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Prologue





You’re a specialist. This is the most important thing to remember. You have a unique set of skills and abilities. You have exactly the right experience for the task ahead of you. How many people in the world are capable of doing what you do? One hundred? Fifty? And how many of those people are as good as you? None. That’s how many. Because you’re more than just a specialist. You’re the specialist. And that’s how you’re going to succeed.


You’re going to begin by compiling a list of everything you’ll need. The list will be comprehensive. Some might call it exhaustive but they’re the types who’d make mistakes. You know, because their mistakes are what you feed off. They’re what you’ve trained yourself to exploit over the years. You watch their moves and you identify their errors and you turn them to your advantage.


Plus, you’re an analytical thinker. It’s probably your greatest strength. Other people might buckle under the pressure of the situation. But not you. You always maintain your composure. It’s something you pride yourself on, and why shouldn’t you? Detachment isn’t something that can easily be taught. People either have it or they don’t. You have it. There’s never been any doubt about that. And right now you need it like never before.


The list.


First, you’ll need a vehicle. Not your personal vehicle. You can’t afford to be traced, so you’ll need something else entirely. An amateur might be tempted to steal something but auto theft poses certain risks you can’t possibly indulge. So what you’ll do is you’ll travel some distance away from Marseilles and you’ll buy a vehicle for cash. Crossing a border would be best, but it adds complications you don’t need, so you’ll head north by bus for several hours. You’ll walk to a scruffy dealership on the outskirts of Lyon or St Etienne. An independent place. The kind of outfit where the focus will be on your money and not on your face or your fake ID.


The exact vehicle you buy isn’t important but it should be as unremarkable as possible. Instantly forgettable is the effect you’re aiming for. The manufacturer will be French, naturally. No bright colours. No memorable decals or custom bodywork. Most crucial of all, it has to be reliable. You can’t tolerate a breakdown of any description. So check the tyres. Lift the bonnet. Take it for a spin. Then hand over the necessary cash and drive to Vienne or Valence or Montélimar and find somewhere secluded to switch the plates for a set you’ve picked up from a supply outlet someplace else.


Next are firearms. You’re going to need some. Your handgun is fine. It’s untraceable. But you’ll need something more. A shotgun is ideal. It packs the necessary visual impact. You have a friend who can help you with that. The fee is one you can easily cover. And really, what does money mean to you right now? It’s no more or less irrelevant than everything else. The only thing that matters to you, the only thing worth concerning yourself with, is your assignment.


What else? A ski mask and gloves. Those are for certain. A torch. Pliers and a knife and maybe a hammer. They’re distasteful but unavoidable. And plenty of restraints. Nothing complicated. Simple is best. Cuffs and ropes, for sure.


A remote location. That’s item number four on your list. Somewhere you won’t be disturbed or overheard. Somewhere your vehicle can be concealed. You’ll need to scout around but you can’t risk drawing attention to yourself. So get a detailed map and study it. Identify possible locations. But remember, you don’t want to drive for too long once you have your target inside your vehicle. If something goes wrong – and you’re not so arrogant as to think that it can’t – then you need to minimise the amount of time you’ll spend on the road.


Surveillance. This is the most vital consideration. You’ll need some assistance. You can’t risk being spotted or remembered, and the more you watch, the more you risk. Your friend can help you with this, too. He’s already covered the basics but you need to drill down to the finer details. What are the strengths and weaknesses of your target’s security? Where and when are they vulnerable? How can an opportunity best be exploited?


The list is growing. There’s more still to come. You’re building something dark and mean and intricate here. It needs to be completely squared away. You have to be able to lift it up and inspect every angle of it, every join, without the tiniest sliver of light sneaking through.


And just as your plan is developing, so you’re evolving, too. You’re changing in ways you never would have thought possible before. But that’s acceptable to you. You’re prepared to do whatever it takes. Anyone who found themselves in your situation would do what you have in mind if only they could. The sole difference is that you’re capable of carrying it through.


Why?


Because you’re the specialist. And that’s how you’re going to succeed.
















I


The Abduction



















Chapter One





Daniel Trent sensed a tremor in his finger. He was a patient man. It was an attribute he prided himself on. But even he had his limits. His denim shirt was wet at the collar, adhering to his back. His shirtsleeves were rolled past his elbows, exposing forearms slick with sweat. A tendon pulsed beneath his skin. There it was again – the temptation to drum his fingers.


Where were they?


Trent snatched up the tiny china cup in front of him. The residue of his second espresso was tepid and grainy. He swallowed. Grimaced. Set it aside.


The pavement café was jammed with customers. Tourists mostly. The German couple beside him were feasting on cheap bouillabaisse. The husband had spilled tomato and saffron broth on his beard. His wife, lips greasy with shellfish juices, slathered a rouille paste onto meagre croutons.


The waiter hadn’t been back to check on Trent in a while but he wasn’t offended. Could even understand the guy’s reasoning. Not a lot of profit in a man drinking single espressos at this time of night. And Trent was giving off a restless, keyed-up vibe. His self-control was slipping. Patience running low.


