church of St Mary the Virgin stood alone on open ground a mile outside the village, at the end of a single-track road overhung and shaded by tree canopy. A low wrought-iron rail fence surrounded the church property and there were two small car parks to the front and the side. Nobody had yet turned up. The only vehicle was a white van with a grounds maintenance company logo.
‘Where to?’ Wolf asked.
‘Right here,’ Ben said, pointing. Nobody knew their faces, or would take notice of two guys sitting in the world’s most boring car. Wolf slotted the Skoda into the empty space next to the groundskeeper’s van and killed the engine. Ben wound down his window and lit a Gauloise. He was running out. Wolf grabbed the sandwiches, ripped both packs open and offered one to Ben. Ben shook his head. ‘Not hungry.’
‘Eat when you can, sleep when you can. That’s the rule.’
‘I’m not sleepy either.’
‘Just want to suck on those cancer sticks.’
‘Yup.’
‘Been a while since I’ve been on stakeout like this.’ Wolf munched into his sandwich, then smiled to himself. ‘Hey, remember that time in Manchester when those silly shitheads tried to break into our van?’
The incident had happened years earlier, when four men from their SAS unit had been on a night-time counterterror training surveillance exercise on a council estate. Ben, Wolf and their team-mates had been armed with automatic weapons loaded with live ammunition, for realism. About two in the morning, one of the lads had spotted a gang of teenage delinquents who were trying their luck with every van on the estate, looking for tools they could pinch. As the young crooks worked their way closer and closer, Ben and his SAS comrades hoped they would pass them by, for fear of ruining the exercise. But such hopes had been in vain.
‘I’ll never forget their faces when they opened up the back doors and found themselves staring into four submachine gun muzzles.’ Wolf chuckled. ‘What a slapping we gave those morons.’
‘You ever miss those days?’ Ben asked him.
‘Sometimes,’ Wolf admitted.
‘Should ask to sign back up. They’d have you in a heartbeat.’
‘Hey, I don’t miss it that much.’
At 3.20 the first vehicle rolled into the church car park, the funeral director in his black mini-van. Five minutes later the procession arrived. First in the sombre line was the gleaming hearse with the flower-covered coffin in the back. Behind it was a Bentley with dark windows. Several more cars brought up the rear. The procession parked outside the church. With great solemnity the pall-bearers unloaded the coffin from the hearse and carried it into the church. Then the Bentley’s doors opened and out stepped Tristan Dudley and his weeping wife. Clarissa Dudley was a slender and attractive woman, younger than her husband at around forty, but her terrible grief had aged her twenty years. The couple were escorted by a pair of square-shouldered close protection operatives in black suits and ties. Four more of them were riding in the black Jaguar SUV behind. They parked beside the Bentley and discreetly took their positions while the Dudleys followed the coffin inside the church. The minister came out to meet them, to offer condolences to the grieving mother and shake hands with Tristan Dudley, who was playing his role of stoical suffering to perfection.
Wolf shook his head in disgust. ‘Dudley, you piece of shit. Fucker should get an Oscar for this performance.’
By now the car parks were both full, but everyone was too preoccupied and upset to pay the slightest attention to the grey Skoda. A long line of mourners filtered inside the church doors. A media camera crew who had arrived to grab some sneak footage of the occasion were intercepted by the security team and brusquely turned away. The church doors closed.
Forty minutes went by before they reopened. The coffin came back out, making its final journey towards the cemetery on the pall-bearers’ shoulders. In its wake was Dudley, pale and tight-lipped, clutching his wife’s shoulders as she dabbed her face with a handkerchief. The bodyguards flanked their employer as the sad procession led towards Annie Dudley’s final resting place.
Ben and Wolf watched from a distance as the burial ceremony ran its course. When the coffin containing her daughter’s body was lowered into the grave, Clarissa Dudley made a terrible wailing sound that pierced the air and seemed to linger for minutes afterwards. If she had only known that the man standing beside her, lovingly clutching her hand, had as good as murdered Annie himself. The other mourners at the graveside just hung their heads. Many of them had probably known Annie personally. Whatever her faults might have been, they were visibly in shock that she was gone.
The minister said a few more words. Minutes later the burial was over, but for Clarissa Dudley the pain had only just begun. The crowd slowly dispersed and returned to their cars. The Dudleys and their security detail were the last to leave. Annie’s mother seemed to be having difficulty walking and her husband and one of the bodyguards helped her back to the Bentley. She was crumpled, spent, utterly destroyed. The agony etched on her face looked as though it had been carved there with a knife, so deep the scars would remain forever. Ben’s heart went out to her.
Two of the bodyguards got in the front of the Bentley and the others returned to their Jag. Tristan Dudley kissed his wife, gently closed her car door and walked around to the other side. As he was about to get in, he paused. Turned to gaze back in the direction of his daughter’s fresh grave. And gave a little smile before he slipped inside the car and pulled his door shut.
Ben looked at Wolf. Wolf’s jaw was tightly clenched and he said nothing. Both thinking the same thing.
Then the Bentley rolled away with the Jaguar following.
‘Let’s do this,’ Wolf said. He started the engine.
The Bentley and its escort led away from the church and moved at a stately pace through the quiet, leafy country lanes. Nobody would have noticed the grey estate car tailing them way back in the distance. It wasn’t a long journey. On the far side of Hanbury Dudley’s driver turned off the road and halted outside a pair of gilded gates set into the high, ivied stone perimeter wall of a sizeable property. The gates glided remotely open to let the two cars through, and then glided shut again behind them.
Wolf toed the accelerator to catch up, so they could catch a view of the Bentley and the Jaguar rolling up the driveway towards the house. They’d seen the place before. It was the same fine Edwardian home that Ben and Wolf had seen pictured online, red brickwork with mock-Tudor timbers under the eaves, roof angles jutting out here and there, partly hidden by a great weeping willow tree that dominated the large, mature gardens.
‘Might as well have posted his address on Facebook,’ Wolf muttered as they cruised past the entrance, slowing just enough to get a good look at the place. ‘A very careless man.’
‘Because he has no idea we’re coming for him,’ Ben said. That was soon about to change.
A little way up the quiet road was a woodland with a winding track that led to a leisure spot with some picnic tables and a children’s play area. Wolf eased the Skoda up the bumpy track and coasted to a stop under the shade of the trees. Ben looked at his watch. It was twenty past five. Sunset was a little over two hours away. But he wanted to wait until long after nightfall before he sprang his trap on Tristan Dudley. There was nothing to do until then but bide time, conserve energy and prepare for what lay ahead. Ben racked the passenger seat back all the way and reclined into it, stretched out his legs and closed his eyes.
‘We should be watching the house,’ Wolf said. ‘What if he buggers off again?’
Ben didn’t think so. Eyes still closed he replied, ‘This has been a big day for him. Now the pressure’s off. He’s going to play the role of the dutiful husband for a while longer, until Clarissa has gone to bed with enough sedatives in her to knock her out for a week. Then he’s going to stay up late and pour himself a few drinks to celebrate his success in fooling everyone. That’s when we’ll catch him.’
‘And then?’
Ben said, ‘And then the endgame begins.’



Chapter 52
It was just gone ten-thirty that evening when Clarissa, pumped full of sedatives, unable to eat or do anything much except curl up on a settee and weep her heart out, had finally cried herself dry and started to get drowsy as the pills kicked in. Her ever-caring husband, who had been wondering just how long he was going to have to sit listening to her noise, helped her tenderly up to bed and tucked her in. He sat with her in the darkened room, holding her hand until she was fast asleep.
Freed at last from his obligations, Tristan Dudley slipped out of the bedroom and padded along the dark landing to his study. He closed himself in, went over to his vintage globe drinks cabinet and with great anticipation lifted out a crystal brandy glass and his very best Darroze Grand Assemblage Armagnac. Sixty years old and seven hundred quid a bottle, and worth every drop on an occasion like this. Oh, yes. We are most definitely celebrating tonight.
Now that he no longer had to hide the smile that kept wanting to spread all over his face, he settled happily in a leather armchair to savour the splendid aroma of the Darroze. He raised his glass in a toast to dear, sweet Annie, who had on so many occasions threatened to become his downfall, and had now generously provided him with one of the best turns of events of his entire career. His Pandemonium Club friends were pleased with him. The Grand Master himself had praised him for his loyalty to the Order. He would be seeing his brothers again very soon, and he was looking forward to it. Good things were set to happen in the near future, his prospects had never looked so rosy and poor old Annie, may God take her rotten soul and do whatever He desired with it, was now fast becoming just a bad memory. Good riddance! Dudley had not the slightest glimmer of a regret, even though he could turn on the crocodile tears all day long for the media if that’s what was expected of him. Which it would be, over the next few weeks, but he’d breeze through it. His refusal to take time off would only make him appear all the more heroic.
Clarissa was the only real blot on Tristan’s landscape at this moment. The stupid bitch was taking it even worse than he’d expected. Trust her to dote on a worthless slut like Annie. It shouldn’t have been a surprise, on reflection. Wasn’t as though he’d married her for her brains. But she’d get over it soon enough. Especially once he was made Prime Minister.
After a few glasses of Armagnac, Dudley decided he was in the mood for a little something extra. He got up and went over to the cigar humidor that sat on his desk, opened its heavy lid and selected one of his longest, fattest and most indulgent Havanas, as befitted this happy moment. He clipped the end with his cigar cutter and was about to light it when it occurred to him that he mustn’t let Clarissa smell the smoke. Even though she’d be zonked out on drugs for hours, she’d be bound to detect the lingering aroma when she woke up. She knew he only smoked a cigar when he was celebrating some political victory or other. Who celebrates the loss of a child?
He felt cheated and peeved. Couldn’t even enjoy a special, happy little private moment without interference. He glanced out of the window. It was a beautiful night outside. How nice it would be to take a stroll through the garden. Maybe carry his drink out to the summerhouse on the north lawn and puff away at his cigar while gazing up at the stars?
Happy again, Dudley poured more of the excellent Armagnac, grabbed the Havana and his lighter, left the study and padded downstairs and out into the starlight. The gentlest breeze stirred the branches of the weeping willow by the house and the night air was perfumed with the scent of springtime flowers. Sometimes it was permissible to appreciate the works of Lucifer’s rival. But what most filled Tristan Dudley with joy and inspiration right now was the deep sense of satisfaction at the way he’d handled the Annie affair. At times like this, he felt like a Master of the Universe. Why, the Great Lord Satan Himself couldn’t have played this one better, or shown more devious skill in manipulating the gullible masses.
Dudley often mused that if the Devil were to assume human form and come to live among people, he’d choose either of the two careers in which he himself had displayed such excellence: the law, or politics. And though Dudley wouldn’t dare to speak such sacrilegious thoughts to his Pandemonium Club comrades, least of all to the Grand Master, he secretly reckoned that in either of those arenas he’d easily give the Devil a run for his money.
I am a badass. The baddest of them all!
Those were the giddy thoughts running through his mind as he ambled towards the far end of the north lawn and reached the three steps leading up the classically styled pavilion summerhouse. He came here sometimes to read a book or work on a speech, during those rare idle moments in a politician’s life when you could be alone. Solitude was at a premium when you spent most of your life surrounded by armed bodyguards. His security team lived in an annexe adjoining the east wing of the house. He hadn’t seen any of them since returning from the funeral, and supposed the current shift were patrolling some other part of the grounds. But he didn’t need them. He felt extremely safe and very, very content. Now he was going to lounge undisturbed in his wicker throne, light up his cigar in fine style and drink a toast to his own sheer brilliance. This is the life, he thought.
Dudley climbed the first summerhouse step. Then the second.
But he never reached the third. He let out a muffled cry of surprise and terror as a hand clamped over his mouth, and then a force that he could not resist pulled him violently backwards off his feet and slammed him to the ground.



Chapter 53
The members of Tristan Dudley’s close protection team were not patrolling the grounds, or doing much of anything else at this moment.
Ben and Wolf’s assault on Dudley’s fortress had taken just over eleven minutes, start to finish. The north end of the property was close to the woodland where they’d left the car. After scaling the wall and dropping down into the flower beds they’d spread out and stalked through the six-acre grounds, communicating via the miniature phone earbuds and mics they’d bought at the motorway services. A few pounds, for everyday civilian technology that was lighter, smaller and better than the state-of-the-art kit they’d been issued during their time with the SAS. Of lesser quality was Dudley’s CCTV camera system, which was quick and easy to disable.
Two of Dudley’s armed guards were on their evening shift. Ben found one of them at the west end of the property, taking a piss behind a tree. Wolf found his at the other side of the house just ninety seconds later. Both guards were put out of action before they knew what was happening to them. Working separately to their prearranged plan, Ben and Wolf quickly, quietly stripped the unconscious bodies of weapons and ammunition, hogtied and gagged them with gaffer tape, stuffed them out of sight among the bushes, and then congregated back at the house.
A smaller building adjoined one wing of the Dudleys’ elegant Edwardian home. It looked as though it had been a former mews or store house that had more recently been converted into a modern annexe. The black Jaguar SUV was parked outside, telling Ben that the annexe served as the accommodation for the security team. While most of the windows of the main house were in darkness, the lights were on inside the annexe. Ben and Wolf crept up to the windows and peered inside. The two bodyguards who’d accompanied the Dudleys in the Bentley earlier were lounging in a living room, watching sports. A couple more were in the kitchen, drinking mugs of tea at a table. With the two already down, that made up the full complement of six.
The annexe door was unlocked. Ben and Wolf slipped through it into a narrow, dimly lit hallway. If they’d made the slightest sound it would have been covered by the sound of the TV, but they were better than that. And far better than anything Dudley’s highly-paid professional protection team could possibly handle. In fact these guys were amateurs, and the evidence of it was clearly visible right there in the hallway. The soldier’s Rule Number One: keep your weapon close to hand at all times. Four shoulder holster rigs with chunky black semiautomatic pistols, spare magazines and detached silencers were hanging from coat hooks near the door, along with a pair of MPX submachine guns dangling by their slings. A collection of walkie-talkie handsets lay piled on a side table. Whoops.
