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  He realised very early on that he’d have to set rules. Otherwise, there would be no structure, no real challenge . . . and what would be the point if there was no challenge? He wondered how many others might have walked this road before him, moving unseen through society, their actions sending out little ripples over the surface of the news, while they remained quietly anonymous, hidden in plain sight.


  Little ripples.


  He smiled at the thought. It was certainly harder to do now, so much more challenging than it would have been even twenty years ago – tougher surveillance, tougher forensics – but in many ways that was the appeal of it.


  Little ripples.


  He watched them spreading away into the twilight, glittering with reflected street lamps from across the otherwise calm water. He watched them fading as they expanded outwards, silent rings around the face-down figure, now so still after moments of such struggle. And then, like the last of the ripples, he was gone.


  part 1


  SEVERN BEACH
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  Wednesday, 2 May


  Robert Naysmith peered thoughtfully at the typewritten menu in the window, then pushed open the door with his forearm, the sleeve of his jacket preventing any direct contact with the glass.


  Old habits.


  A little bell clinked above the doorway as he stepped inside, his polished shoes tapping quietly across the scrubbed wooden floor. Eight tables, neatly squeezed in, with linen tablecloths and flowers in slender vases, artistic photographs on the walls. But only one customer – an owlish old man lost in his newspaper, a half-empty mug at his elbow.


  Naysmith walked over to the counter, his eyes on the woman with her back to him, studying the shape of her – those narrow shoulders, the straight brown hair – then calmly switched his gaze to the menu board as she started to turn round.


  ‘Can I help you?’


  She had a soft voice, warm, with a slight West Country lilt. He allowed his eyes to drift back from the menu, as though he hadn’t been watching her before, his smile mirroring hers.


  ‘Are you still serving breakfast?’ he asked.


  She glanced up at the wall clock, then looked back to him with a slight shake of her head.


  ‘We’re only supposed to do that till ten thirty . . .’


  ‘I understand,’ Naysmith sympathised. ‘I wouldn’t want you to get into trouble . . .’


  He held her gaze, a hint of mischief in his unblinking eyes, until she smiled again and looked away.


  ‘Well,’ she admitted, pushing an errant strand of hair away from her face, ‘it’s not as though we’re busy. What was it you wanted?’


  Naysmith turned to the menu board.


  ‘Eggs Benedict?’


  ‘I think we can do that for you.’ She called the order through to the kitchen.


  ‘Anything to drink?’


  ‘Black coffee, thanks.’


  She turned and picked up an empty mug, while Naysmith reached for his wallet. She was wearing a blue sweater – plain, but just tight enough to show that she had a pleasing figure. Very little make-up, but that sort of sleepy beauty he’d always found rather appealing.


  ‘So is this your place?’ he asked. ‘Or are you a rebel employee who serves breakfast whenever the mood takes you?’


  The woman laughed as she placed the mug under the coffee machine.


  ‘A bit of both,’ she replied. ‘I run it with my sister, so I suppose I can do whatever I like.’


  ‘Must be nice to be your own boss.’


  She placed his coffee on the counter and took the money he offered.


  ‘Sometimes,’ she nodded as she turned to the till. ‘You get to meet some nice people.’


  Naysmith smiled at her as she handed him his change.


  ‘Thanks.’ He remained at the counter, inhaling the steam rising from his coffee.


  ‘And you?’ the woman asked him after a moment. She had a wonderfully shy expression.


  ‘I’m just one of those nice people,’ he lied.


  Naysmith had always liked Clifton. It was quite beautiful in parts, especially up near the suspension bridge. Leafy streets with grand old houses, narrow lanes that fell away down steep inclines, boutiques and cafés and the well-dressed people who frequented them. So different from the rest of Bristol – a little island of calm, looking out across the hazy urban sea below.


  He stopped by a second-hand bookshop, smiling as he studied the sign taped to the door: Back in 10 mins. The ink was faded and some of the tape looked older – the shopkeeper was obviously out a lot – but somehow that made the place even more charming. Yellowing paperbacks were stacked high in the window, larger volumes propped up against them in a precariously balanced display. He thought about coming back to browse and checked his watch – quarter to twelve. The Merentha Group meeting wasn’t until three. Plenty of time if he did decide to return this way.


  The smell of warm bread came to him from a bakery across the road but he continued up the hill, enjoying the sunshine and shop windows, happy to see where his feet would take him.


  At first, it was just a flicker of an idea, a nagging feeling that he couldn’t quite recognise, but it grew stronger in his mind as he walked.


  It had been months since his work had taken him to Bristol, and even longer since he’d been up here. There was something about this part of the city that drew him, and some good memories from a couple of summers back when he’d chanced to meet a particularly interesting woman in a tiny private gallery. They’d discovered a shared dislike for modernist sculpture – she’d joked that even bad art could bring people together. Absently, he wondered if she still lived in that same flat, the bedroom windows overlooking the Downs, but then quickly dismissed the idea.


  That wasn’t the sort of encounter he was thinking about.


  It had certainly been a while. And coming here today on business might be the perfect opportunity to find a new challenge. To find someone new.


  He stopped outside an antiques shop, his gaze wandering across the tarnished medals, dusty uniforms and other militaria that would normally fascinate him. But not today. Instead he found himself staring at the reflection of the street behind him. The people walking by, unaware of his presence in their midst, or his scrutiny. It could be any one of them . . .


  His own reflection smiled back at him – late thirties, tall and slim, well groomed, with short dark hair that showed no sign of thinning. Searching dark eyes surveyed his jacket and shirt, stylishly casual as befitted a successful sales director, but smart.


  He realised now that he had been trying to distract himself all morning, but the restless excitement was growing, the sense of inevitability.


  Wandering on in the direction of Clifton Down, he savoured that curious mix of anticipation and regret that always seemed to stir in him at this moment. A familiar feeling now.