Engine noise from the left.


Trent turned his head. Just like he’d turned it every time he’d heard a vehicle approach for the past half-hour. But this time was different. This time he saw exactly what he’d been waiting to see.


A black Mercedes saloon trundled along the street. The windows were tinted, the paint buffed to a liquid sheen. Most vehicles in Marseilles were covered in a film of sand and dirt and dried salt water, but the Mercedes looked as if it had been cleaned late that afternoon. Probably got cleaned every afternoon, Trent guessed.


The Mercedes slowed until it was idling by the kerb, blocking the single-lane road as if it was parked in its own private driveway.


Sweat trickled down Trent’s neck. His throat had closed up, as though unseen hands were choking him. He gulped moist air. Felt it bulge back there, then slide and scrape downwards.


He wedged a crumpled five-euro note beneath the sugar dispenser. Came close to upsetting it. He steadied the tableware, then pushed back his chair. He was tall and long-limbed. Had been gawky as a kid and still could be on occasion. His foot was hooked around the chair leg. The metal scraped and squealed on the concrete and he drew scowls from the German couple as he stumbled sideways and ducked out from beneath the burgundy canopy that overhung the café.


The paved square in front of the Opéra was bathed in a hazy yellow light from a set of ornate streetlamps. Floodlights bounced off the masonry of the theatre house and the red fabric banners promoting tonight’s show – a performance by the Ballet National de Marseille.


The production was over and members of the audience were lingering outside. Men in dinner jackets smoked cigarettes and shook hands, speaking in low sardonic voices from the sides of their mouths. Women perspired in gauzy summer dresses, smiling tightly and clutching handbags to their waists as if they feared a violent mugging.


Trent loitered beside an abandoned scooter. Sweat pooled beneath his armpits and swamped his back. His breathing was shallow, the air warm and vaporous. It smelled of dust and heat and cooked seafood laced with boat diesel and brine from the Vieux Port.


The Mercedes didn’t move.


Trent blinked wetly and tried to see how many men were inside. Sometimes it was two – a young chauffeur plus a bodyguard. Sometimes the bodyguard worked alone.


Amber hazards blinked on. The driver’s door opened and a thickset man in a charcoal suit and crisp white shirt stepped out. The bodyguard. A lucky break. No chauffeur tonight.


The bodyguard scanned his surroundings, a full 360, his attention snagging on Trent for just an instant before moving on. He took in the seedy bars, the fast food outlets, the rusting dumpsters overflowing with noxious waste, the unlit épiceries and boulangeries and tabacs, the scruffy apartment buildings with faded, crusty render and paint-flaked wooden shutters flung wide.


He was a squat, powerfully built guy. Early-to-mid-thirties with dark hair buzzed close to the scalp. Low forehead. Light stubble. His back was broad, his arms muscular. He had large, square hands, the fingers hooked and curled as if he were wearing boxing gloves.


Trent guessed the guy’s suit had been tailored to emphasise his physique. The jacket sleeves were tight around his upper arms, the material bunched as if catching on his biceps.


He had an attentive, serious demeanour. He looked like a guy who lived and breathed his job. He shot his cuff and consulted his watch. Then he paced away through the crowds towards the lighted entrance of the Opéra, his square head swinging from left to right, probing for threats.


And then there they were. The pair of them. Exposed.


They’d stepped out through the glass doors between the stone colonnades before the bodyguard was close. A basic error. The type a guy with hostile intentions might exploit, if he felt so inclined.


Trent pressed his arm against his Beretta. It would be easy to reach under his shirt right now. He could march across the square and barge through the crowds. Fire in a controlled burst. Fifteen rounds, 9 mm calibre. More than ample to kill a man. Enough, probably, to get away from the scene.


He reached out to steady himself. The scooter rocked on its stand.


Jérôme Moreau crossed the square like he owned it. The guy oozed confidence. He radiated ego. Take an average person and show them footage of Moreau right now and what would they think? A movie star emerging from the premiere of his latest film? A city politician on the rise?


He was sharply dressed. Velvet dinner jacket, pressed white shirt, silk bow tie and shoes as dark and lustrous as his waiting Mercedes. His grey hair was oiled and set in waves, his chin clean-shaven. He shielded his eyes with a raised hand, as if rearing back from the blaze of paparazzi bulbs.


Trent clenched his hands into fists and stared at Moreau hard. So hard he felt sure that he would sense it. But Moreau showed no awareness. Maybe he was too wrapped up in himself. Or maybe Trent appeared more composed than he felt. Perhaps he was the only one who could sense the fury coming off him, pulsing outwards, like sound waves from a tuning fork.


He swallowed thickly, then risked a glance at Moreau’s wife. Not for the first time, the sight of her punched the air from his lungs.


This was the toughest part. Even thinking about it made his mouth dry as ash.