Ben and Wolf pocketed the pistols they’d taken from the guards outside and silently took down the MPXs. Full-auto configuration models, capable of 850 rounds a minute, each one fully bombed up with integral sound suppressors, thirty-round magazines, tactical lights and lasers. If anything could be called an improvement on the old Heckler & Kochs that they’d cut their teeth on in the regiment, this was it. Wolf flashed Ben a golden grin.
Ben pointed at the living room door and counted off with his fingers, three – two – one. Then he swung the door open and they stepped into the room. The two guys watching TV turned to gape at them as though they were apparitions. Ben clubbed the nearest one hard over the head with the forend of his MPX and trained the weapon on the other, while Wolf stormed through to the kitchen. The man Ben had hit fell to his knees and then tried to scramble to his feet, so Ben put him down harder with a kick to the throat. The other one had the sense to remain perfectly still. Ben put a finger to his lips. ‘Shhh.’
Wolf had little trouble with the other two, once he’d slammed one of them into a wall and broken the other one’s nose with his weapon. Seconds later all four were prostrated on the living room floor and Wolf was tearing strips off his roll of tape while Ben held them at gunpoint. Wolf started with their wrists and ankles, then bound their knees together, taped their arms to their sides and wrapped a length around each man’s face to gag him.
‘Sweet dreams, boys,’ Wolf said with a leer as they turned out the living room light.
A connecting door from inside the annexe led into the main part of the house. The place was larger and somewhat grander than Anthony Abbott’s home. Ben and Wolf swept through the downstairs, and found every room empty. The house felt hushed and asleep, and Ben was wondering whether the Dudleys had gone to bed. He motioned to Wolf and pointed upwards, signalling that they should move up to the first floor.
From the marble-floored main hallway, a broad central staircase with carved banisters led upwards into darkness. Ben and Wolf were heading towards the stairs when a light came on from above, and they heard footsteps coming down from the first floor. They quickly retreated out of sight.
Moments later, Tristan Dudley appeared. He was still fully dressed; if anyone had gone to bed already it was his wife Clarissa. Dudley was holding an unlit cigar in one hand and a large crystal glass containing what looked like brandy in the other. From the slight shuffle in his step, it seemed as though he had already consumed a glass or two of the stuff. Which might have been a normal thing to do on the evening of his daughter’s funeral, but there was nothing mournful about the satisfied little smile on his face. Dudley appeared pretty pleased with himself – and he had absolutely no idea he was not alone.
As Dudley reached the foot of the stairs and started walking across the hallway, Ben emerged from the shadows behind him. The unsuspecting politician was just six steps away. Ben was ready to pounce when he realised that Dudley was heading towards the front door. The unlit cigar suddenly made sense.
What Ben had in mind would require space and privacy. He decided that rather than jump Dudley indoors, it would be easier and more discreet to wait until he was outside, further from the house. He motioned to Wolf and they held back. Dudley reached the front door and stepped outside, paused to gaze up at the night sky, breathed deeply and gave a contented sigh. Leaving the door wide open he ambled off up the garden.
Ben and Wolf slipped out of the house after him and followed, flitting through the shadows cast by the bright moon. Dudley crossed the ornamental gravel yard onto a neat lawn and kept walking. It looked as though he was heading somewhere in particular. Without realising it, he was leading them in the direction of the perimeter wall adjacent to the woodland north of the property, where they’d come in.
The pavilion summerhouse was bathed in milky moonlight. Dudley was heading right for it, evidently intending to quaff his brandy and puff his cigar there. Ben glanced back at the house, now some distance behind them. The upper windows were all dark. There was no sign of life. Nobody watching.
Dudley had reached the summerhouse steps when Ben decided to make his move. He strode up fast behind him, clamped a hand over his mouth and jerked him backwards off his feet. Dudley let out a muffled cry. The crystal glass fell to the lawn and broke. Ben dragged him to the ground and thumped him twice, blows intended just to stun him momentarily without knocking him unconscious. He wanted Dudley awake and alert.
Wolf tore off more strips of tape and bound his ankles, knees and wrists as he’d done to the bodyguards. Dudley was blinking and spluttering. Ben activated the weapon light on his MPX and shone it in the politician’s face, dazzling him. He said softly, ‘Start shouting, try to call for help, and I will shoot you. Do you understand, Mr Dudley?’
‘W-who … W-what …?’
Ben slapped him across the cheekbone with the gun. ‘Be quiet, listen to me and speak only when I ask you a question. Lie to me and I will shoot you. All right?’
‘That was a question, moron,’ Wolf growled.
Dudley nodded. ‘I … I understand.’
‘Now understand this. We are not kidnappers, and we’re not here to steal. This isn’t happening to you because you’re Tristan Dudley, senior MP and future Prime Minister. We don’t care how rich or important you are. We care about only one thing. The Pandemonium Club.’
The effect of those three words was like a bomb going off inside Tristan Dudley’s brain. His bloodshot eyes boggled like a madman’s and his jaw sagged open. After the initial shock subsided he managed to mumble, ‘I . . I don’t …’
Ben slapped him again with the gun. ‘Careful, Mr Dudley. If I hear you say something like “I don’t know what you’re talking about” I’m going to interpret that as a lie. And we’ve already established what happens next.’
‘We know you’re one of them, you repugnant sack of shit,’ Wolf said. ‘We know about Karswell Hall. We know what really happened to Annie. I watched it happening with my own eyes.’
‘As you can see, there are no secrets between us,’ Ben told him. ‘So now, for the first time in your miserable life, you’re going to tell the truth.’



Chapter 54
Ben tore away the tape binding Dudley’s knees together, so that he could roll himself up into a kneeling position there on the moonlit lawn between them. At first Dudley was reluctant to talk, but with the threat of the gun in his face he quickly broke down and the admissions began to pour out. Yes, he was a sworn initiate of the club and its inside organisation, the Ancient Order of Thoth. He’d been in it for years. Yes, he’d attended many of the ceremonial events at Karswell Hall. Yes, things happened there. He didn’t know why he’d ever allowed himself to get involved with it. Truly, he didn’t. He was so ashamed. But the tears that streamed down his face as he made his confession were ones of fear, not of repentance.
As the truth began to spill out, Wolf laid down his weapon and started to video-record Dudley’s confession on his phone. After a few moments Dudley noticed the camera and faltered. ‘Wh-what are you doing? Are you filming me?’
‘This isn’t for our benefit,’ Ben told him. ‘We already know the truth about you. Now it’s time that the whole world gets to hear who you really are. This video will be sent to a man called Vincent Eritas, and he’s going to blow the lid off your whole sick operation.’
All the blood had drained from Dudley’s face. He looked like a desiccated corpse. ‘You can’t do that to me. Please! You don’t know the kind of punishment they’ll bring down on me!’
‘I have a pretty good idea,’ Ben said. ‘You’ll be a marked man. If Satan himself doesn’t roast your arse alive, your Pandemonium Club pals surely will. And it’s no worse a fate than you deserve.’
‘No, I beg you, don’t!’
‘But let’s say I was willing to negotiate,’ Ben said. ‘You’re a politician. Politicians make deals.’
Dudley gibbered, ‘Okay, okay. A deal, yes. Anything. What do you want?’
‘Your friends in a cage,’ Ben told him. ‘The whole bunch of them, from the Grand Master, Bartholomew Van Brakel, all the way down. This ends now.’
‘H-how do you—?’
‘Know so much? You have your late former associate, Anthony Abbott, to thank for that. He was about to blow the whistle on you all. You might not have known about it, but Saunders did.’
‘W-who’s Saunders?’
‘That’s what I’d like to find out,’ Ben said. ‘But I will soon enough. He’s going to have a bad day when I catch up with him. And you’re going to help us make it happen.’
Dudley hung his head and the tears dripped from his nose into the grass. ‘If I do this, you agree not to send the video to your friend. Agreed?’
‘He’ll be disappointed. But it’s agreed.’
‘All right. Tell me what I can do.’
‘You can start by telling us when your Demon Club pals are due to get together next,’ Wolf replied.
‘Surely you wouldn’t plan on—’ Dudley started, gaping at them.
‘That’s exactly what we plan on,’ Ben said. ‘So let’s have it.’
Dudley let out a long sigh. ‘Very well. The next date in our calendar is the evening of March twenty-ninth. It’s the most important event of the year for us.’
Wolf looked at Ben. ‘Jesus. That’s tomorrow night.’
‘Why’s it so important?’ Ben asked Dudley.
‘There are many key dates in our year,’ Dudley confessed. ‘The Spring Equinox. Halloween. Hexennacht, the night of the witches. Lupercalia, when we sacrifice a goat in honour of our Lord Satan. But March twenty-ninth is special because it marks the creation of the Ancient Order of Thoth by our founder in 1907.’
‘Aleister Crowley,’ Ben said. ‘Your Grand Master’s old mentor.’
‘That’s right.’ Dudley no longer seemed surprised that his captors knew so much.
‘So what entertainment have you got cooked up this time around?’ Wolf asked, still filming and recording every word. ‘Someone else’s daughter getting her throat cut?’
‘Every important gathering must involve a blood ritual,’ Dudley admitted. ‘The usual event is scheduled for tomorrow night, to take place on the lake. Afterwards a second ceremony is to be held. It’s kept very secret. Only the Grand Master and his closest entourage know what’s planned.’
‘This takes place on the lake too?’ Ben asked him.
Dudley shook his head. ‘No. Down beneath the house. In the crypts.’
‘Crypts?’
‘A network of tunnels,’ Dudley replied.
‘Like the ones that Francis Dashwood built at Medmenham Abbey.’
‘But more extensive,’ Dudley said. ‘Our founder established them over a century ago, and they were in poor condition by the time I was inducted into the Order. I was on the committee that oversaw their refurbishment, and I still have the plans. The tunnels are lined with concrete and extend far beneath Karswell Hall, right across the lake.’
‘That’s how the bastards bring their victim from the house onto the island,’ Wolf said. ‘The way they just appeared from the trees, like magic.’
Dudley nodded. ‘Yes. There are cells down there, where the sacrificial offerings are kept until the ceremony. As well as other special rooms devoted to certain purposes.’
Certain purposes. Ben could imagine what those might be. Or maybe he couldn’t imagine. Either way, he didn’t want to know.
‘Where are the plans? Here in your house?’
‘No, I have them on my phone.’
Ben reached down, searched Dudley’s pockets for the phone and found it. ‘So who else will be at this little party?’ he demanded.
‘Everyone will be present for the opening rite. Afterwards only the senior members will attend the ceremony in the crypts. The Inner Circle of the Order of Thoth. Thirteen initiates in all.’
‘Including Van Brakel?’
‘Of course. The Grand Master presides over every special event.’
And Saunders would be there too, Ben thought. He wouldn’t have to know his name to recognise him instantly. The man’s face was burned on his memory. He asked, ‘Everybody in their robes and bird masks?’
‘In honour of the god Thoth. The costume is an essential part of the ritual.’
‘Bunch of freaks. Keep it hidden under the bed, do you?’ Wolf said.
‘Of course not. Karswell Hall has dressing rooms where every member keeps his items in a personal locker.’
Ben thought for a moment. ‘I need to know how to get inside. What about security?’
‘Armed guards,’ Dudley replied. ‘I don’t know how many. Several. Plus there’s a vehicle checkpoint on the gate to the estate. You haven’t a chance of getting inside unless you’re on the guest list.’
‘We know about the checkpoint,’ Wolf said. ‘And about the cameras everywhere, too.’
‘No, the only cameras are the ones surveilling the perimeter and the lodge house where all the chauffeurs and bodyguards spend the evening,’ Dudley answered. ‘The main house and the immediate grounds are clear of them.’
Ben was suspicious. ‘Why?’
‘Because of the concern that our members’ anonymity could be compromised if anyone ever managed to hack into the security system.’
Wolf gave a cynical grunt. ‘Well, isn’t it nice that nobody else in this country can go anywhere without getting filmed all the time, but you fuckers get to be shielded from it?’
‘You’d better be damn sure about this,’ Ben warned Dudley.
‘I swear, it’s true. I know, because I was also on the committee that approved it. That’s the reason the checkpoint security don’t look inside the vehicles. They require an admission pass before letting anyone in, but they’re not authorised to see the faces of the attendees.’
‘Including your own ugly fizzog,’ Wolf said. ‘I suppose you’re invited to this shindig as well, are you?’
‘I have to go. It’s expected of me!’
‘How were you planning on travelling there?’ Ben asked.
‘The same as always, in the Bentley.’
‘With your bodyguards?’
‘Two of them, but they spend the evening with the other bodyguards and drivers, in a lodge house on the estate. Nobody’s allowed to come out. They have no idea of what goes on.’
‘What about the admission pass?’
‘It’s just a plain piece of card with a number on it. Like a ticket. They’re sent out by post two days before every event.’
‘And where’s yours?’
‘I … I left it in the car. I always do, in case I forget.’
Ben imagined Dudley being happily chauffeured off to Karswell Hall to take part in more sadistic slaughter while his poor wife mourned at home, alone and in pain. He was feeling sickened talking to this man, and he’d heard all he wanted to hear. ‘Unfortunately, Mr Dudley, you won’t be able to make it. You have a prior engagement. With your maker.’
Dudley shrank away in terror. ‘No. I’ve done all you asked. I’ve told you everything. Don’t kill me. Please!’
‘How did you think this was going to end, dickhead?’ Wolf asked. ‘Thank you very much, have a nice evening and try to behave from now on?’
‘I’m begging you. Think of my wife. We just buried our daughter this afternoon.’
‘That’s what I like about this guy. He’s so full of consideration,’ Wolf said.
‘She’ll be upset, I know,’ Ben told Dudley. ‘To have lost not only her beloved daughter but her devoted husband, too. But she won’t mourn you for long, because she’ll soon find out all about what kind of man you were.’
The idea of Clarissa finding out the truth seemed to terrify Dudley almost as much as the threat of death. ‘Wait! I thought we had a deal!’
‘I agreed not to send your confession video to our friend Vincent,’ Ben said. ‘I never said I wouldn’t show it to Clarissa.’
‘They’ll kill her for knowing too much. They’ll tear her apart.’
‘Not if there are none of them left alive,’ Ben said. ‘She needs to know that you murdered your own daughter. I think we owe her that, don’t you?’