  He checked his watch again. Five to twelve. There was really no sense putting it off any longer. He’d already made the decision – had made it years ago – and he felt the cold thrill stirring in his stomach as he prepared himself to begin.


  Okay.


  The park lay in front of him. He would walk across it; all the way across. The first person to make eye contact after twelve o’clock would be the one.


  He bowed his head for a moment, took a breath to calm himself and clear his thoughts, then set off.


  It was a bright day, and the high, open parkland of Clifton Down stretched out around him, a swathe of green beneath a vast blue sky. Newly cut grass filled the air with a wonderful, fresh smell. The edges of the straight tarmac path were dotted with benches, all occupied, and the warm weather had even tempted people to sit out beneath the trees, though it was still quite early for lunch. He smiled again. What a glorious day for it.


  A dour little man on one of the benches glanced up at him as he passed, a mean-spirited face scowling behind a tightly held sandwich, clearly unhappy at the thought of sharing anything, especially his seat. Naysmith checked his watch – 11.58. A pity, but it encouraged him to think that he might find someone suitable, someone deserving. He walked on.


  This was always such an exciting part of the game. So much of it was down to skill and strategy, but here, at the outset, he would give up the control and surrender himself to fate. It could be anyone, and therein lay the real challenge.


  Anyone.


  This was the random factor that made the game real, that made the skill and the strategy meaningful. There were rules, of course – the twenty-four-hour head start, only pursuing one target at a time, and so on – all carefully considered to make the whole thing more interesting. But without a genuine element of chance what would be the point in playing?


  Somewhere in the distance, a church bell was chiming.


  Noon.


  Though it might be tempting to loop back round and find the man with the sandwich, he knew that would be cheating. He had to do it properly – continue walking all the way across the park before he could turn back.


  There were people on the path ahead of him. A young man came first, Chinese by the look of him, a little under six foot tall, spiked hair, slight build, listening to his iPod. Clean, white trainers. His clothes seemed too good for a student but he couldn’t have been older than early twenties. They drew closer, until Naysmith could hear the tinny beat from his earphones . . . but he passed by without ever looking up.


  A moment later, a heavy-set woman in her fifties – somebody’s aunt. Greying hair, floral-print top, expensive bag. She had an aura of disapproval about her, steering herself towards the edge of the path as they came near each other and carefully avoiding his eye – her type often did. On another day, he might have felt a slight twinge of offence at this deliberate evasion, so determinedly keeping herself to herself – after all, there was nothing about him or his manner that anyone should find threatening. And yet, today, she was quite right.


  Next were two younger women sitting on a bench – late twenties or early thirties, one fair-haired, the other a redhead. Both were smartly dressed, midday fugitives from an office perhaps. They were talking as he approached, catching up on gossip before they had to return to work. The redhead had her back to him as he approached, but her friend looked up as he passed, her eyes flickering to his for just a second before she continued her conversation.


  She would be the one.


  And now his pace faltered just a little as he bent his whole attention to her, taking in each detail, remembering, fixing her in his mind.


  She looked to be of average height – hard to say while she was seated – with a relatively slim, athletic figure. Her grey trouser suit was presentable, if not flattering, and there was no ring on the hand that held her Starbucks cup.


  He took another step . . .


  Shoulder-length hair, straight, with cheap plastic clips to keep it out of her face, mousy with fading blonde highlights.


  . . . another step . . .


  Pale skin, delicate chin, high cheekbones, small nose, not too much make-up, pierced ears with small lobes. He burned her mouth shape into his mind, the slightly too pronounced pout of her lips, then gave the last seconds over to her eyes – pale grey-green with nice lashes.


  And then he was past her. A fleeting moment, but that was all it took.


  He never forgot a face.


  One more glance at the watch – it was 12.07. She had twenty-four hours’ grace, and he had a meeting at three. Grinning cheerfully, he turned off the path and headed back towards the city centre.


  Naysmith slept late next morning, and the hotel reception was busy with guests checking out when he came downstairs to catch the end of the breakfast sitting. He chose a table near the window and a nod summoned the attentive young waiter, who was immediately sent for coffee. The breakfast menu held no surprises, and Naysmith was already checking emails on his phone when the coffee pot was placed before him.


  He ordered without looking up and finished tapping out a short reply to one of his subordinates. The dining room was almost empty now, just him and a few other late-risers – an overweight businessman tackling bacon and eggs, and an older couple looking around the room as they quietly ate their toast.


  He poured himself some coffee and raised the cup to his nose, savouring the aroma before taking a sip. Heaven.


  The place looked different this morning, sunlight from the windows infusing everything with a golden glow. He’d done his entertaining on the other side of the room last night.


  The Merentha Group meeting had gone even better than expected. Jakob Nilsson, their dealmaker, was a large, friendly Norwegian with a vigorous handshake and a booming laugh – heftier and a little older than he’d sounded on the phone. He’d been refreshingly sensible about the numbers and they’d managed to agree terms there and then in his office. He wore a very good suit and Naysmith had taken to him almost at once.


  Jakob’s colleague, Michaela, had turned out to be both intelligent and attractive in an understated way, with shoulder-length auburn hair, a guarded smile and dark, lingering eyes. She dressed with a classical elegance – black jacket, nicely tailored, with a simple cream blouse, and the confidence to wear a skirt. There was a quiet calm about the way she discussed their delivery requirements that he found oddly appealing, and he’d invited them both out for a drink. They’d started at a nearby bar on the waterfront.


  ‘So tell me,’ Jakob gestured towards him with his glass, ‘how did you come to be with Winterhill?’


  Naysmith leaned back in his chair.


  ‘I like a challenge,’ he replied, allowing his eyes to engage Michaela’s for a moment, then returning to Jakob. ‘Winterhill gave me the opportunity to build my own department from the ground up, to run things the way I want.’


  ‘They are good to work for?’


  ‘Very.’ Naysmith smiled. ‘I usually do one day a week in the Woking office, but the rest of my time is flexible. I work the hours I need to and, so long as I keep delivering the numbers, the directors are happy.’


  ‘I read that you recently expanded into Germany?’ Michaela had the faintest hint of a Welsh accent when she spoke. ‘Business must be good.’


  ‘You’ve done your homework,’ he nodded. ‘Germany’s our second-largest market and one of our resellers was based in Hamburg. It made sense to acquire them, bring their expertise in-house. It also eases the workload for my UK team, who were getting quite stretched. I just wish more of our clients were like you – it usually takes a lot more than one meeting to get a deal memo.’


  ‘Ah, but we know what we want.’ Jakob laughed.


  Naysmith smiled at Michaela.


  ‘So do I.’


  By 7 p.m. it was clear that nobody was in a hurry to go home, so Naysmith suggested they all eat at a nearby hotel. He remembered the restaurant there as being rather good, and there was a comfortable lounge as well. He could get a room – that would save him the misery of the slow evening train home, and it would afford him a legitimate excuse to spend the night and be in Bristol the next day.


  Dinner was surprisingly enjoyable. Naysmith had known some very dreary Scandinavians, but Jakob was well travelled and Michaela added some welcome chemistry to their talk. At first, he had wondered if Jakob was fucking her – there did seem to be a faint spark between them – but as the meal progressed he had revised his opinion. The big Norwegian was keen on her, and she enjoyed the attention, but that was as far as they had gone, or seemed able to go.


  Conversation drifted easily from business to pleasure as they ate.


  ‘Oh, I wish I’d known.’ Michaela brightened as they discussed music. ‘There’s a place on King Street that has great live jazz most evenings.’


  Naysmith shrugged. ‘Next time I have an evening in Bristol . . .’


  ‘Absolutely.’ She smiled.


  It was perfect. He’d never have risked a deal like this over a woman – if she and Jakob had been an item, he’d have kept his distance. As it was, though, he had a pleasing evening, asking her lots of open questions, carefully empathising, and verbally fencing with Jakob over her, letting everyone enjoy the agreeable tingle of flirtation in their talk.


  It was almost ten when Jakob went to retrieve his jacket from the cloakroom. Sitting with Michaela, Naysmith casually reached into his pocket and stole a glance at her business card. There were three telephone numbers on it. He leaned forward, closing the distance between them.


  ‘This is your mobile number?’ he asked her, indicating the card.


  ‘Yes.’ She answered quietly, without looking at it, allowing him to hold her gaze far too long.


  It was so tempting, to put his hand over hers, to ask her back for a drink in his room, but he reluctantly decided against it. She had something special about her, something that he didn’t want to rush. He could imagine slow summer afternoons with her, seeing her shy smile when she woke next to him, someone he might actually enjoy listening to.


  ‘I’ll hold you to that promise . . .’ he pointedly placed her card in his pocket, then smiled, ‘. . . next time I have an evening here.’


  And then Jakob had returned and the moment passed, with just a hint of regret in her eyes to assure him that he was right.


  She was something to look forward to when he had more time . . .


  He savoured that thought as his breakfast arrived.
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  Thursday, 3 May


  Naysmith called the office later on that morning and caught up on some emails before checking out of the hotel just before eleven. It wouldn’t do to be early, but he was eager to be back up at Clifton Down by noon.


  He told the taxi to drop him at Sion Hill, a little over a mile away from the park – intentionally distant. It was better to be careful even at this early stage, and he had plenty of time. He took a few minutes to walk out onto the Clifton suspension bridge, stopping at the halfway point, alone, far above the Avon Gorge with its ribbon of silvery water and its tiny cars hurrying along below. He looked south across the city, out to the pale horizon beyond, then closed his eyes and enjoyed the breeze, the tremendous sensation of height, like standing in the sky.


  There was nothing he couldn’t do.


  A narrow footpath wound its way up to an open expanse of grass, scattered with benches where people could sit and take in the view of the bridge. An enthusiastic young Labrador came bounding towards him as he crested the hilltop and he stooped to make a fuss over it as its owner, a large woman in her forties, hurried forward, vainly calling, ‘Sammy. Sammy!’


  ‘I don’t think he heard you.’ Naysmith grinned, rubbing the dog behind its ears.


  The woman shook her head, catching her breath. ‘I’m so sorry.’


  ‘Don’t be, it’s fine,’ he laughed. ‘Are you all right, though? Looks like he’s been giving you quite a workout.’


  ‘I never thought having a dog could be so exhausting.’ She smiled ruefully. ‘It’s worse than going to the gym.’


  ‘Better company though.’ He gave the dog a friendly pat and stood up. ‘You wouldn’t have the right time, would you?’


  The woman quickly frowned at her watch. ‘Twenty to twelve.’


  ‘I’d better get along.’ Naysmith smiled. ‘There’s someone I have to catch up with.’


  The footpath led down through a stand of overhanging trees, then out to the main road. He crossed over and walked up a long hill, admiring the tall houses that looked out over the park.


  Somewhere, a bell chimed noon. Seven minutes to go and her twenty-four hours would be up. He gave them all this grace period, a head start, so they had the chance to disappear before he came looking. She could be anywhere now, but that just made the challenge more interesting. And of course, she didn’t know he was coming.


  At the top of the hill, the road bent round to the right and he followed it, measuring his pace, resisting the temptation to hurry.


  A buzzing in his pocket slowed him and he cursed under his breath. Taking his phone from his jacket, he looked at the name on the screen, sighed, and diverted the call. Not now.


  Switching off his phone, he cleared his mind of everything but her, summoning her face from his memory, recalling her eyes, the small nose and straight, shoulder-length hair. A sense of calm spread through him as he focused on her image.


  He was just a couple of hundred yards from the corner of Stoke Road. It was 12.06, but he waited, willing the second hand on his watch to crawl right round to the top before he looked up.


  12.07 – and the game was on!