‘Seconded,’ Wolf said with a nod.
‘I didn’t murder Annie!’ Dudley protested. ‘I … just arranged for her to die. There’s a difference!’
‘Oh, there’s a difference,’ Wolf said.
‘It was quick! She was drugged out of her mind! She barely suffered at all!’
Wolf said in disgust, ‘Come on. Plug the bastard and let’s go.’
Ben shook his head. ‘Not here. We’ll take him to the woods and do it there.’
‘No. No!’ Dudley rasped. ‘Listen, I have money. Lots of it. Half a million pounds in cash, right there in a safe inside the house. Let me go and it’s all yours.’
Ben glanced across the north lawn to the section of the perimeter where he and Wolf had entered the property. On their way in they’d draped the tow rope from the rental car over the top of the stone wall, planning to use it to haul their trussed-up captive out of the grounds and back through the woods where they’d carry out the deed. Cold-blooded murder was an ugly thing to do. Ben didn’t like it much. But to kill Tristan Dudley was to prevent the deaths of untold numbers of his future innocent victims.
Filled with grim resolve, Ben tore a section of tape from the roll and went to slap it over Dudley’s mouth. But then, he stopped. Because he’d suddenly sensed a new presence behind him. He turned to look.
Standing there a few yards away, half-hidden in the moon shadow of the trees, watching them from within earshot of every word they’d been saying, was Clarissa Dudley.



Chapter 55
Ben and Wolf had been so focused on getting the truth out of her husband that she’d managed to sneak up on them completely unnoticed. Clarissa Dudley was swaying slightly on her bare feet, clad in a lacy nightdress with a gown pulled around her. Her hair was a mess and the dark rings under her eyes looked like punch bruises against the pallid skin of her face. Her gaze was fixed unblinkingly on her husband as though she’d been hypnotised. She barely even seemed to have registered the fact that he was on his knees with his wrists and ankles taped together, and being interrogated by two strangers, one clutching a submachine gun.
Ben said nothing. He heard Wolf mutter under his breath, ‘Oh, shit.’
Tristan Dudley was paralysed with horror at the sight of his wife. He gasped, ‘W-what are you doing here?’
In a dulled, faraway voice she replied, ‘I couldn’t sleep. All the pills in the world can’t take this kind of pain away. I got up and saw the lights at the bottom of the garden. Came downstairs and found the front door open. I thought you must have gone out to the garden, and I came looking for you. And then I saw you with these people. And I heard you talking.’
‘How long have you been standing there?’ Dudley quavered.
Long enough, Ben thought. She was going to have to find out the truth anyway. Better that she heard it directly from her spouse. From the look on her face, he guessed she’d already heard a good deal.
Clarissa Dudley came a step closer on her bare feet, then slowly turned her gaze towards Ben and Wolf. Up closer in the moonlight Ben could see that she was still half-dazed from the after-effects of the tranquillisers but growing more focused and alert every second, as she started to process the situation she was witnessing. He put down his weapon, to show her that he was no threat to her. ‘I’m very sorry for your loss, Mrs Dudley. And I apologise for coming here tonight. Please be assured that we mean you no harm.’
She asked, ‘What’s going on? Who are you? What are you doing to my husband?’
‘Your husband is mixed up in terrible things. Annie wasn’t the only person who’s been made to suffer because of him. We came here to make him pay the price for that.’
‘Don’t listen to them, Clarissa,’ Dudley warned her. ‘They’re nothing but common criminals. They tried to torture me for my safe combination.’
Clarissa looked at him and shook her head. ‘But I heard what you were saying just now. How could you say those things if they’re not true?’
Dudley’s last and most desperate shred of hope was that she hadn’t overheard any of his confession. Now that was blown away. ‘It wasn’t supposed to happen like this!’ he sobbed. ‘You weren’t supposed to know!’
‘You said you arranged for her to die. You said she was drugged. But I don’t understand. Our Annie was killed in a car crash.’
Wolf shook his head. ‘That was no car crash. He just used his power to make it look like one.’
As she slowly woke up to what she was hearing, the pain in her eyes was hard to look at. She ran trembling hands down her face. ‘I’m very confused. What’s going on?’
Ben said, ‘Maybe you should ask your husband what really happened to your daughter, Mrs Dudley.’
Dudley started to cry. ‘I-I can’t tell her. Don’t make me!’
‘No,’ Ben said. ‘Actually, I think we will.’ He picked up his weapon and put the muzzle against Dudley’s head. ‘Go on, tell her.’
‘It wasn’t me!’ Dudley sobbed. ‘They forced me to do it!’
His wife shook her head. ‘Who forced you to do what? Tristan?’
He blubbered, ‘You have no idea what these people are like, what they’re capable of. It’s a religion. A twisted, vile religion. They’re totally insane.’
‘And you’re right in there with them, matey boy,’ Wolf said.
‘No!’
Clarissa Dudley asked, ‘What religion?’
‘Your husband and his so-called Brothers worship things that shouldn’t be worshipped,’ Ben said. ‘They make blood sacrifices to their gods, for their own entertainment and career advancement.’
She screwed up her face in confusion as though she didn’t know what he was talking about. Denial. ‘Sacrifices?’
‘Human ones,’ Ben said. ‘People die. Deaths get covered up. Made to look like something else.’
As rigid as a girder she gasped, ‘You can’t mean … Annie?’
Ben nodded. ‘I’m afraid it’s true, Mrs Dudley. We have evidence.’ Though the last thing in the world he wanted was to show her.
She stared at her husband. ‘Tristan? Talk to me!’ Seeking reassurance, as if all this might just be some terrible, horrific dream that he could make go away.
Tristan Dudley looked like a cornered animal there on the ground. A twisted look of hatred came over his face and burned in his eyes. ‘I’m not going to deny it any more. Why should I?’
‘Oh, my God. It’s true?’
‘Don’t you utter your filthy God’s name in my presence,’ he snarled at his wife. ‘Yes, damn it, it’s true. Every bit of it. And I don’t give a shit what you have to say about that.’
She reeled on her feet, as though she felt faint, then turned and abruptly threw up in the grass. For a few moments she was bent over double, clutching her sides and racked with spasms. When she had nothing left inside, tears of agony were spilling down her cheeks. ‘This isn’t possible. How you could have killed our little baby?’
‘Baby, baby, baby,’ Dudley scoffed, flushed red with feral anger. ‘My dear, darling daughter was nothing but a curse on me. She hated me. Pushed me to the edge. Did everything she could to destroy my career. I should have got rid of her years ago. I had the connections. I used them. Because I can. And now she’s dead, I’m happy! Hear me? I’m happy! So are a lot of very important people who can make good things happen for me! Get it?’
His wife listened quietly. The haziness had now completely vanished from her eyes and she looked strangely composed. Beyond tears. No more emotion left to give.
Then she replied, ‘Our daughter might have had her problems. She wasn’t perfect. But she was my little girl. I loved her more than life itself. And you took her away from me, to help your career? I’ve always known that you were a shallow and ambitious man who only really cared about himself. But never, not in a million years, would I have believed you were really this much of an evil monster. I … I just can’t understand how you could do this to us.’
He screamed at her, ‘No, of course you don’t fucking understand, do you, you stupid, hopeless bitch. You haven’t got a clue about anything! You’re just like all the rest of the pathetic low-down scummy trash of the world! I should have delivered you to the Grand Master along with your fucking slut of a daughter!’
Clarissa absorbed his words without reaction and was silent for a long moment. Then she looked down at Ben’s weapon lying on the ground. She stepped towards it and picked it up. Her husband was panting and snorting like a tethered bull and staring at her as though he wanted to strap her to an altar and slice her heart out. She ignored him and said to Ben, ‘I’ve seen this gun before. It belongs to our security team. Are they involved in this, too?’
‘If we thought they were, Mrs Dudley,’ Ben replied, ‘they’d be dead now.’
‘Please tell me who you are.’
‘We’re just two people trying to do the right thing.’
‘What will happen after this?’
‘What has to happen. Your husband’s friends need to account for what they’ve done. To Annie, and to others.’
She nodded slowly. ‘Good. Now tell me, is this gun loaded?’
‘It is. And I’d advise you to put it down.’
‘Yes, put it down, you brainless cow!’ Dudley bellowed at her.
But Clarissa Dudley didn’t put it down. Instead she turned towards her husband, raised the weapon and pointed it at him. Her grip on the gun was a little awkward, but at this short range nobody could have missed.
The fury evaporated from his face and he struggled wildly against his tape bonds. ‘Clarissa! No! I … I didn’t mean what I said!’
Still looking at her husband over the barrel of the gun she said calmly to Ben and Wolf, ‘You gentlemen came here tonight to murder my husband, for reasons that will never be known. Perhaps you were terrorists, or paid assassins, or simply opportunistic thugs. It doesn’t matter. You managed to defeat his security, and you used one of their weapons to kill him. Then you got away, and there were no witnesses to your escape. I was in bed asleep the whole time and knew nothing about what was happening. Does that sound like a story anyone would believe?’
Ben didn’t speak. Wolf replied, ‘Sounds all right to me.’
Dudley was contorting himself like a worm on the ground in his desperation to break free. ‘Clarissa! Someone! Please help me!’
‘Nobody can help you now,’ his wife told him. ‘Goodbye, Tristan. And I hope you rot in hell.’
She squeezed the trigger with a hesitant flinch.
Nothing happened.
‘Safety’s on,’ Wolf said. ‘The little turny thing there by your right thumb.’
‘Oh.’ She found the catch lever and flipped it. ‘What does this other switch do?’
‘Sets the weapon to fully automatic,’ Wolf told her. ‘Takatakatakatak.’
‘Does that make it better?’
‘It can only make him deader.’
‘Then it’s better.’ She flipped the select fire switch.
Ben said, ‘Maybe you don’t want to do this, Mrs Dudley.’
‘Listen to him, Clarissa!’ Dudley howled, frantic with panic, trying to wriggle away towards the bushes.
‘Oh, but I do,’ she replied to Ben.
‘Then it’s your choice.’
‘This is the only thing left in my life that I have any control over,’ she said. ‘Damn right it’s my choice.’
She squeezed the trigger again. This time there was no hesitation, no flinch. Dudley screamed. The gun rattled into action, the sound suppressor doing its efficient work to muffle the blast. Eight hundred and fifty rounds a minute. Thirty rounds gone in just over two seconds. She didn’t take her finger off the trigger until the weapon was empty, and by then Tristan Dudley wasn’t screaming any longer. His lifeless body twitched a couple of times, and then there was nothing left for it to do except leak blood into the moonlit lawn.
The night was suddenly deathly quiet. Clarissa Dudley lowered the gun. She took a tissue from her dressing gown pocket and spent a moment wiping her prints off the parts she’d touched. Then she tossed it to Ben. He wanted to express to her again how sorry he was, but there were no words. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d seen anyone go through what she was going through and bear such intensity of unspeakable emotional pain with so much strength and dignity. He had decided that he admired Clarissa Dudley. He admired her very much indeed.
‘I’ll be going back to bed now,’ she said. ‘What with all these strong sleeping pills and tranquillisers that my doctor prescribed me, I might be out of it for the whole of tomorrow. For days, even. It could be thirty-six or forty-eight hours before I wake up and realise something terrible has happened to my poor husband, and call the police. I imagine that kind of timeframe would suit you fine, wouldn’t it?’
Ben sensed what she was thinking. ‘You heard what he said about tomorrow night’s event.’
She nodded. ‘And it seems to me that Tristan’s little friends might panic and pull the plug, if they knew he was dead. News travels fast.’
‘Yes, it does.’
‘And I’m sure you want them all to be there.’
‘Very much so,’ Ben said.
‘And so, I can buy you some time.’
‘Thirty-six hours should be more than enough for us to do what we have to do.’
‘After which the shit’s going to hit the fan anyway,’ Wolf said. ‘We’ll be long gone by then.’
She nodded again. ‘That just leaves the matter of the security team. For this to work, I suppose we can’t let them go until this is over. But if they’re innocent as you say, I wouldn’t want any harm to come to them. Will they survive for thirty-six hours in their present condition?’
Ben replied, ‘If there were somewhere secure they could be contained for that long with some basic provisions to keep them going, they’d be fine until the police rescued them.’
‘There’s the old coal cellar,’ she said. ‘We use it as an extra food store. There are tins of things and stacks of bottled water and soft drinks. It has a chute where people used to pour the coal in. The trapdoor is solid and it has a strong bolt. I don’t think anyone could get out of there.’
‘Untie ’em and dump ’em down the chute,’ Wolf said. ‘They might wonder why the hell we’re doing it, but they won’t have a clue. Could work.’
‘We’ll take care of it,’ Ben told her. ‘One more thing. We need the Bentley.’
She gestured back towards the house. ‘Take it. You’ll find it in the garage with the keys in it.’
‘Appreciated. Is there anything else we can do for you before we go?’
‘No. I’m going to be all right. At least, I think I am. Right now, I can’t really say for sure.’
‘Yes, you are,’ he said. ‘You’re going to be fine. Goodbye, then, Clarissa. Under different circumstances it would have been a pleasure meeting you.’
She said, ‘I don’t know your names, and I don’t think I want to. But I do want to thank you both for being here tonight. Now please go and send the rest of those fiends to hell, where they belong.’



Chapter 56
Surrey
The next evening
The night of March 29th had brought even more clement weather than that of the spring equinox. Not a breath of wind stirred the leaves on the oaks and beeches and sycamore within the wooded parkland of Karswell Hall; the glow of the waning gibbous moon reflected over the rippling surface of the lake and illuminated the lawns that surrounded the fine old house. It was a perfect night for the predators that dwelled among the forest. The haunting twoo and answering kee-wick of a pair of tawny owls sounded from the treetops as they surveyed their territory for likely prey. But the avian hunters weren’t the only beaked killers intent on claiming victims in that particular idyllic patch of English countryside that night.