  Quickly, his eyes swept the park, studying the various distant figures for anyone that might possibly be her. He crossed the road but ignored the path, cutting straight across the grass in the direction of the bench where she’d been twenty-four hours before.


  Picture her now, slim figure, about five foot six, mousy blonde . . .


  He moved purposefully towards the middle of the park, his gaze flickering left and right – it was vital that he saw her before she saw him – but there was no sign of her as he drew near the bench and found it deserted. He paused for a moment, then sat down where she had sat, placing his palms flat on the rough grey wood of the seat and leaning back.


  It would have been her lunch hour. He turned his head, looking out over the park stretching away into the distance, then considered the buildings to his left, the shops and offices he’d passed on his walk yesterday.


  Thoughtfully, he stood up and started back along the tarmac path, retracing his route from the day before. Still alert, he scrutinised every approaching figure, but the sky was overcast now and it was colder – the park was quiet today.


  He reached the road and waited at the busy junction until he could cross over, his eyes drawn to the crescent of four-storey buildings that curved down to Whiteladies Road ahead of him. A bridal store, sports shop, Indian restaurant . . .


  Picture her now. Smart grey trouser suit.


  His eyes drifted up to the second- and third-storey windows. Some had net curtains – obviously flats – but as he walked down the hill he began to see more with vertical blinds, sterile fluorescent lights and stencilled business names.


  She worked in an office.


  He drifted slowly down the road, relaxed but watchful, stopping now and then to peer through the windows of cafés and sandwich shops – anywhere that workers might visit on an overcast lunchtime. His gaze flitted around the people on the street, resting longer on anyone slim, anyone about five foot six, anyone with mousy hair . . .


  By 1 p.m., he began to sense that he’d missed his chance. Her lunch hour would be over and she’d be back at work. He looked up and down the road, lined on both sides with offices. There was no way of knowing which one she was in, or even if this was the right place to search. It was a daunting challenge, but he found the prospect pleasing.


  Tired of walking up and down past the same shops, he turned his back on the park and followed the road as it sloped down in the general direction of the city centre. He decided to look in on the second-hand bookshop he’d passed the day before and see if it was open. Crossing the street, he continued to watch the people around him, just in case . . .


  Two young women were walking up the hill towards him, deep in conversation. Both were casually dressed – one with short blonde hair, faded jeans and a tight green sweater, the other looked Asian with a tan suede jacket and dark trousers. He knew immediately that neither of them was his target, but the Asian girl was rather attractive and held his attention as she came closer, long dark hair swaying as she walked. As they drew level, she placed her hand on her friend’s arm and whispered something, almost spilling her companion’s coffee as they both giggled. She had a nice smile, but as they passed Naysmith stopped short.


  Sitting on that bench in the park, average height, slim athletic figure . . .


  He frowned, concentrating on the image in his mind.


  . . . grey trouser suit, no ring . . .


  The two women passed by, oblivious.


  . . . and what was she holding?


  ‘Excuse me?’ Naysmith called after the two women, who turned and regarded him with puzzlement.


  ‘Sorry to bother you.’ He offered a wry grin, then pointed at the coffee cup in the blonde’s hand. ‘Just wondering if you could tell me where Starbucks is?’


  The Asian girl pointed back down the hill. ‘Just keep going down there and you’ll see it on the right.’


  ‘Next to the station,’ her friend added.


  The entrance to Clifton Down station was only a couple of minutes’ walk down Whiteladies Road, and just beyond it Naysmith found Starbucks. He went in and ordered a coffee. Standing at the counter, he casually glanced around the tables, but he knew she wouldn’t be there. Not now. Not today.


  And yet she had bought a coffee from here, then walked up to the park with it – walked that same road he’d just been on.


  He was getting warmer.


  He folded his newspaper and looked out of the window as the train pulled into Salisbury. Getting to his feet, he stretched, then joined the other passengers already huddled around the door, waiting for it to open.


  He walked quickly, deftly negotiating the obstacle course of people and luggage to ensure he got a taxi. Instructing the driver in a tone that didn’t invite further conversation, he slammed the door and sank back into his seat. The traffic was still slow with the tail end of the rush hour, but they soon broke free of the town. Gazing out at the familiar trees and hedgerows, he distracted himself by calculating his commission on the Merentha deal, and planning what he might do with the money. In the window, his reflection smiled back at him.


  He watched the taxi turn and head off back through the village, then made his way to the white front door and, taking a key from his pocket, let himself in.


  ‘Rob?’ a woman’s voice called down from upstairs as the door slammed. ‘Is that you?’


  ‘It’s me,’ he replied, putting his phone and keys on the table. ‘Kim, come down for a minute.’


  Kim appeared at the corner of the stairwell, looking at him with a slight frown. Five foot six, with a youthful grace that belied her twenty-eight years . . . and there was something very arousing about her when she was cross.


  ‘I called you today, just before lunch,’ she began, toying with her shoulder-length dark hair, ‘and you “busied” me.’


  ‘I was with a client,’ he sighed. ‘Come on, you know how it is.’


  ‘You never called me back.’ Her large hazel eyes studied him accusingly from across the room. She was wearing a simple white top and jeans that accentuated her narrow waist and small, slender frame.


  ‘Ah.’ He lowered his voice conspiratorially. ‘That’s because I didn’t want to spoil the surprise.’


  She walked slowly over to him, more intrigued than suspicious now. ‘What surprise?’


  ‘Well, I had some good luck in Bristol,’ he smiled. Taking her hand, he pulled her close, enjoying the feel of her against him. She didn’t resist.


  ‘Your meetings went well?’


  ‘Very well,’ he murmured, leaning forward to smell her hair.


  ‘Don’t tease,’ she scolded him. ‘What surprise?’


  ‘All right,’ he laughed. ‘I got the deal – the whole thing – and it’s going to mean a really good bonus. I thought we might have a long weekend in Rome—’


  ‘Oh Rob, that’s perfect!’ She hugged him excitedly, then left her arms around his neck as she gazed up at him. ‘Sorry . . . you know, if I was a bit moody . . .’