The first vehicles had started arriving soon after eleven p.m., filtering in single file through the gates of Karswell Hall and pausing at the checkpoint where drivers handed admission passes to the security employees before being waved through. One at a time they proceeded around the side of the house, their headlights sweeping over the grand stonework, to park in their designated spaces at the rear. While the VIP guests exited their cars and made their way inside the stately home via a special entrance, all drivers and bodyguards were required to report to a separate lodge house on the estate, a distance away from the main building. The lodge was soundproofed and surveilled with cameras to make sure the staffers remained cocooned in there for the duration of the evening and witnessed nothing untoward. The general belief among them was that their employers must be up to some kinky stuff at the big house. A lot of knowing grins, nudges and winks were exchanged, but nobody had any cause to complain because they were getting paid double-time and provided with plenty to keep them entertained: a big-screen television with all the movie and sports channels on tap, pinball machines, pool table and computer games.
Meanwhile, back at the house the arriving delegates filtered through from the lobby to the familiar and comfortable environment of the members’ lounge. Champagne, fine wines, gin and tonics and vintage whiskies were served from the complimentary bar as the members greeted one another as old friends. Hands were shaken, conversation was lively and affable. Top lawmakers, High Court Judges, corporate bosses and industry tycoons, senior civil servants and political leaders, media pundits, movers and shakers; in whatever walk of life they had achieved success, in whatever corridors of power they held influence and helped to shape national and global events, everyone was considered equal. Here, the bitterest of rivals who might otherwise be seen tearing each other’s guts out in the public arenas of the company boardroom or the Houses of Parliament lounged amicably on plush leather sofas, enjoyed their drinks and laughed together as Brothers. It was a place they felt utterly safe and protected, united in their purpose and beliefs, happily sheltered from the outside world. As the crowd gathered inside the handsome room and the hour of the ceremony approached, the anticipation of tonight’s events grew into a buzz of excited chatter.
The highlight of the preliminary proceedings at Karswell Hall was the arrival of their beloved Grand Master. The great man’s black Rolls was waved through the checkpoint at eleven-thirty sharp, and minutes later he entered the members’ lounge like a king or an emperor, to the sound of reverent applause. As he’d done for forty years, Bartholomew Van Brakel received their adulation with regal grace, leaning on his ibis-headed cane while he shook a hand here and there, before taking his place in the gilt throne chair reserved for his supreme rank and accepting his customary flute of Armand de Brignac Methuselah champagne. At nearly £7,000 a bottle it was said to be the only form of beverage that ever passed the old man’s lips. Like most of his fellow members, he could well afford such indulgences and he drank it in moderation only because of his slowly failing liver. The decades of burning the black candle at both ends had taken their toll on his health.
As usual, Van Brakel was accompanied to Karswell Hall by his close lieutenant, a man who went by various different identities – ‘Saunders’ and ‘Curnow’ amongst others – but whose real name was Herbert Tiberius Fitzroy. Known to his very few friends and trusted associates as Fitz, he had served as the Grand Master’s personal assistant for many years. Long ago, he’d spent the earlier part of his career mired deep in the murky world of British Intelligence before becoming involved in covert government activities that were even darker and more secretive.
It was through those shadowy connections that their paths had first crossed. In the same way that the Grand Master had once become the student and protégé of the much older Aleister Crowley, Fitz had been introduced to a whole new way of life and become first Van Brakel’s disciple, and later his chief of staff and enforcer. His close association with the most powerful member of the Pandemonium Club endowed him with a great deal of power of his own. While the old man was immensely venerated, Fitz was profoundly feared. And for good reason.
Standing by the Grand Master’s throne, Fitz scanned the room. He was personally involved in the vetting of new members, and so was intimately familiar with the personal and professional backgrounds of every single man present. He’d always prided himself on knowing them better than they knew themselves – that was, until the Abbott affair had come along. It had been inside this very room that he’d first noticed the odd change that seemed to have come over their longstanding member over the last few months. The excess drinking; the furtive behaviour and occasional flashes of anger towards his fellow initiates. Something had seemed to be gnawing at the man. Something had not been right. Was Abbott harbouring some resentment against his Brothers, Fitz had wondered at the time. Did he blame them for the many self-inflicted disappointments and letdowns of his political career and personal life? Or had he suddenly developed a conscience, thereby breaking his pledge of loyalty with the Brotherhood? Had he not been warned that failure to abide by their strict code was an offence for which the only penalty was death?
Alarm bells ringing in his mind, Fitz had used his considerable power and resources to investigate. It hadn’t taken long to find out what was going on. Abbott might have thought he was being clever by steering clear of his home landline and email and purchasing a burner phone on which to carry on his secret business. But he hadn’t reckoned on Fitz’s ability to place bugs inside his house and car – thanks to which they’d soon discovered that he was planning on writing an exposé and in discussions with a London literary agency. Fitz had considered sending an assassination team to deal with them, too, before deciding to keep it clean and simple. Abbott’s murder could easily be attributed to a burglary. And he knew just the man to carry out the job.
What a dog’s breakfast that had turned out to be.
From now on, Fitz was determined to keep a much closer eye on his Brothers, lest a rogue member should ever again endanger the security of the Order. He switched his gaze from one face to another, scrutinising each in turn, observing their body language and mannerisms. Having learned his lesson from the Abbott affair anything remotely suspicious would have caught his attention, but he could see nothing that concerned him. The initiates of the Pandemonium Club were all visibly keyed up in readiness for tonight’s event. Those who were fortunate enough to be invited to the even more special ceremony planned for afterwards looked particularly animated.
And so they should be, Fitz thought with a smile. Watching the blood of pretty young women being spilled in the name of Thoth was a thrill that never lost its appeal, but the entertainment the Grand Master had devised for his inner circle that night would be a truly ecstatic experience never to be forgotten. For them, the ritual ceremony on the lake was just the hors d’oeuvre; after it had reached its bloody climax, they would retire to the crypts below the house to enjoy the main course. Even Fitz, who had quite literally seen and done it all, was mildly excited by the prospect.
But despite his anticipation of the fun in store for that night, Fitz couldn’t bring himself to feel quite as carefree and happy as his Brothers. He had more worrying matters on his mind.
Fitz was still reeling from the triple-whammy of recent events. The first body blow had been the return of the DNA test results. Rushed through at great expense, they had confirmed his suspicion, fuelled by the on-site investigations of his man Vaughn, that the body in the burned-out van in Albarracín had not been that of Jaden Wolf. Meanwhile, examination of the custom-made denture that Vaughn had brought back from Spain strongly suggested that it was the genuine article. Just as Fitz had feared, it appeared that his former employee Wolf had teamed up with the man sent out to eliminate him. Just when Fitz had thought he had Ben Hope completely stitched up, the clever bastard had managed to find a way to outfox him.
Then, hot on the heels of that discovery had come the mess in Scotland, when the Kirk woman had been magically whisked away from the clutches of Fitz’s men just as they were about to capture her. How in Satan’s name had that happened? Fitz would have concluded that Hope and Wolf were responsible, if not for the further incident that had taken place almost immediately afterwards at Anthony Abbott’s home, right at the opposite end of the country. Which had proved beyond any doubt that he was now dealing with two ex-SAS warriors on the rampage, both with very real reasons to seek reprisals against him.
Worse, Fitz now had to assume that Hope was in possession of the laptop containing Anthony Abbott’s book manuscript. With any luck the blithering fool had at least had the good sense to encrypt the document, in which case Hope wouldn’t be able to access it – otherwise, it could spell disaster. Fitz also faced other perplexing mysteries, such as the baffling issue of Grace Kirk’s current whereabouts, and the matter of who else had been working with Hope and Wolf to rescue her. That Hope must have called in reinforcements was an easy conclusion to draw, since not even a man of his abilities could be in two places at once. It couldn’t have been any of his associates in France: their movements were strictly monitored and there’d been no indication of their crossing over to the UK.
Or could Fitz be mistaken? Had he been fooled again?
Fitz hated not knowing the answers to these questions. Just one thing was clear to him: with Hope and Wolf on the loose and apparently hellbent on revenge, nobody was safe. ‘And that damned sister of his,’ he reflected bitterly. ‘Should have grabbed her when we had the chance.’ It was almost certainly too late now for such pre-emptive actions. His master plan was fast unravelling.
With all these concerns weighing on his mind Fitz had been pressuring his Grand Master to call off this meeting of the Order, but the stubborn old geezer wouldn’t hear of it. ‘This is a special night in honour of an extraordinary man,’ Van Brakel had kept insisting. ‘What would my teacher and mentor have thought of me, if he had known I would bolt like a coward at the first sign of adversity?’
Fitz understood Van Brakel’s reluctance. The old man was dying. This might be his last chance to attend the annual event honouring the founding of their secret society by the great Crowley. Likewise, Van Brakel was also aware of what was on Fitz’s mind. As the younger man stood by his throne watching the room and deep in thought, the Grand Master placed a wizened hand on Fitz’s arm and smiled, showing crooked grey teeth that looked like little fangs. ‘Have no fear, my friend,’ he said in his croaky voice. ‘We are on the winning side. Nobody can touch us.’
Words of encouragement, to be sure – but all the same, at the last minute Fitz had laid on extra security for the evening: the VIP delegates at Karswell Hall would be protected by a crack team of twelve armed close protection specialists, all former CID and intelligence operatives, all lower-ranking club members sworn to uphold the secrets of the Order. Some of them had been recently recalled from Scotland, after the botched attempt to snatch Grace Kirk. Fitz had also taken additional precautions to get himself and the old man out of there fast, if anything were to happen. The security team leader was Fitz’s close associate, Turnbull. Spotting him hovering discreetly over by the entrance, Fitz asked to be excused for a moment, and threaded his way through the crowd to talk to him.
‘How are we doing?’ Fitz asked Turnbull.
‘Got a couple of cameras down in sector five. I sent a couple of the boys down there to check, but it’s nothing. Probably just a malfunction.’
Sector 5 was in the woods, towards the edge of the estate. ‘Get it fixed,’ Fitz said.
‘I’ll take care of it. Apart from that, we’re solid. Everyone’s here. Ready when you are.’
‘Let me see the list,’ Fitz said, and Turnbull took out a tablet device to show him. The checkpoint guards logged the number of each access pass onto a computer, which automatically flagged up if anyone was missing. Anthony Abbott was showing up as absent, not unexpectedly, but everyone else had checked in as normal. Fitz was so extremely thorough in his preparations that he’d memorised all fifty-four passcodes and could match them to the names of the invitees. For instance, number 386752FH was Sir Eustace Shaw of the Foreign Office; that number 482415YR was Commander Sandy Applewood, the current head of MI5’s anti-terror task force; and that number 907568XV was the MP Tristan Dudley, who’d provided the offering for their last event.
… Wait a minute.
Fitz turned and scanned the room again. He frowned. Rechecked the list.
‘Are you sure this is correct?’ he asked Turnbull.
‘Yes. Is something wrong?’
‘According to this record, access pass number 907568XV was logged into the checkpoint at 11.09 p.m. That’s twenty-seven minutes ago.’
Turnbull scrutinised the list. ‘Copy that. But what’s the problem with it?’
‘907568XV is Tristan Dudley. If he checked in nearly half an hour ago, where is he?’ Fitz knew Dudley’s psychology very well. The man craved the attention of his peers. If he was inside the building at all, he would normally have been at the heart of the crowd, basking in their praise and adulation.
Turnbull looked around the room, frowning too. ‘You’re right. I can’t see him.’
‘Have your men check the bathrooms,’ Fitz said. ‘He may have been taken ill.’
Turnbull had a tiny radio mic attached to a curly wire that disappeared down his shirt collar. While he passed the instruction to his men, Fitz went among the crowd and asked a couple of people if they’d seen Dudley that evening. Neither of them had.
Fitz hurried from the room. In the corridor outside he took out his phone and dialled a secret number. Each Brother of the Order was issued a mobile that he was instructed to keep with him at all times. As a rule, if his masters were to call him on it, he must respond. To fail to do so was regarded as a kind of heresy.
No reply. Tristan Dudley was a deeply trusted member, whose willingness to sacrifice his only child as an offering only underlined his loyalty and bound him more tightly to the Order. If he wasn’t answering his phone, something really was wrong.
Just then, Turnbull came out and joined Fitz in the corridor. ‘His Bentley’s in the car park but there’s no sign of him in the bathrooms, or anywhere else.’
Fitz said, ‘He always travels with the same two bodyguards. Call the lodge house and ask to speak to them. They might know something.’
Turnbull nodded. ‘I’ll get right on it.’
Fitz paced impatiently while Turnbull talked to the lodge house.
‘No, I don’t know their bloody names,’ Turnbull was telling the person he’d got through to. ‘Just get them on the phone, will you? It’s important.’ Silence for a moment as they waited. Then the voice came back on the line and Turnbull said, ‘What do you mean, they’re not there? They have to be. The car’s there.’
‘What?’ Fitz demanded.
Turnbull ended the call. ‘Nobody’s seen them either. I don’t understand. If Dudley’s not here and neither are his driver or bodyguards, then who was driving the bleedin’ car?’
Fitz glowered at his head of security. The alarm bells were jangling inside his head, just as they’d done with Abbott but twice as loudly. Something was up. He thought about the apparent security camera malfunction in the grounds. What if it was more than that? His instinct was telling him that they had serious trouble. And there was only one conclusion he could come up with.
‘We’re under attack.’
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Time was pressing on for Fitz. In a few minutes the gong would ring to invite the members to retire to their dressing rooms and prepare for the night’s ceremonies. As Turnbull marshalled his security team and rushed off to comb the entire house and grounds for the suspected intruders, Fitz hurried back inside the members’ lounge to voice his concerns to Bartholomew Van Brakel.
The old man was still sitting quietly in his throne, finishing his glass of champagne. Nobody else in the crowded room had any idea of the developing crisis, and Fitz meant to keep it that way. He bent close to Van Brakel’s ear, keeping his voice down so as not to cause mayhem among fifty public figures, statesmen and pillars of the nation who would take to their heels and flee like antelopes at the first threat to their safety. It wasn’t his concern for their peace of mind that prompted his discretion; on the contrary, if his fears were correct their rush to escape would only precipitate an attack and reduce his own and the Grand Master’s chances of getting out of here in time.
‘Sir, we may have a problem.’
The old man’s dry, lizard-like lips tightened into a thin line as Fitz told him about Dudley’s peculiar absence. Van Brakel replied, ‘Call him.’
‘I have. He’s not replying. Sir, I’m deeply concerned and I think we should take heed of this warning. We must leave, now.’
But the old man shook his wrinkled skull of a head. ‘You’re overreacting. The evening must proceed as planned. If anything is amiss, the security team will take care of it. And if our Brother is found guilty of irregular behaviour, he will be punished according to our rules.’
That wasn’t good enough for Fitz. ‘It’s my job to protect you in an emergency, sir.’
‘What emergency? Nothing is happening. Surely you can’t expect me to miss this event for no good reason.’
‘I’m very sorry, but I must insist. I’m getting you out of here as fast as possible.’
Leaving Van Brakel sitting there fuming, Fitz sought out another senior member who’d been with them for many years. ‘Brother, a matter has arisen that requires the Grand Master’s urgent attention elsewhere. Can I ask you to take over as acting Master of Ceremonies for tonight?’
The member looked delighted. ‘Why, certainly, Brother. I’d be absolutely honoured.’
Fitz thanked him and hastened back to Van Brakel. With great reluctance the old man allowed himself to be coaxed from his throne and led out of a side door. Short of beating Fitz over the head with his cane there was nothing he could do to resist. ‘I’m sure this is completely unnecessary,’ he was muttering.
‘Trust me, it’s necessary.’
As Fitz and his mentor made their exit, the ceremonial gong sounded and the acting Master of Ceremonies announced: ‘Brothers, the time has come for you to prepare. The ceremony is due to begin shortly.’
The members quickly finished their drinks and proceeded to the dressing rooms to change into their garb. A whole section of the building was devoted to row upon row of private cubicles, each containing a personal locker where the initiate kept his long, black hooded ceremonial robe, the bird-beaked mask that covered his expressions of delighted blood-lust during the ritual, and any other personal effects he chose to store there. Some of the members liked to snort a little cocaine or methamphetamine, to enhance their enjoyment of the evening still further. Do as thou wilt, their founder would have said approvingly.
Soon afterwards, the robed and masked crowd emerged from the house. The long line of dark figures moved in solemn procession down the moonlit lawn towards the lakeside, where they assembled in orderly fashion and silently waited for the ritual to begin. Across the water, the wooded island was all in darkness. When the first flash of fire lit up the trees, the chanting echoed across the lake.
The night was about to begin in earnest.
‘Where are we going?’ wheezed Bartholomew Van Brakel as Fitz hurriedly ushered him through the corridors and passageways. They were making slow progress. Karswell Hall was built on a grand scale, and the old man couldn’t move fast enough. His cane tapped and scratched on the floor as he hobbled along, and his breathing was laboured. It wasn’t just his liver that was failing. Every organ of his worn-out old body was gradually breaking down. He frequently had to pause for breath, forcing Fitz to bite his tongue in frustration and wait for him to move on again. They should have been out of here already.
‘We need to make for the rear exit,’ Fitz said as Van Brakel stopped yet again to catch his breath. ‘It’s just a short walk from there to the meadow at the back of the house.’
Van Brakel spluttered a moment longer, and gasped, ‘I can’t go that far. Do you want me to collapse and die?’
‘Please, sir, you must try.’
‘This is ridiculous. The car is closer. Why aren’t we going back to the car?’
Fitz carried a spare set of keys to the Rolls and could have opted to make their escape that way. He replied, ‘Too dangerous, sir. People like these might easily plant a bomb inside your car, or ambush us as we drive out of the gates. They could just be waiting to shoot us before we even got in.’
But Fitz had already anticipated every possible scenario and wouldn’t have come here without an alternative means of escape. While he gave the old man a moment to rest he pulled out his phone and hit a preset number. ‘Salter? This is Saunders. You’re needed. Get over here now.’
Salter was the name of the helicopter pilot Fitz had drafted in to evacuate him and the Grand Master in the event of an emergency. The plan was a compromise. The chopper should ideally have been stationed here at the house, but Fitz had been concerned about causing anxiety among the other members and having to face a lot of difficult questions, if it all turned out to be a false alarm. Instead, Salter had instructions to remain on standby with his Bell 206 at a nearby airfield just a few minutes away, ready to fly in and pick them up at a moment’s notice. The flat meadow behind Karswell Hall provided the perfect landing zone, for a skilled pilot who could avoid the treetops on one side and the electricity pylons that bisected the field on the other.
‘I’m on my way,’ Salter said.
Fitz told him to hurry, and ended the call. The old man had recovered his breath and seemed able to keep moving on. They passed the open doorway to a room that was filled with antique furniture covered in white drapes, like weird ghosts in the semi-darkness. The window had a view across the moonlit lawn in front of the house, with the lake and island beyond. ‘Look,’ Van Brakel said, pointing and hobbling over to peer through the dusty pane. Fitz wanted to grab him and keep moving, but you didn’t disrespect the Grand Master that way. Following Van Brakel to the window he could see the robed procession of their Brothers parading from the house and slowly advancing down towards the lakeside.
‘You’re a fool, Fitzroy,’ the old man muttered. ‘I’m missing this for nothing.’
‘Sir, please. We need to hurry, if we’re going to meet the chopper when it lands.’
Van Brakel snapped, ‘We’re perfectly safe here. If I can’t attend my own event, then at least let me watch for a minute. That’s an order, do you hear?’
Fitz had no choice but to wait. He looked at his watch and stared up at the sky, as though he could somehow will the helicopter to arrive more quickly. Van Brakel went on watching as the procession of their Brothers assembled at the lakeside.
And now the ritual began, following the same familiar course it had for many years. It was so beautiful to their eyes. As the chanting of the initiates echoed across the lake the island was all lit up by stabs of flame and great clouds of coloured smoke rose up into the night sky. The great effigy of the god Thoth loomed out of the swirling smoke. At his feet appeared the blood-crimson figure of the High Priest, who faced the spectators across the lake with his arms raised high above his horned head, the ceremonial dagger glittering in one hand and his sceptre in the other.
Then, to the fervent chanting of the initiates, the High Priest’s robed assistants emerged from the smoky shadows with tonight’s sacrificial offering. She was darker than the last one, clad in the traditional white dress that would soon be drenched red. Though only a few days had passed since the ritual slaughtering of Annie Dudley, the crowd could not get enough of innocent blood. Every time they gathered here to drink in this spectacle and feel at one with the Dark Forces, it was as intoxicating as the very first.
The chants and invocations went on: words whose meaning only the initiated could comprehend, rising in pitch as the climactic moment drew nearer; here and there a fevered cry of Hail Thoth! or Ave domine inferni! Salvete, fratres in Satanas! Once more, the offering was dragged to the foot of the altar, her arms pulled wide and lashed to the iron rings set into the stone. Once more, the mighty Thoth looked on as his servant stepped towards the helpless victim. The High Priest’s dagger was a tongue of fire that danced and swished through the smoky night air. The crowd was possessed, transported by a state of orgiastic delirium. Wanting her blood. Wanting to taste it, feel its warmth on their skin.
Now at last the moment of ultimate satisfaction had come. The High Priest raised his blade, ready to make the first cut. And then the victim’s white dress was painted in a spray of red. A howl of elation came from the crowd. It all happened too fast for them to realise that the knife hadn’t touched her. Or that the blood spray that spattered her clothing wasn’t her own.
A fraction of a second after the bullet blew the High Priest’s brains out, the sound of the silenced rifle shot was little more than a dull thump from across the lake. His knees buckled under him and the unused dagger dropped from his hand. His horned headdress had split in half and his skull had been hollowed out like a canoe.
The frenzied baying of the crowd turned into a collective cry of shock.
Then, into total panic.
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The second muted gunshot followed instants later. One of the High Priest’s assistants was standing there paralysed with shock over the corpse when the high-velocity bullet punched through his chest and turned the contents of his thoracic cavity to pulp. He was only halfway to the ground when a third bullet struck the neck of the other assistant as he tried to bolt for the cover of the trees. His lifeless body went tumbling into the shadows.
Three for three, fired off just as fast as Tuesday Fletcher could work the bolt on the .338 Remington and plant the scope crosshairs on his targets from just over two hundred metres away, the other side of the lake where he and Reaper were hunkered down among the bushes. In a sniper’s world timing is everything – and being the artist that he was, Tuesday’s timing had been perfect.
And now the Pandemonium Club was about to earn its name, in a literal sense. Yelling and screaming, they broke their orderly line along the edge of the lakeside and scattered in panic. Several of them tripped over their robes, stumbled and went sprawling to the grass. A few of the more sprightly ones made a dash towards the safety of the house.
But they weren’t going to get very far. While all eyes had been hungrily focused on the spectacle on the island, nobody had noticed the three of their Brothers who had quietly stepped back from the crowd, taken off their beaked masks, shrugged off their robes and pointed the semiautomatic weapons that had been concealed underneath.
Ben Hope, Jaden Wolf and Jeff Dekker had joined the party.
A lot of organising had taken place in the last twenty-four hours. As Ben and Wolf had sped away from the village of Hanbury in separate cars, Ben had got straight on the phone. While Grace’s fate had been at the mercy of Saunders’ killers, he’d been powerless to call for the help of his closest friends and allies. Now all that had changed. And his friends were only too happy to answer his call.
Jeff and Tuesday had landed in the UK just hours later, while Jeff’s buddy Reaper Rigby had sped down from Wrexham to lend a helping hand. In addition to his sniper rifle, Reaper had brought with him another useful piece of kit that he kept stashed away for a rainy day: a military-grade RF scanner/jammer of the kind that Special Forces covert entry and counter-surveillance teams sometimes used to detect, locate and neutralise GPS locators, bugs and hidden cameras. The operation to get inside Karswell Hall was soon underway. They split into two teams: Tuesday and Reaper would infiltrate the grounds and take up position in the woods, while Ben, Wolf and Jeff would use Dudley’s Bentley to roll up with the rest of the delegates that night.
So far, the plan was going smoothly. Reaper’s van had passed unnoticed by the gates of Karswell Hall earlier that evening, skirted the edge of the estate and parked in the same spot where Wolf had hidden his car the night of the spring equinox. Tuesday and Reaper scaled the same part of the wall that Wolf had, and made their way into the woods equipped with the rifle, the RF scanner and a spotter’s scope. Working carefully and methodically, they’d spent the next three hours detecting hidden eyes among the trees. In jammer mode, Reaper’s device was capable of blocking the signal from a CCTV camera from a distance of over a hundred metres in any direction. It enabled them to create a blind zone through which they could penetrate the woods to a well-covered observation point overlooking the lake, with the island in clear view. Range to target: 214 metres. Once they were set up and in position, Tuesday called Ben to say, ‘We’re in.’
Then all they’d had to do was wait for Ben and the others to play their part. At 11.08, Tristan Dudley’s Bentley entered the gates of Karswell Hall in a line of other vehicles. Ben was behind the wheel with Jeff at his side and Wolf in the back. Jeff had plenty of time to listen to Ben’s detailed account of the whole story. By the end of it, he hated these people even more than Wolf did. Ben felt no hate. He was in that place that you find when you have worked through the rage and come out on the far side. A cold fire softly smouldering inside him. Still, quiet and implacable. The calm before the storm.
As the car purred up to the security checkpoint Ben rolled down his window and offered Dudley’s access pass to the guard. The guard gave the pass the once-over, scanned the number into a computer system and then waved them through without a second glance.
‘Easy-peasy. Welcome to the club,’ Wolf muttered from the back seat as they sailed on through.
Ben had followed the line of cars around to the rear of the house, and pulled up in the designated parking space that Dudley had told them about. The three of them sat watching as the Pandemonium Club members went inside and their various drivers and bodyguards headed towards the lodge house Dudley had also described. So far, so good, and no nasty surprises.
When the coast was clear, Ben, Wolf and Jeff slipped out of the car. Wolf and Jeff were each carrying an MPX submachine gun from Dudley’s place. Ben was armed with one of the pistols, fitted with a silencer and tactical weapon light mounted in front of the trigger guard. The three of them hurried across to a side entrance into Karswell Hall. This was the moment when they’d discover the truth of Dudley’s claim that there were no CCTV cameras surveilling the house itself.
As they pushed deeper into the house, it seemed as though Dudley had been right. They moved stealthily, keeping an eye out but meeting no resistance. Ben had been inside a lot of fine old homes in his life, but Karswell Hall wasn’t like any of them. The corridors and passageways were dark and dusty and smelled of damp and rats and other peculiar earthy, sickly-sweetish odours that he couldn’t identify. Strange paintings hung on the walls: cobwebbed portraits of odd-looking people with distorted faces and haunting eyes that seemed to peer into your soul and track you as you walked past. Weird, surreal abstracts that were creepily unsettling to the mind, as if some kind of madness lurked behind the fringe.
Ben was getting an eerie, shivery feeling that couldn’t be explained by just the mildewy dankness in the air or his imagination of the things that had happened here since the days of Aleister Crowley, the Great Beast 666. There was something horribly wrong with this place. He had never known anything quite like it before. It was like feeling the touch of evil brush against your skin, making you want to shudder in revulsion and push it away – except it was everywhere, like spores of some alien disease suspended in the very air that you were breathing. He had to fight the urge to turn around and run back outside to empty his lungs of the taint of it. He knew that if he were to leave now, he’d never want to come back.
‘Gives me the frigging creeps, this place does,’ Wolf muttered. Jeff just nodded, too spooked to say anything.
They’d been pushing through the interior for nearly eight minutes when they came across the dressing rooms that Dudley had mentioned. A whole section of the building devoted to them, just the way he’d described it, like a small hotel-within-a-house, rows of close-set doors each marked with a tarnished brass number.
Ben, Jeff and Wolf had already planned what they’d do when they found the changing rooms. Before too long the members would be summoned here to don their garb for the evening. And when they did, three unlucky winners would find someone there waiting for them.
Wolf and Jeff each picked a room a few doors apart, and Ben chose one in the middle. The doors were locked, but the locks were simple and easy to defeat. Once they were open, the three men parted without a word, knowing that the next time they saw one another, they would each have killed an unarmed man. Quick, silent and brutal. All three of them were trained experts in that art. It didn’t mean they enjoyed it.