  ‘Forget it.’ He smiled. ‘Now, run upstairs and put something else on – I’m taking you out to dinner.’


  ‘OK,’ she laughed. ‘Do you want to come and help me choose what to wear?’


  He looked at her for a long, lingering moment.


  ‘Tempting,’ he said slowly. ‘But if I have to watch you getting dressed, you know what’ll happen.’


  She turned and gave him a coy look. ‘I don’t mind . . .’


  ‘I know,’ he nodded, ‘but first I’m taking you for a meal at Mirabelle’s.’


  He watched her obediently skipping up the stairs, and sighed quietly. At moments like this, he was genuinely fond of her.
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  Wednesday, 9 May


  He had prepared for it as he would for any other appointment. An entry in his work calendar read Alan Peterson, 9 a.m., Bristol, and the rest of the day was blocked out. The meeting was to discuss a potential lead for what could be a lucrative software contract – he had the brochures and sales sheets in his bag – but a week after landing the Merentha deal, nobody at the office was particularly concerned about how he spent his time.


  Which was just as well, Naysmith thought, as there was no Alan Peterson.


  Kim was still asleep as he dressed. She looked so innocent, her dark hair tousled from the night before. He gently pulled the duvet up to cover her exposed shoulder and quietly closed the bedroom door behind him.


  Time to go to work.


  It was a bright, cold morning and he shivered as he carefully hung his jacket in the back of the car to save it from creasing on the journey. He turned on the radio just as the 6 a.m. news started, and listened for the traffic report as he drove out of the slumbering village and made for the main road. Golden sunlight dappled the lane through the overhanging trees, and he found the A36 still quiet enough for him to put his foot down and enjoy the drive. Everything boded well for a productive day.


  He made excellent time as far as Bath, then started to run into some early-morning commuter traffic, but he was still in Bristol well before 8 a.m. Threading his way through the city centre as quickly as possible, it wasn’t long before he was driving up the hill into Clifton.


  It fascinated him to think about his quarry. Where was she at this moment? What was she doing? Perhaps getting ready for work, maybe already on her way. Certainly she had no understanding of her significance, her part in the game. He wondered how far away she was from him, and imagined the distance closing . . .


  There were a couple of empty spaces in the station car park. Getting out of the car, he stretched, then grabbed his jacket and hurried up the tarmac slope, past the station entrance on Whiteladies Road. Moments later, he was settled at a table in Starbucks that commanded a good view of the door, savouring his first coffee of the day, and recalling her image in his mind.


  Early thirties, average height, slim figure, straight, mousy hair.


  He checked his watch, then sent Kim a short text explaining that his meeting had been delayed, before settling himself into his chair.


  From experience, he knew that the key to waiting lay in pacing himself. He had never been a particularly patient man, but he had learned – it was part of the game, like everything else. At first he’d struggled with boredom, frustration and all the other unwanted feelings that crept in to fill the vacuum of inactivity. He’d been too eager to progress and it had almost been his undoing in the early days.


  Not now though. Now he knew how to sit so that his body was without tension. He knew how to slow his thoughts and allow his mind the freedom to wander, without ever losing sight of the target.


  He had a newspaper in front of him – the Telegraph, which he’d picked up from the counter – but today that was just for show. It was something to put on the table in front of him, a prop he could fiddle with from time to time. It was what people would see when they looked at him – just an ordinary person reading the paper. And yet his eyes, though never too eager, kept glancing back at the door.


  He didn’t react when she came in. Her mousy hair was tied back and she was wearing a dark green coat and black boots, but it was definitely her. She looked a little hurried – it was almost nine – but there were only two people in the queue at the counter and she was soon ordering her coffee. Naysmith finished his drink as she collected hers and calmly followed her out onto the street.


  She walked with a quick, determined stride as she made her way up the hill, but it wasn’t difficult to stay with her. He allowed her to lead him along the row of shops and through the tempting aroma of fresh bread that drifted from the bakery. He was just a few paces behind her as she crossed the road by the church, but he let the distance between them open up again as they drew nearer to the park. She was some twenty yards ahead of him when she turned off at a terrace of Georgian town houses and hurried up a set of stone steps to a tall, blue door. There she halted to fumble with her handbag, then seemed to think better of it and buzzed the intercom.


  Naysmith watched as the door opened and she let herself inside. He was close enough to hear the buzzer click off as he strolled along the pavement, glancing at a small glass plaque by the doorway as he passed: Goldmund & Hopkins Interior Design.


  He continued on to the top of the street, then paused and thought for a moment. It was just after nine. There was little reason to wait around for her lunch hour – as long as he was back before five.


  The Internet Café, like so many others he had visited, was a seedy place. A bank of computers sat on trestle tables facing the wall, each with its designated number and a plastic chair. They were all vacant save one, where a studious-looking Indian youth was quietly touch-typing to a distant friend. A sign, printed on sheets of A4 paper taped together, advertised web access for £5 per hour, £5 minimum.


  Naysmith approached the swarthy man behind the cash desk and wordlessly held out a five-pound note. The man roused himself from his magazine and took the money, placing it quickly into a small cash tin. He then leaned over to his own terminal, tapped a couple of keys and pointed towards the trestle tables.


  ‘Number four,’ he rasped, then cleared his throat. ‘Any drinks? Tea? Coffee?’


  Naysmith looked at the stack of white polystyrene cups and the jar of instant granules. A sheet of paper on the wall behind it read Hot Drinx – £1. He shook his head and silently declined the offer.


  Sitting at screen number 4, he brought up a web browser and typed ‘goldmund hopkins interior’ into Google. When he hit Search, a page of entries appeared, but he didn’t need to look beyond the top listing:


  Homepage – Goldmund & Hopkins Interior Design Ltd.