Ben quietly shut himself inside. The dressing room was a small cubicle, about eight feet square, bare and utilitarian with a little side table, a wooden stool, a mirror, a bare-bulb light with a pull cord and a slim steel wall locker like the ones in military barracks. The lightbulb was dim and crusted with dead insects. Hardly the level of high-class luxury or cleanliness that Ben supposed the average VIP Pandemonium Club member would normally be used to. But then again, the typical five-star hotel or posh private club probably didn’t offer such men the kind of thrills they most craved, deep down in their sordid little hearts. Men who had already sold their souls in return for the dark and terrible pleasures that only their occult masters could give them. Men who were already dead inside.
Now that he thought about it, maybe Ben didn’t really have too many scruples about ripping the life out of one of these animals. He turned off the light and sat on the stool in the darkness, waiting.
He hadn’t had to wait for very long. A few minutes later he heard the sound of approaching footsteps and voices. Someone laughed. A key rattled in the door next to Ben’s, and he heard the door swing open. Like a game of Russian roulette, the man next door had drawn an empty chamber. A moment later, more footsteps came right up to Ben’s door, and there was the scrape of a key in the lock. Ben slipped off the stool and moved into the corner of the booth so that he’d be hidden behind the inward-opening door when the man came in.
The door opened. The footsteps came inside. The light clicked on. The door began to close. The dressing room belonged to a pudgy little man in his early fifties, with a balding head and a sack of a belly, still clutching the key to his dressing room. He was smiling to himself, but the smile quickly vanished as Ben appeared behind the door, closed it and then stepped forward and wrapped an arm around the man’s throat with his other hand clamped over his face.
Three seconds later, the pudgy little man was slumping to the floor with a broken neck. Quick, silent and brutal. Ben wouldn’t be losing any sleep over it, that was for sure.
He snatched up the fallen keys, found the one to the locker and stepped over the body to open it. Inside was a bird-beaked mask like the ones in Wolf’s video, a long black robe, and a fancy wooden cigar box containing a syringe and vials of some caramel-coloured liquid that looked like heroin or opium. Ben wanted to pump the whole lot into the guy’s veins, so that he could watch him die again.
Then Ben had donned the robe. It was eight inches too short for him, but he’d doubted anyone would notice. Next he’d put on the mask and flipped the robe’s hood over his head. He’d turned and looked in the mirror and seen the bizarre black-clad figure standing there looking back at him.
And he’d thought, Tonight, you all go down.



Chapter 59
In the midst of the erupting chaos by the lakeside, Jeff Dekker grabbed one of the fleeing robed figures and dumped him hard on the ground, knocking him senseless with a sharp kick to the head. ‘Not so fast, pal.’ Either side of him, Ben and Wolf were blocking the escape of the panicking crowd and rounding them up at gunpoint.
What moments earlier had been a gathering of some of the nation’s most powerful and influential men, here to satisfy their bloodthirsty desire to watch the slaughter of an innocent woman, was now like a helpless flock of black sheep being herded by three well-trained German shepherds. The sight of the weapons was enough to cow most of them into instant obedience, making them put up their hands and cry for mercy. Others needed to be made an example of. Ben clubbed one of them over the head with the butt of his pistol while Wolf tripped up another who was trying to push past him and sent him tumbling to the ground. ‘Whoops. Mind your step there, Brother. Dear me, did we hurt ourselves?’
Within moments, they had them all huddled in a cowering scrum of bodies. Someone shouted, ‘This is an outrage!’
Ben replied, ‘Sue me.’
He looked across the lake at the island, where the remnants of the dying flames were lighting up the trees and the statue of Thoth. The woman they’d been about to sacrifice was hanging limp from the altar and appeared to have fainted – or else she was drugged. He’d get to her as soon as he could. First things first. He looked back at the crowd and did a rough head count. He stopped at forty. None of them looked particularly bent or ancient or was carrying an ibis-headed cane. Which meant that Bartholomew Van Brakel, the Grand Master, was not among them. Ben felt a sour taste in his mouth.
Jeff said, ‘Okay, ladies, let’s get those masks off so we can take a look at your pretty faces. Robes, too.’
After some subdued grumblings of protest, the prisoners threw back their hoods and reluctantly stripped off their masks. As their faces became visible under the moonlight Ben’s disappointment worsened, because the man he knew as Saunders wasn’t among them either. That wasn’t good. Ben needed to get them all, and Saunders most of all. If Saunders went free, all this was for nothing. Neither Grace nor Wolf nor the Le Val team nor Ben himself would ever be safe.
Jeff motioned his pistol towards the house. ‘Right then, you shower of sick pricks,’ he commanded them. ‘Quick march, on the double.’ Several among the crowd hesitated and seemed about to try to make a run for it, even though there was nowhere to go. Ben fired a shot into the ground at their feet, making them jump. The silenced pistol sounded like a handclap. The bullet threw up a spray of dirt. He said, ‘You want to run? Be my guest. See how far you get.’
‘I want them to run,’ Wolf snarled. ‘Oh, please run.’
Nobody ran.
‘Now move it,’ Ben said.
It was a large number of prisoners for three captors to handle, but these weren’t the kind of dangerous and desperate enemy warriors that Special Forces soldiers were used to dealing with. They were flabby, unfit, unhealthy men in their middle age and above, whose idea of exercise was a leisurely round of golf and whose main form of cardiac workout was watching innocent people get violently put to death just for fun. Ben, Wolf and Jeff started herding them back up the moonlit lawn towards the house. A moment later, three captors became five as Tuesday and Reaper came running from the trees and caught up with them. Tuesday was carrying the .338 Remington with its bipod legs folded. Reaper, clutching another of the pistols captured from Dudley’s place, was out of breath but his face was split wide open in a huge grin. ‘Fuck me, I haven’t had this much fun since we cleared out those militants in Kabul.’
‘Nice job, Tues,’ Jeff said.
‘Fish in a barrel,’ Tuesday replied.
Ben scanned the house. He was expecting more trouble at any moment. The speed and surprise of the attack would have caught the armed security team unawares, but they’d bounce back quickly. ‘Eyes open, folks. We’re going to have company.’
‘Already met a couple of patrols in the woods,’ Reaper said. ‘The first two guys were checking cameras and we let’m go, ’coz it was too early to kick things off. The second pair was just half an hour ago. Got a little too close to our OP. Won’t do that again in a hurry.’ He tossed Ben a radio.
Two down. That still left an unknown number of guards. Ben turned the radio on and could hear the sound of all hell breaking loose inside the house as the security team realised something was happening.
Here it comes, he thought.
They were sixty yards from the house when running figures spilled across the patio and down the steps, racing for the lawn. The flat reports of pistol shots popped through the night air. Whether they could be heard from the lodge house, Ben neither knew nor cared at this point. He and the others moved in closer to the crowd of prisoners and the shooting faltered and stopped, the security men not wanting to accidentally hit any of their lords and masters. Which didn’t make for fair tactics; but then sniping at someone from concealed cover with a precision rifle wasn’t exactly fair, just like stabbing a tethered woman to death with a dagger wasn’t exactly fair either. This was war.
Ben levelled his pistol and squeezed off a round. A fifty-yard shot on a moving target, nailed clean. The running figure crumpled to the ground. He added a notch to the tally in his head. Three down. Jeff and Reaper shot two more, making five. One of the security guards was toting an AR-15 carbine whose range and accuracy could have posed a problem, until a bullet from Tuesday blew out his chest and he fell back against the stone balustrade that flanked the steps up to the mansion. Six. Another guy went to snatch up the fallen carbine but a well-aimed three-shot burst from Wolf cut him short before he could deploy the weapon. Seven. After a few more exchanges of gunfire the remaining protectors of Karswell Hall lost heart, dropped their arms and fled into the night.
‘Ha! Look at ’em go, the filthy cowards,’ Jeff jeered.
‘If they’d wanted to stop us they should have brought a regiment,’ Ben said.
Tuesday asked, ‘You reckon they’ll call the cops?’
Wolf looked at him. ‘And tell them what? That some rough big boys broke in and interrupted a perfectly civilised Satanic murder ritual?’
Ben said, ‘Let’s keep moving.’
They marched the huddled circle of prisoners the rest of the way across the lawn and up the steps to the house. Some of the Pandemonium Club initiates were blustering angrily, others weeping in self-pity, others too frightened to utter a sound. Through an open pair of French windows was a room that looked like a country club lounge, with comfortable seating and a bar. One glance told Ben that it wasn’t secure enough for his purposes.
Leaving the others to hold the crowd at gunpoint he jogged on ahead and tried a couple of interior doors. A few steps down a passage he found a large banquet room. The walls were thick, dark, sculpted wood panelling, the furniture was shunted to one side and draped, and a layer of dust covered the grand stone fireplace at one end. The moonlight shining in through the tall bow windows at the opposite end of the room showed that they were barred on the outside.
In its heyday the banquet room might have hosted lavish dinners, as well as maybe a few drug-fuelled Satanic orgies, for Aleister Crowley and his well-connected band of followers. Whatever purpose it was put to these days by Van Brakel’s occultist gang, Ben could think of a better one. The double doors were heavy and solid. The bars on the windows had been put there to keep people out. But they were just as good for keeping people in.
He ran back to the lounge, where the others were waiting. ‘This way.’
It wasn’t long before they’d finished herding the captives inside the secure banquet room. Tuesday found a light switch and turned on bright overhead spotlamps that shone down on the huddled prisoners and made them blink and cringe like vampires caught by a shaft of sunlight.
‘Right ugly bunch of monkeys, aren’t they?’ Jeff said.
Wolf pulled a face as though he could smell bile. ‘And they don’t look half so proud now the shoe’s on the other foot.’
‘I’ve seen him on TV.’ Tuesday pointed out a reedy grey-haired man in the corner who looked vaguely familiar to Ben, too. At this moment the guy wouldn’t have been too presentable for the cameras, because he’d wet himself with fear.
‘I reckon I’ve voted for that one there,’ Reaper said, waving his pistol at another. ‘Back when I used to bother voting for any of the bastards.’
Ben said nothing. He was still feeling the full force of his dismay at having let both Saunders and Van Brakel slip through his fingers.
‘What’s going to happen to us?’ quavered the one Tuesday had seen on TV.
‘You’ll never get away with this!’ shouted another. ‘Do you know who we are?’
‘Sure, we do,’ Jeff told him. ‘And soon everyone else is going to know, too. Going to make quite a story.’
‘No!’ the man screamed, and made a break for the window. Wolf fired a burst from his MPX that stitched a ragged line of holes in the ornate wood panels and sprayed the guy with splinters. ‘Whoa, there, Brother. One more step and I’ll shoot your bollocks off.’
‘Hold them for a bit,’ Ben said.
Jeff replied, ‘Where are you going?’
‘To the island.’



Chapter 60
Fitz and the old man had watched in horror as the scene unfolded down by the lakeside and their Brothers were rounded up like cattle by the armed intruders.
‘This is intolerable! Do something!’ Van Brakel gasped, leaning hard on his stick and clutching his heart as though he was about to keel over and die. Part of Fitz wished he would; if it hadn’t been for the old man’s stubbornness they’d have reached the meadow by now, ready to meet the chopper. Which should be landing any moment now. Fitz scanned the sky again but all he could see was empty blackness.
Where was Salter?
Van Brakel was trembling and his wrinkled old eyes were bright with incendiary rage. ‘You let this happen, Fitzroy. I hold you personally responsible!’
‘Sir, may I remind you that I urged you to cancel the Gathering. You wouldn’t listen to me. Now we have to get out of here. Please. Quickly!’
At that moment running figures burst from the house, and the first shots sounded. For a few brief instants it looked as though the security guards were going to contain the dreadful situation. But the tide turned against them almost immediately. Fitz watched as two, three, four of them went down. Then he recoiled from the window as one of its panes exploded inwards from the impact of a stray bullet. Fitz felt the sting on his cheek, and touched his fingers to the blood where a shard had gashed him. The old man was just standing there. Fitz grabbed his arm and yanked him away from the broken window. ‘Come on! It’s too dangerous here!’
Fitz hustled the Grand Master from the room and virtually dragged him through the house towards the back exit, and the meadow beyond. He could only pray that they weren’t too late. The fear was growing on him that Hope’s army of attackers had already surrounded Karswell Hall and would grab them the moment they stepped outside. Then Fitz would have no choice but to shoot his way out. He wasn’t afraid of that. But you couldn’t fight if you didn’t carry a gun. Nowadays he relied on having others do that for him. And now those others were nowhere to be seen, and he was alone. The fear gripped him tighter.
That was when Fitz suddenly realised that the changing rooms weren’t far away, and remembered that at least two of the members kept illicit weapons stashed away in their private lockers. Unknown to them, Fitz had keys to each and every one, and routinely checked their contents.
‘This way!’ he rasped in Van Brakel’s ear, dragging him along.
‘Where are we going? I can’t walk any further!’
‘Yes, you can.’
Fitz was petrified that at any second they were going to run into Hope and his raiders. He ploughed desperately on until he reached the locker rooms. Finding the one he wanted, he fumbled for the key. His hands were shaking. The old man was gibbering and frightened and seemed to be suffering from breathing difficulties. This is all we need, Fitz thought.
He unlocked the dressing room door, shoved Van Brakel through it and pressed his frail body down onto the stool. He made for the locker, unlocked that too and reached inside. The changing room belonged to a retired police commander who had been a member of the Order for over twenty years. The gun he kept in his locker was a Colt .45 automatic. Maybe confiscated from a drug dealer or liberated from a police armoury. Fitz unclipped the heavy steel handgun from its holster and checked it. The magazine was fully loaded, seven rounds of hard-hitting forty-fives. It had been many years since he’d been an active combatant, before he joined the murky world of intelligence. But he had killed men in the past, and still knew how to use a gun.
Fitz jacked a round into the chamber, thumbed on the safety and tucked the pistol in his pocket. He felt a glow of confidence return. Let Ben Hope come and find him now.
Where he sat slumped on the stool in the corner, Van Brakel was panting and wheezing like a consumptive. The dead-fish skin of his face rippled with fury and hatred. Pointing a bony finger at Fitz he rasped, ‘I’ll have you killed for this, Fitzroy. Thanks to your incompetence a hundred years of tradition and faith have been destroyed. I’ll have you torn apart and your head placed on a spike. I will drink your blood, and crows and rats will feast on your rotting flesh. Do you hear me?’