  He followed the link to their website and was greeted by an impressive page displaying stylish, modern spaces filled with glass and light, but his eye was immediately drawn to the ‘Who We Are’ tab at the top of the screen. Clicking it, he found a section listing the principal members of staff, each with a small photo.


  And there she was. Staring out at him from the web page, that same unmistakable face he’d watched in the coffee shop earlier that day, the same face he’d seen in the park a week ago.


  Beside the smiling picture, he read her name – Vicky Sutherland.


  Naysmith leaned back in his chair and gazed thoughtfully at the screen. He didn’t usually know their names until afterwards.


  At ten past five, the blue door opened and Vicky Sutherland appeared, briefly checking her bag before hurrying down the steps to the pavement. She turned onto Whiteladies Road and set off down the hill, buttoning her dark green coat as she walked. On the other side of the street, Naysmith matched her pace.


  He’d spent an uplifting afternoon browsing among the dusty shelves of the second-hand bookshop he’d seen the week before. The proprietor, a small man with a shock of white hair and a threadbare grey cardigan, seemed content to sit and read until closing time, and Naysmith had enjoyed searching through the stacks of unwanted hardbacks. In the end, he’d settled on a slim volume of short stories by Somerset Maugham that he remembered reading years ago.


  He didn’t look over too often, just enough to make sure he wasn’t getting ahead of that dark green coat. She walked quite quickly, as though she was eager to be away from the office, eager to be home. He wondered where her home was, and what it would be like.


  They came to a pedestrian crossing just as the traffic lights were changing to red, halting the long line of cars. Naysmith was about to cross the road when he saw her change direction, stepping off the pavement to come over to his side. He slowed and turned away, pretending to study a shop window. In his mind, he visualised her walking across the road; he counted the steps and the seconds, not turning his head until he was sure she had passed.


  The back of her green coat was just a few yards in front of him as they approached the station entrance. It would be easy to lose sight of someone here, but he was careful to stay close and allowed himself a little smile of satisfaction when he saw her turn abruptly off the main road and hurry down the tarmac slope. It seemed they had a train to catch.


  A covered footbridge was the only access to the far platform and Naysmith paused, waiting until she was all the way across, before walking onto it and looking out on the station below. There she was, making her way down the long ramp that led to the curved platform, already lined with a number of early-evening commuters.


  He checked his wallet for cash – he knew better than to risk using a credit card on a journey like this – when the rattle of an arriving train made him look up.


  Mustn’t lose her now.


  He hurried across the bridge and down the ramp towards the platform as the other passengers were boarding. It was a short train – only two small coaches – and he just had time to read the destination Severn Beach before leaping aboard through the last open doors. She was sitting with her back to him, at the opposite end of the carriage, so he slid quietly into a seat near the door and calmed his breathing as the train began to move. He gazed out of the window as Clifton Down station slipped away and they crept into the darkness of a long tunnel.


  The guard appeared through the connecting door from the other carriage and began to make his way along the narrow aisle, checking tickets. In the fluorescent gloom, Naysmith frowned. He didn’t know which station she was going to. Taking out his wallet, he fished out a ten-pound note and held it ready for the approaching guard. He remembered the destination he’d read as he ran along the platform.


  ‘Return to Severn Beach, please.’


  He could always get off sooner if she was going to an earlier stop.


  The guard took his money, tapped a few buttons on a shoulder-slung machine, and printed out two tickets. After counting out the correct change, he walked back towards the other carriage, swaying slightly as the train emerged from the tunnel, daylight bursting in through the windows.


  Naysmith blinked and looked out at the bright green foliage whipping by as they joined the river winding its way along the tree-lined Avon Gorge. When they slowed for the first station, he positioned himself so that he could see the back of her head between the seats but she made no move to get up. He settled back into his corner and stared out at the expressionless faces of the people on the platform, then closed his eyes. It had been a long day.


  He found himself thinking of all those other faces, still so clear in his memory, each one a challenge, each one a reward. He understood the game now, knew why he played it, what it had given him. Casting his mind back, it was difficult to remember how he’d felt before it all began. He was different now. The game had changed him, altering something deep inside so that he couldn’t empathise with his former self. But there was no regret in that.


  He felt the train begin to move. There was a change in tone as they rumbled over a bridge and he opened his eyes again. To the left, the Avon was broader, its sloping banks silted with grey mud. He wondered how far they had to go.


  Nobody got off at the next station, but as the train pulled into Avonmouth most of the passengers began to get to their feet and collect their bags. From his vantage point, Naysmith watched intently, but she stayed in her seat, gazing out at the sheltered platform, its back wall decorated by a huge children’s mural.


  The doors closed and they began to move once more, clattering slowly over a level crossing and following the single track as it curved steeply round to the right. The train passed in the shadow of an imposing old flour mill that towered like a derelict monument above the other industrial buildings lining the side of the track. There were no more houses now, but vast wind turbines could be glimpsed in the distance, along with cranes and mountainous piles of coal.


  ‘Any passengers for St Andrews Road?’ the guard called from the connecting door. ‘Request stop only, St Andrews Road.’


  A request stop? Naysmith craned his head to peer between the seats. He hoped she wasn’t getting off here. Any station that operated by request didn’t sound as though it saw many passengers, and it would complicate things if he was the only other person to alight there.


  He peered between the seats again but she sat still and quiet as the train coasted through a bleak area of warehouses and railway sidings. They rolled through the deserted station without stopping. Sinister-looking chimney towers belched pale fumes into the sky, but eventually even the industrial buildings became less frequent, and Naysmith felt slightly surprised as he realised he was gazing out at one of the Severn Bridges and, across the dark water, the Welsh coastline. Where did this girl live?


  And then he felt the train slowing. The remaining passengers began to move, gathering their bags and getting to their feet as the guard called, ‘Severn Beach. Last stop.’


  She was standing by the doors at the far end of the carriage, staring out of the window with the unseeing eyes of a tired commuter. Naysmith waited until the doors opened, letting her disembark before he got to his feet and followed.