Fitz turned and stared at him. ‘Yes. I hear you. And do you know something? I’ve had enough of listening to your whingeing and your threats. For years I’ve carried you, protected you, kissed your shrivelled old arse. You and your precious Order would have been taken down a long time ago if I hadn’t been there to watch over your affairs. So you will show me some respect, and you will shut your stinking hole of a mouth, or I will ram this gun right down your chicken neck throat and blow your guts out of your rear end, and I’ll smile doing it. Understand?’
Van Brakel shrank away from him, the fury in his eyes diminishing to pinpoints of fear. Fitz held his glare on the old man for a moment longer, then pulled out his phone and redialled the number for Salter.
The chopper pilot picked up on the second ring. Fitz expected to hear the background noise from inside the helicopter as Salter took the call through his headset, but he could hear nothing. This was bad. His heartbeat quickened with rising anxiety.
‘Where are you?’ Fitz demanded. ‘What’s the delay?’
Fitz’s thumping heart plunged into his shoes at Salter’s reply.
‘Uh, there was a problem with the aircraft. Fixing it now. Hey, these things happen. I’ll be with you as soon as I can.’
‘Hurry up!’



Chapter 61
The detailed engineering and architectural plans on Tristan Dudley’s phone had given Ben a good idea of the layout of the crypts and hidden chambers beneath Karswell Hall. Now he followed the map in his head that he’d memorised earlier that day, and tracked through the house in search of the entrance to the tunnels.
According to the plans, the subterranean network carved out by Crowley and his disciples connected to the house via a wine cellar. After some hurried searching he found the iron-studded door to the cellar, secured with a stout lock that took five shots from his pistol to mangle into a twisted lump of useless metal. He kicked the door and it swung wide open on creaky hinges. The smell of dankness and decay came up from the cellar to greet him as he ran down a flight of stone steps, activating his weapon light to show the way. He saw flashes of dingy brickwork and the remnants of old wine casks piled up. A rat scuttled into a pile of debris at his approach.
Ben stalked through the cellar, gun at the ready. He noticed the tracks that had scuffed a broad path across the flagstone floor, the way a hunter picks up on a maneater’s spoor leading towards its lair. He followed the tracks. At the far side of the cellar, where the end wall would have been, a stone archway loomed above him. He cast the quivering white beam of his weapon light across the inscription carved into the arch in Gothic script: AVE SATANAS, DOMINUS ET MAGISTER TENEBRIS. Hail Satan, Lord and Master of the Darkness.
Ben passed under the archway and moved on. The same strange sickly-sweetish odour he’d sensed earlier in the house was wafting from the mouth of the tunnel, much stronger now. It smelled like death. Like the rancid breath from the jaws of hell. It made him feel nauseous as he jogged fast into the darkness, shining his bright white beam right and left to light the way.
The tunnel was long and deep and its walls were round and smooth. Ben had to wonder at the thousands of tons of concrete that must have gone into the building project. On he ran, passing doorways and secondary passages on both sides of him. He ignored them. Dudley’s plans showed that the main shaft of the crypt cut arrow-straight from the house, plunged deep underground beneath the lake and then narrowed to an upward shaft that emerged on the wooded island. He was following in the footsteps of the same grim journey made by the many innocents gruesomely murdered there by the Pandemonium Club in the name of their gods.
After he’d come a certain distance the drip from a crack in the ceiling told him he was under the lake. All he needed now was for the concrete to give way and fifty thousand tons of water to come crashing down on top of him. He hurried on, feeling small and vulnerable. Now at last his light hit solid blockwork up ahead, and he saw the twist in the shaft where it shrank in width and a steep stairway led diagonally upwards to the right.
Ben leaped up the steps three at a time and could smell fresh air coming from above. Emerging onto flat ground, he was surrounded by gnarled branches and thick foliage that filtered the moonlight into dappled patches. The mouth of the tunnel was just a short distance from the foot of the statue of Thoth, which towered above him like a giant, taller than the trees. At Thoth’s feet was the stone altar to which sacrificial victims were tethered before they met their deaths. He crept towards the back of the altar, weaving around the dying fires that gave off their last gasp of acrid smoke, and spotted the body of one of the men Tuesday had shot lying inert in the bushes. He stepped over the corpse and hurried around the crumbling stone edge of the sacrificial altar to where the woman was still hanging tethered by her wrists.
She was awake but woozy from drugs and shock. Her face was streaked with tears and her wrists were chafed from the coarse rope binding them to the steel rings set into the stone. The white dress and the side of her face were spattered with the blood of the High Priest. It could so easily have been her own, if things had gone differently. He slung the MPX behind his back and picked up the dead High Priest’s dagger. Clambered up onto the altar beside her and reached up and started sawing at the rope. Her eyes rolled and tried to focus on him, and she tried to speak but all that came out was a ragged sob.
‘It’s over,’ he told her. ‘You’re going to be okay.’
‘Am … am I safe?’
‘Yes, you’re safe. Nobody is going to hurt you any more, I promise.’
‘W-who—?’
‘My name’s Ben. You don’t have to speak if you don’t want to.’ The first rope parted and her right wrist flopped down. He supported the weight of her body against his own to take the strain off while he attacked the other rope. Her hair was damp with tears and blood and he could feel her quaking as she began to cry. Through the tears she managed to say her name. ‘I’m Chrissie … Chrissie Cassidy.’
‘Hold on, Chrissie.’ The second rope gave and he gently let her fall into his arms. ‘You don’t have to walk. I’m going to carry you back.’
She murmured, ‘Are you the police?’
‘No, but I’m going to make you safe.’
‘Those men … They …’
‘Don’t you worry about them. They’re never going to harm anyone again.’
He lifted her down from the altar and carried her back through the trees towards the tunnel shaft entrance. She was slender and not too heavy, but he’d have carried her if it ripped every tendon in his arms.
This could have been Grace, if these lunatics had taken her alive. And he might not have been here to save her. That thought was unbearable to him.
Ben reached the steps and hurried down them, careful not to stumble and drop her. At the bottom of the steps he turned into the main shaft and broke into a fast trot back towards the house. The return journey seemed like a longer way and it was hard to hold the weapon light steady while carrying her. He clasped her tight and tried not to shake her around too much as he ran, but she didn’t seem to care. She was as trusting and limp as a child in his arms, drifting in and out of consciousness, now and then murmuring things that he didn’t understand. Then he realised that she was saying, ‘Baby … baby.’
It hit him with a jolt. He paused in his step and let some light shine over her face. ‘What?’
She looked up at him and made a supreme effort to form the words clearly. ‘There’s … a baby. Heard … crying.’
Ben’s blood chilled. ‘What baby?’
She was fading again. Her eyes were closing.
He thought perhaps she was imagining it. Shock and drugs mixing up her mind. The alternative was too unthinkable. He shook her and said, ‘Chrissie. Tell me about the baby.’
Her eyes fluttered open again and she whispered, ‘They have it. Keeping it.’
‘Where?’
She pointed further down the tunnel. ‘There.’
‘Show me.’ Ben ran on. The light beam jerked and wobbled ahead of them. His footsteps rang rapid-fire off the walls, but inside his heart was beating faster. They reached a side passage on the left that he’d passed on his way out, and she pointed again. ‘That … way.’
Ben turned into the passage. It was low and narrow and its confined space made the deathly stink in the air seem stronger than ever. His light picked out a pair of doors set deep into the passage wall to his right, some fifteen feet apart. The nearest door was made of heavy riveted steel and had no visible lock, just a heavy bolt holding it shut from the outside. The door on the left was taller and wider, made of oak that looked a hundred years old and marked with strange carvings.
‘Chrissie, I have to put you down for a moment. Okay?’
Her eyes flared in fear. ‘Don’t leave me!’
‘I swear, I won’t.’ He laid her gently on the floor. Slid open the bolt of the first door and pushed it. It opened with a groan and the smell of human confinement hit him like a slap. He shone his light inside and knew exactly what he was seeing, because he’d seen things like it before. It resembled the most sordid Third World shithole prison cells he’d seen during his days of rescuing prisoners and hostages with the SAS. The bare walls were dripping with mould and condensation. A metal plate was bolted into the stonework, from which hung a length of chain with manacles attached. There was no bunk for the prisoner to sleep on, not even a bucket to serve as a toilet.
The pile of female clothing on the floor told him this was where they’d been imprisoning Chrissie. This was where the High Priest and his assistants had come to strip her and put her into the white sacrificial dress, before leading her up to the island, and her death.
Ben withdrew from the cell and moved across to the second door, fifteen feet down the passage. It had no bolt, just a giant black steel ring turn-handle. The images carved into the wood made his flesh crawl. One was of the bird god Thoth. The other above it depicted the head of a horned goat, with red stones for eyes that glittered evilly against the beam of his light.
Ben grasped the ring handle and shoved the door open hard.
And that was when he heard the baby crying.



Chapter 62
Ben felt cold and utterly numb as he stepped inside the cell. Except it wasn’t a cell. It was a chapel devoted to the sick, twisted religion that was practised down here in the crypts beneath Karswell Hall.
The room was dimly lit by burning torches on the walls, whose flames flickered and hissed and gave off the pungent, nauseating odour he’d been able to smell all over the house. If this was their version of church incense, it was like none other he’d ever known. The floor was cold, hard white marble inlaid with a red circle twenty feet in diameter. Inside the circle was the same Satanic pentacle design that was carved on the door. The circumference of the circle was ringed with black candles in tall silver holders. At its centre was a low altar, just a pair of stone plinths supporting a slab that was mottled purple and black with layers of dried blood. Two items were laid on the altar. One was an ornate silver chalice. The other was a short sword with a hilt in the shape of an ibis’s head and a curved blade that gleamed in the firelight.
But as terrible as those things were, they weren’t what Ben was staring at as he stepped inside the chapel. He was looking at the cage atop a stone table nearby. Its bars were black metal, crusted with filth. Inside the cage was the crying baby.
Ben had seen a lot of bad things in his life. But never anything quite so sickening as this. Now he understood what Bartholomew Van Brakel had planned to be the special event of tonight’s anniversary celebration. The ritual murder of Chrissie Cassidy had been just for openers. Afterwards, the inner elite of Van Brakel’s cult were going to repair to their underground Satanic church and cut open this poor infant and spill its blood into the silver chalice. This was their ultimate tribute to their deities, the defiling of the most innocent and helpless kind of little life.
Ben muttered out loud, ‘Oh, holy Jesus’, and the burning torches seemed to flicker in protest, as though it offended them for that name to be uttered here in this place. Ben’s hands were shaking as he opened the cage and lifted out the naked, squirming baby boy. He was still tiny, probably no more than a few weeks old although Ben knew nothing about these things. The kid was wailing loudly, clutching and waving his little fists and kicking his legs, eyes screwed shut and cheeks mottled red. Ben wondered where he could have come from: an unwanted birth, or a kidnap, or even a donation from some unhinged devotee of the Pandemonium Club. It didn’t matter; like Chrissie, the little man was safe now. Ben held the baby close and ran from the chapel, never wanting to see anything like it ever again.
Chrissie was asleep outside in the passage, overwhelmed by the trauma of her experiences. Ben would now have to carry both of them. Quickly stripping off his shirt he made it into a sling that would hold the infant securely against his chest. He bent down and scooped Chrissie up over one shoulder. Then left this awful place forever, and kept on running.
The ground floor of Karswell Hall felt like a welcome respite after the horror of the crypts. Jeff was waiting outside the banquet room. He’d been expecting Ben to turn up with the rescued woman, but his eyes shot wide open at the sight of a baby. It wasn’t often Jeff Dekker was struck virtually dumb. ‘No,’ was all he could say. ‘No fucking way.’
‘They were going to murder him,’ Ben said.
Jeff ran to fetch a chair and they gently laid Chrissie in it, still fast asleep with her head lolling on her shoulder. Ben handed him the infant while he put his shirt back on. The boy had puked on it, but Ben put it on anyway.
‘Hey, how do I know what to do with a baby?’ Jeff said, awkwardly clutching the wriggling child. His pudgy little legs were running in empty air. ‘This is the closest I’ve ever come to one.’
‘I don’t know either,’ Ben admitted.
‘Then what the hell are we going to do with the poor little sucker?’
‘Same as we’ll do with her,’ Ben said, glancing at Chrissie. ‘Hand him over to the police and hope for the best. In the meantime, they can’t stay here.’
Jeff nodded. He ducked his head round the door of the banquet room. ‘Tues, mate. Need you to run and fetch the Bentley.’ He tossed Tuesday the keys.
Tuesday wasn’t especially pleased to be relegated to hostage extraction duties, but when he saw the baby he put down his rifle and clutched it in his arms as though he’d been doing it all his life. Ben remembered that Tuesday was the eldest of a whole brood of younger brothers and sisters. The baby settled, but he still didn’t look happy.
Jeff said, ‘What’s he pulling that sour face for? Doesn’t he know we just rescued him?’
Tuesday said, ‘He’s cold. Get me a blanket or something to wrap him up with.’
Minutes later, Dudley’s car screeched around the side of the house. Ben, Wolf, Jeff and Reaper closed up the banquet room. The prisoners locked inside were yelling and banging on the doors and hurling chairs at the windows in a frantic bid to escape, but they weren’t going anywhere. The five men helped Chrissie into the back of the car and Tuesday climbed into the passenger seat nursing the swaddled baby as Reaper got behind the wheel. He would drive around to where the van was hidden, transfer into it and then retreat to a prearranged location where they’d all meet up again later. The cops would eventually be scratching their heads wondering what the late Tristan Dudley’s Bentley was doing abandoned near a stately home in Surrey – but by then they’d have bigger things to worry about.
‘That’s that taken care of,’ Jeff said as the Bentley took off.
Ben was just as relieved to see them go. Not just because of the need to protect Chrissie and the baby. It was because they didn’t want their friends to have to witness what was about to happen next. This was down to the three of them.
‘Now we finish it,’ Wolf said.



Chapter 63
They hadn’t talked a lot about this moment but each of them knew it would come. And now it was here.