  A chill breeze greeted him as he stepped off the train and he thought he could smell the sea, a faint tang of salt on the air. Severn Beach station was little more than a single long platform between two tracks, one side almost lost in a tangle of overgrown weeds. He walked slowly by the solitary metal shelter and passed the corroded buffers that marked the end of the track, the idling hum of the train dwindling behind him. Ahead, he saw her walking down to the road and turning left. He quickened his pace a little. The platform opened out onto a quiet residential street – old and new houses huddled close to the pavement – a bleak little village on the edge of nowhere.


  He turned left and walked along thoughtfully, some fifty yards behind her. It felt like somewhere that old people would come to – a quaint little tea room on one side of the street, bungalows with immaculate gardens, Neighbourhood Watch signs in windows. Ahead, he could see a steep tarmac slope that climbed to what looked like a seaside promenade, but his attention was on the figure in the dark green coat as she followed the road round to the left and disappeared from view.


  When he reached the end of the road, he caught sight of her again, but elected to walk up the slope rather than follow her along the pavement. He quickly climbed the few steps up onto the top of the sea wall, and was suddenly buffeted by the wind. Before him, the vast grey expanse of the Severn rippled out towards the horizon, the bridge stretching away into the distance on his right. He turned away from it, pulling his jacket close around him against the cold as he walked along the promenade, his eyes following the figure on the street below as she made her way along the line of waterfront houses and turned down a small cul-de-sac. He watched as she unlocked her front door and went inside. It was a nice house – small, like most modern houses, but with its own driveway and a little patch of lawn. Smiling to himself, Naysmith walked on and followed the path down onto the beach.


  The train back to Clifton Down was almost empty. He hadn’t realised how dark it was getting until he stepped aboard, the harsh interior lighting making it almost impossible to see anything outside. His eyelids were suddenly heavy, and he yawned before settling back into the seat. There was still a long drive ahead of him, but it had been a rewarding day.


  He’d walked past her house on his way back to the station. There was a light on upstairs, and the hallway was illuminated, but otherwise the place was in darkness. He’d noted the small car on the driveway, the cheerful lace curtains, the plaster animals arranged on the doorstep . . .


  . . . but nothing to indicate she lived with a man – good.


  He had been about to move on when he’d noticed a pair of muddy women’s running shoes, neatly placed on the mat in the small front porch. And that had given him the beginnings of an idea.


  He’d done enough for one day though. Satisfied, he pulled the Somerset Maugham book from his jacket pocket, and began leafing through the familiar pages as the train rumbled out of the station.


  4


  Friday, 25 May


  Naysmith stared down into Kim’s deep brown eyes, enjoying the way she lowered her gaze demurely. Those long lashes looked dark against her pale skin. He carefully swept an errant curl of hair away from her face onto the pillow, then placed a gentle kiss on her forehead.


  ‘Come on,’ he grinned, rolling off her onto his back and looking up at the ceiling, ‘you’ll be late.’


  ‘I would have been ready hours ago if you hadn’t been here,’ she smiled, sitting up and tentatively lowering her small, bare feet onto the polished wooden floor.


  ‘Maybe, but you’re glad I decided to work at home this morning.’


  He stretched his arms out across the bed as she looked back over her shoulder at him.


  ‘Of course I am.’ She stuck her tongue out playfully, then squealed as he tried to grab her. Jumping up, she put her hands on her hips and adopted a mock-serious expression. ‘Not again. I’ll be late.’


  He watched her scamper naked into the bathroom, then sank back into the pillows for a moment. His hand found the watch on the bedside table and he held it up, squinting as sunlight from the window glinted on the bezel: 12.49 p.m. It was time to get ready.


  Naysmith put the suitcase down on the tarmac and closed the car boot.


  ‘Say hi to your sister for me.’ He smiled.


  ‘I will.’ She checked her bag, then turned to him. ‘Are you sure you don’t mind me going?’


  ‘It was my idea,’ he reminded her.


  ‘You’ll be all right on your own, won’t you?’


  ‘For goodness’ sake . . .’


  He rolled his eyes, and she flinched. Very slightly, but he saw it – one of those nervous little tells that drew him to her, like a flame to a moth.


  ‘It’s only till Sunday,’ he said in a gentler voice. ‘Now go on, before you miss your train.’


  She extended the handle from the case, then turned and stood on tiptoes to kiss him.


  ‘Call me tonight?’


  ‘I’ll call you tonight.’


  He waved to her, watching her bump the wheeled suitcase through the doors and disappear into the station building. Then, sighing to himself, he got back into the car and leaned forward to rest his head on the steering wheel for a moment. He closed his eyes and drew a deep breath.


  Time to focus.


  He filled the car with petrol on his way out of Salisbury. Every forecourt had CCTV – that was unavoidable – but he deliberately paid in cash. Credit cards left permanent records that were simple to collate. Patterns and coincidences stood out too easily, and at this stage in the game he always disciplined himself to leave as little trace as possible. Tomorrow, he would refill the car somewhere else.


  He didn’t take the turning for the village but drove on along the main road for a mile and a half before pulling off onto a narrow lane that led along the edge of a small copse. Leaving the car in the overgrown gateway to an empty field, he walked the short distance to the trees, pausing now and again to admire the rolling Wiltshire landscape, and to ensure there was nobody else around. Pushing on into the wood, he left the faint path and picked his way up a gentle incline, stopping when he came to a heap of rubble covered in ivy. He looked around, then stood very still, holding his breath and listening intently for a moment, but there was no sound other than the gentle rustle of the leaves above. Satisfied that he was alone, he crouched down and carefully pulled the undergrowth away from a small section of collapsed brick wall. Leaning forward, he reached into the gap underneath, searching with his fingers. It was further back than he remembered, but it was there, and he felt a tiny spark of excitement as he gained a grip on the plastic. Carefully, he drew out the long, flat parcel, wrapped in layer upon layer of black refuse sacks. He stood up, brushing the dirt and insects from it, and pushed the ivy back into place with his foot. Resisting the temptation to open it, he took his prize and started back down the slope towards the car.


  It was almost five o’clock when he got home. Getting out of the car, he went straight into the garage, closing the door quietly behind him before turning on the light. It was a cramped space, cluttered with old packing cases and tools, and he had to step round the two bicycles to reach the cardboard boxes stacked along the back wall. One of them lacked the film of dust that covered the others. Opening it, he drew out two plastic bags and checked the contents.


  Dark hooded top, anorak, jogging bottoms, black trainers, plain T-shirt, socks, gloves, cheap wristwatch . . .


  To these he added a bottle of thin bleach, a roll of refuse sacks and a travel pack of hand-wipes. Every eventuality prepared for. Everything bought from the local supermarket, paid for with cash – anonymous items that could have come from any town.


  He transferred the bags into a single refuse sack, which he carried out to the car, then went into the house.


  A little before midnight, he called Kim, smiling as she struggled to hear him over the background noise of the bar she was in.


  ‘What was that?’


  ‘I said, tell your sister I can hear that screeching laugh from here.’


  ‘Rob, don’t be so mean.’


  ‘You’re right. She has a lovely screech.’


  ‘Stop it!’ Kim laughed. ‘So have you had a nice evening? You haven’t been too bored, have you?’


  ‘I’ve got a bottle of Bombay Sapphire and I’m watching The Godfather DVDs you got me,’ Naysmith lied. ‘I decided I was due a lazy night in.’


  ‘That’s good,’ Kim shouted. ‘Look, I can hardly hear you. I’ll call you tomorrow, OK?’


  ‘Not too early.’


  ‘All right. Miss you.’


  ‘’Night.’


  He stood up and walked into the living room. Pulling the box of The Godfather from the shelf, he took one of the discs and put it into the DVD player, then moved through to the kitchen. Opening the cupboard, he took out the large blue bottle and poured three-quarters of the Bombay Sapphire down the sink.


  Details mattered.


  The warm water felt good on his skin as he leaned back under the shower nozzle, energising him. It was part of the ritual that he went through every time, helping him to prepare physically and mentally for the challenge. He wrapped a towel around himself and padded through to the bedroom, where he clipped his fingernails short. All jewellery, along with his watch, his wallet and his mobile phone were left neatly on the bedside table – personal items were an unacceptable risk. He needed nothing but his keys and some cash.


  Once dry, he dressed himself quickly and went downstairs. After switching on the TV and the sitting-room lights, he slipped quietly out into the cool night air.


  The Warminster Road was deserted but he took no chances. He chose a quiet farm track, screened by tall hedges, and drove some distance before pulling over. Stepping out into the darkness, he went round to the back of the car and opened the boot. Carefully undoing the black plastic bags, he unwrapped the flat parcel to reveal a pair of car number plates and a small white envelope.


  It had taken him time to source those plates. He’d noted the registrations of several cars the same colour and model as his own, eventually settling on one he saw in Basingstoke. Blank plates and self-adhesive letters were relatively simple to obtain, and after an evening’s work in the garage and some carefully applied grime, he had a pair of passable fakes. They weren’t perfect, but they were enough to give his own vehicle a different identity for all the watchful CCTV cameras – a legitimate identity that would attract no attention, and which had no connection to him if it was ever spotted. Time well spent.


  Crouching down, with a torch gripped between his knees, he worked quickly to tape the plates securely over his own, ensuring a perfect fit. Once he was satisfied, he stowed the torch and took the white envelope in his hand, feeling the contents between his fingers before carefully slipping it into his pocket.


  Moments later, his car rejoined the main road and he accelerated away, the route now very familiar to him. This would be his fourth visit to Severn Beach – he’d made two preparatory trips in the weeks since he’d tracked her there – and it would be his last.


  He cruised past Warminster and drove on into the night, enjoying the long, clear road as it snaked towards him out of the darkness. Bath was asleep, a succession of empty streets and glaring traffic lights, soon left behind as he pressed on towards the orange glow of Bristol on the horizon. There was a little more traffic here, but it was quiet enough as he swept down towards the city centre and round to Hotwells. The Clifton Bridge hung like a strip of fairy lights above the gorge, and he found himself leaning forward to gaze up as he passed beneath it.


  Not far now . . .


  Avonmouth was a ghost town, and he was suddenly conscious of being alone – conspicuously alone – on the silent roads. This close to his destination, a local police car would present too great a risk. He would have no choice but to postpone and drive on. The thought irked him as he came to the roundabout by the towering old mill and turned off onto the broad, straight length of St Andrews Road. He was watchful now, checking each side turning as it slipped by, glancing up at the mirror to see anyone behind him, but there was nobody else. He was alone.


  A little before Severn Beach, there was a turning for a single-track access road that led down towards the water – he’d found it on his second visit and it seemed the ideal place. He drove a short distance along it, then switched off the headlights and looked behind him for other cars.


  Nothing.


  He waited a few moments, allowing his eyes to grow used to the darkness, then cautiously eased the car forward along the narrow tarmac. It was difficult without lights, especially negotiating the low bridge where the road passed under the railway line. The shore side of the tracks was a dead end, hidden from the main road by the embankment – probably the local lovers’ lane but now, just after 3 a.m., it was empty. He turned the car so that it was facing out, ready to leave, then switched off the engine and got out.


  A chill wind whipped along the shoreline, rippling the tall reeds like waves. Naysmith stretched and yawned, savouring the bite of the cold after the soporific warmth of the car journey. The Second Severn Crossing dominated the night horizon, a ribbon of motorway lights cast out across the miles of dark water, its reflection glittering on the river below. He shivered and went back to the car, opening the boot and drawing out the refuse sack containing his new clothes. After one last check to ensure he had everything, he locked the car and set off into the wind, trudging along the swathe of rough grass that divided the railway from the beach.
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