Ben had known Jeff Dekker for a long time. Jeff was an intensely moral man with a strong sense of justice. He would never voluntarily bring harm on an undeserving person, still less execute fifty men in cold blood and with a clear conscience. But after the discovery of the baby, Ben had never seen his old friend more ready to dish out punishment. Jaden Wolf had been, and still was, a hardened assassin. He was used to it. As for Ben himself, he’d struggled long and hard to decide what was best. It would be all too easy to soften his resolve, show mercy and let these evil men face justice by standing trial for their crimes in a courtroom. It seemed like the right thing to do. It was certainly what Grace would have wanted him to do.
But Ben had been around long enough, and learned enough about the realities of the world, to know that not one of the Pandemonium Club would ever spend a single day in prison. The establishment to which they belonged simply would not permit that to happen. The power and influence they wielded would be used to raise a giant protective wall of lies and denial. By the time the bureaucratic disinformation machine had done its work, the scandal would be quietly buried and they would be left to walk free and return to their depraved ways. The Order would quickly be re-established. More innocents would die. Nothing would have changed.
That was why Ben felt no guilt about the three cult members he and his friends had already killed. And it was why he knew in his heart that the rest of them must also die.
Right here.
Right now.
But killing them wouldn’t be enough. To allow the public to mourn their dead leaders and public figures wasn’t an acceptable outcome. Jasper Shelton was right. The people had to know the truth about the malevolent subculture that had taken root in their society. As shocking and upsetting as it would be for them, they needed to open their eyes to the reality of the evil forces that walked in the corridors of power.
Ben said, ‘Ready?’
Jeff nodded grimly. ‘I’m ready.’
Wolf said, ‘Let’s get it done.’
They checked their weapons. Ben unlocked the doors of the banquet room and they walked in. The crowd of prisoners shrank away in fear at the sight of the guns.
Three against fifty. If the Pandemonium Club had known what was in store for them, they’d have rushed their captors in a last-ditch bid for freedom. Those who died would have gone down fighting, like men. But these weren’t men. They were cowardly subterranean slime creatures who still thought they could bargain and wheedle their way out of this.
Wolf turned and locked the doors shut. A sea of bewildered and terrified faces stared at the three gunmen. ‘What do you want with us?’ quavered a voice from the back.
‘You can start by telling us where Van Brakel and Saunders are,’ Ben said.
Someone replied, ‘If you mean Fitzroy, they were here, but they left before the ceremony.’
‘Fitzroy. So that’s his real name,’ Wolf said.
‘Why did they go?’
‘I don’t know!’
‘Where are they now?’
‘I don’t know!’
‘But you do know plenty,’ Jeff said, taking out a phone. ‘And now you’re going to start talking. It’s confession time, ladies.’ He set the phone to video record and aimed the camera at the sea of faces.
‘Let me go and I’ll confess everything!’ one of them shouted, cracking. ‘I am a member of the Order of Thoth! I—’
‘Quiet!’ yelled another voice from the crowd, and a gaunt, bald man stepped forward. His face was flushed and contorted with rage and he jabbed an accusing finger at his fellows. ‘Don’t tell them anything, Brothers!’ He turned to Ben. ‘If you think you can expose us, think again. Who do you think owns the media, you fools? We’re the ones who tell the newspapers what to write. We dictate the facts that the public believe. Your claims will be discredited as fake news. Conspiracy theories. Hate speech. Nobody will ever take you seriously. Nothing you can do will make a jot of difference!’
‘I wouldn’t be too sure about that,’ Wolf said.
‘Set us free and we’ll make you rich beyond your wildest dreams!’ screamed another man, pushing the gaunt one out of the way.
‘Think you can buy anything, don’t you?’ Jeff said, recording every word. ‘How much did you pay the kidnappers to bring you the girl you were going to murder tonight? How much for the baby?’
‘Ask them how much Tristan Dudley stood to gain from sacrificing his daughter Annie to them,’ Wolf said. ‘Ask them how much their Grand Master paid to have Anthony Abbott murdered before he could blow the whistle on the whole gang.’
‘Fuck you!’ screamed the gaunt man, veins writhing like snakes in his temples and his eyes popping with hate. ‘May the wrath of our Lord Lucifer drag you to hell and roast the flesh from your bones! Death to the unbelievers! Ave Satanas! Ave Satanas!’
Ben wanted to step in and beat him down, but the camera was rolling and it was giving them exactly what Jasper Shelton needed to blow the world away.
Then everything changed. As the gaunt man opened his mouth to scream something more, his words were overlaid by a clattering roar from outside that seemed to have come out of nowhere and was suddenly so loud that it rattled the banquet room’s window panes.
Ben looked out and saw the lights raking the trees and the surface of the lake. A helicopter was coming in to land close to Karswell Hall.



Chapter 64
Ben’s first thought was that it was a police chopper, reacting to an alert put out by the fleeing security men. If that was the case, then any second now the whole grounds would be swarming with rapid response vehicles and SWAT troops.
He raced to the bow windows and craned his neck up at the sky past the corner of the house, just in time to see the descending aircraft disappear behind the trees to the rear of the house. UK police helicopters were black and yellow. By the moonlight he could see that this one was red and white, making it a private aircraft.
And his next thought was Saunders.
‘Ben?’ Jeff said.
But Ben was already running for the door. Unlocking it and tearing it open. Wolf read the look on his face and said, ‘I’m coming too.’ Jeff was right behind them. The crowd of prisoners tried to surge towards the open door but Jeff slammed it in their faces and secured it shut, to the sound of muffled screams and heavy pounding from within.
Tuesday had left Reaper’s rifle propped against the wall outside the banquet room. Ben snatched it up as he ran, sprinted for the French windows of the members’ lounge and burst outside. The chopper was still on the ground, partially out of sight. The blast from its rotors was like a hurricane ripping through the treetops. The pilot keeping his turbine revving hard, in a hurry to take off again any moment. Which meant he was picking up passengers.
Ben jumped the body of a dead security guard and raced full pelt along the side of the house and across a stretch of moonlit lawn that sloped down towards the meadow where the chopper had made its landing. Veering a few degrees off course to give himself a line of sight around the edge of the treeline, he made out two figures hurrying towards the aircraft, bent low against its rotor blast. They were less than a hundred yards away and Ben could see them clearly. One was the figure of a very old man, hobbling on his feet, frail and stooped and carrying what looked like a cane. The other was a younger man, but no spring chicken either. He wasn’t tall, wasn’t short, wasn’t fat, wasn’t thin. The wind of the helicopter tore at the thick, unkempt grey hair that receded from his high forehead. The lights of the chopper reflected in his glasses.
And Ben recognised him instantly. He didn’t care what Saunders’ real name was. All that mattered was that the man was still here. Saunders was wily enough to have got wind of the imminent attack on his cult, but luck had been against him if he’d thought he could get away fast. He and the old man must have been hiding in the house while the helicopter flew in to evacuate them.
They mustn’t get away.
Ben kept running, but saw that he wasn’t going to catch them before they took off. Saunders reached the open hatch and shoved the old man through it, then clambered aboard after him. The turbine screeched. The blast of the rotors became a tornado. The skids flexed as the aircraft found its grip on the air and started to go light; then its nose dipped and its tail lifted and it was away, banking hard and gaining altitude. Its sound was deafening and the wind tore at Ben’s hair and clothes as it blasted directly overhead.
Ben turned to watch it go. He saw Wolf running hard to catch up, and Jeff close behind him. The chopper had overflown Karswell Hall on its way in, and now it was heading back the way it had come. Soon it would be gone.
Not if Ben could help it.
He raised the rifle and saw a magnified flurry of movement and lights in the lens of the scope. The target was too close to be focused and there was no time to take a properly aimed shot. He worked the bolt hard and fast. Felt the .338 Lapua Magnum shell slide and lock into the chamber. His finger found the smooth curve of the trigger and he fired.
The report of the rifle was a sharp, harsh bark in his ears and the recoil hammered his shoulder. It was a powerful rifle but it was no anti-aircraft weapon. Like shooting a .22 at an elephant. Bolt back, eject. Bolt forward, chamber, lock. The chopper was flying hard away, almost directly above the roofline of the house. Wolf and Jeff had almost caught up with him now. Jeff yelled something that Ben didn’t hear because he was too intent on his target.
He fired again. He reckoned on having six rounds left in his magazine, and he’d keep pumping them into the fleeing chopper until it was empty.
But then he realised that he wouldn’t have to. A dark plume of oily smoke suddenly belched from the rear of the aircraft and blotted out the moon. The roar of the helicopter’s turbine changed note and became a yowling clatter. Whatever he’d hit, it had hurt it badly. Now the chopper was banking dramatically. Its nose dipping. Altitude dropping. Yellow flames appearing in the tail of black smoke.
Ben watched in amazement. He heard Wolf yell ‘Shit!’
And then the out-of-control helicopter hit Karswell Hall. The rotors scythed into the apex of the roofline and shattered into wreckage like bursting shrapnel. The chopper flipped and smashed through the top of the house as though it were made of balsa wood, and was swallowed in a giant fireball that lit the sky and made Ben, Wolf and Jeff shield their eyes from its blinding flash. In seconds, an inferno engulfed the interior as hundreds of litres of aircraft fuel burst from its shattered tanks, ignited to thousands of degrees and poured like liquid napalm through to the lower floors. Fire erupted from the ground-floor windows with volcanic fury.
All Wolf and Jeff could do was gape and shake their heads in disbelief. Ben began running a few steps towards the house, but then stopped and turned away from the sudden scorching heatwave as a second and far bigger explosion ripped through the building and shook the ground under his feet. The helicopter crash had ruptured a gas main.
And now the three of them watched the rapid and total destruction of Karswell Hall. In seconds, most of the roof had fallen inwards and become a giant crater from which fire and smoke leapt high into the night sky. Sections of blackened stonework began to crumble and lean and fall. The inferno was pouring from the bay windows of what had been the banquet room. Nobody inside could have escaped being roasted alive.
The Pandemonium Club had wanted to create Hell on Earth. Now they’d found it.
‘They’re toast,’ Wolf said.
‘Crispy bacon,’ Jeff said.
Ben was about to say something when a movement near the house caught his eye. A small, dark shape moving slowly in the midst of the smoke and patches of fire that had broken out all across the lawn. He thought it was an animal, but it couldn’t be.
Ben brought the rifle back to his shoulder and peered through the scope. What he could see moving about over there was the broken, crawling, torn and crippled shape of a man. Blood covered his face and his glasses were gone. He was clawing himself away like a half-crushed spider from the burning house, dragging one leg behind him.
Saunders must have been thrown clear of the helicopter when it hit the house and flipped over. He must have come tumbling down the slope of the roof as the shattering rotors diced the air all around him, then fallen three storeys to the ground below. And he was still alive.
Ben could have just shot him then, clean and surgical. Instead he lowered the rifle, tossed it to Jeff and drew out his pistol.
‘Stay back. He’s mine.’
Ben walked towards the blazing house. The billows of black smoke stung his eyes and the heat of the raging conflagration was tremendous. He kept walking. His grip on the pistol was relaxed. He felt calm.
Saunders had managed to crawl about a dozen yards with his broken left leg trailing behind him. He seemed to be trying to head for the lake, as though he thought he could swim away to freedom. Then he must have noticed out of the corner of his eye the approaching figure silhouetted against the flames of the house, because he stopped crawling and wedged himself up on one elbow to crane his neck around and look. Recognition dawned across his face as Ben stepped closer.
‘Hope.’
Ben stopped. Smoke drifted across the lawn and floated over the lake like mist. Behind him, another section of roof came down with a crash and entombed the remains of the Pandemonium Club deeper in burning wreckage.
It was almost over. But not quite.
‘You and I weren’t supposed to meet again,’ Ben said to the wounded man. ‘Looks like your plan didn’t quite work out, did it, Saunders?’
‘The name is Fitzroy.’
‘I know,’ Ben said. ‘But to me you’ll always be the man who sat beside me on the plane. That was the biggest mistake you ever made.’
‘You really are quite a fellow. You seem to have been a step ahead of me all along.’
‘Not all along,’ Ben said.
‘Now I suppose you’ve come to finish me off. A merciful end for the dying.’ Saunders, or Fitzroy, or whatever his real name was, coughed and spat red.
Maybe he was dying, or maybe he wasn’t. Ben nodded. ‘You’re done, one way or the other. But I won’t shoot a man who’s down.’
‘How very sporting of you, Major. Then you’ll have to help me stand up. I don’t think I can quite manage it on my own.’
Ben stepped closer, stood over him and put out a hand. Saunders reached up and took it. He was hurt and bloody and racked with pain, but he was tough. He didn’t cry out as Ben hauled him to his feet, but stood there swaying with his weight on one foot and the damaged leg hanging limp. The red glow of the flames reflected in his eyes and made him look reptilian.
Saunders smiled and said, ‘You’re a damn fool, Hope.’
And then, quick as a snake and far more aggressively than a dying man should be capable of, he dipped a hand inside his torn, tattered jacket and came out with a big black Colt automatic that he thrust towards Ben’s face and fired. Blue-white muzzle flash exploded from its barrel and the blast split the night like a bomb.
But Ben was a quarter-second ahead of him. Because he’d seen it coming even before the man began to move. Because it was exactly the kind of low trick that men like Saunders had been pulling since the beginning of time. And because it was exactly what some crazy part of him had wanted Saunders to do, so that he could kill him properly, face to face. The way he’d wanted to do since the day they’d met.
Then it would be over.
Ben trapped and deflected the hand holding the gun. The blast seared his face but the bullet went wide. Now Ben twisted the weapon from Saunders’ grip and let it fall to the ground. Saunders wobbled on his feet and started to fall, but Ben caught him and held him upright. Face to face.
Then Ben jammed the barrel of his own pistol under Saunders’ chin.
‘This is for Grace,’ he said. And pulled the trigger.
Ben did not wait to watch the dead man crumple to the ground. He turned towards the burning house. Tossed away his gun and started walking back to meet his friends.
Wolf was smiling his golden smile. Jeff put a hand on Ben’s shoulder. ‘We’re done?’ Jeff asked.
‘We’re never done,’ Ben said.
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