Stephanie Moreau was young, lithe and beautiful. She was short for a former ballet dancer, coming in somewhere around five foot five even in heels, but she had poise and balance and grace.


Tonight, she wore a silver dress that shimmered as it moved across the slim contours of her body. Her dark hair was swept to one side and loosely curled, exposing her delicate neck and shoulders. Her pale skin appeared almost translucent in the diffuse yellow light. Trent could see the outline of the collarbones beneath her skin, fragile as a bird’s.


The bodyguard was alongside them now, ushering them through the parting crowds towards the Mercedes. He guided them into the back of the car, then opened the driver’s door and shaped as if to slide in under the wheel.


He froze mid-way. Glanced towards the scooter once more.


But Trent was already gone.




*





A network of one-way streets surrounded the Opéra. Parking was at a premium. Trent returned to his car, a brown Peugeot estate that was wedged into a tight space beneath the green neon glow of a pharmacie cross. He fumbled with his key in the ignition. Fired the gurgling engine and swung out into the road.


The interior of the Peugeot was hot and airless. He wound his window low and angled his head into the thermal breeze. A series of turns delivered him to the Quai Rive Neuve. Countless yachts and passenger ferries and fishing vessels were packed into the marina, forming a vast and shifting tangle of masts and rigging. The odour of seawater was strong.


The sleek Mercedes was up ahead, beyond a cream taxi, a motorbike and a grimy delivery truck. Trent pinched the sting of sweat from his eyes and squeezed the accelerator. The dark, shifting waters of the marina flickered by, alive with quivering reflections from streetlamps and headlamps and bar signs and apartment windows.


Half a kilometre more and Trent peeled off to the right, following the Mercedes round a sweeping bend into a tunnel. The swirling yammer of engines and tyres and trapped air was loud and urgent in his ears. He sealed his window and set the fans to MAX. No air conditioning. Detritus blitzed his face. The Peugeot had been parked beneath a sycamore tree for close to a week and fallen seedpods had worked their way inside the vents.


Fluorescent lights zipped by above Trent’s head. Industrial fans twirled in hypnotic circles. His mind started to drift, lured by memories of driving through this tunnel before. Memories where he was not alone. Memories where he was laughing, even.


He thought of Aimée. How she’d insisted on playing a dumb game whenever they’d entered the tunnel together. The aim was to hold your breath until you emerged on the other side. It was impossible to do. Physically beyond them. Maybe a free diver would be capable of it. But not Trent. And not Aimée. The tunnel was too long, running under the quay, coming up far into Joliette.


Aimée had liked to pretend otherwise. She’d loved making out that she was still holding her breath long after Trent had quit. He’d tell her she was cheating and she’d shake her head and point to her swollen cheeks, her pursed lips. Her big brown eyes would implore him to believe her.


Then he’d reach across and pinch her nostrils and she’d spit air and bat his hand away and laugh her childish, breathless laugh. She’d pretend to be offended. Protest her innocence. Promise him she could really do it.


Until the next time. When she’d cheat all over again.


Except now he found it hard to believe there could be a next time.


Might never be.


His chin jerked upright and he cursed himself, wrenching the jagged visions from his mind. He crouched forwards over the steering wheel. He squinted hard at the back of the Mercedes. He locked onto its red and amber light cluster like a gambler staring at the gaudy drums of a dive-bar slot machine, willing his last desperate chance to come in.
















Chapter Two





Trent was no pursuit expert but he’d known a few in his time. One guy in particular considered himself a real tail artist. Much of his advice was foolish or obvious but something he’d said had lodged in Trent’s brain. Picture a thread of elastic between yourself and your mark. Imagine the elastic is at its natural resting point six car lengths behind your quarry. Get too close and the elastic becomes slack and tangles around your wheels. Fall more than twelve car lengths back and the elastic snaps.


Trent knew it was just a fancy way of saying don’t get too close or too far away, but he had to admit the image was a hard one to forget. He could picture the elastic now. One end looped around Jérôme Moreau’s neck, spooling out through the tinted rear window of the Mercedes, flapping and twirling in the humid night air. The other end tied to Trent’s left wrist, tugging at him as he dropped back a short way.


Traffic was light and the road familiar to him. He knew the route they would follow. It wasn’t long before he fell into a kind of trance, and as he visualised the straining length of elastic that linked him to the man who’d occupied his every waking thought for the past nine days – the individual responsible for the terror that had taken hold of him like a fever for close to two months now – a queer sense of calm washed over him.


Perhaps it was the perfumed breeze through the churning vents – the scent of baked earth and cooling tarmac and auto exhausts. Perhaps it was the lull of the engine, the flat droning of the Peugeot’s tyres. Perhaps it was his own gnawing fatigue, barely assuaged by the two espressos he’d sipped back at the café. But he preferred to think of it as the sense of a resolution drawing close. A reckoning of one variety or another.


He recalled other nights, in surer times, when he’d driven away from Marseilles with Aimée beside him, for no other reason than he needed something to occupy his mind and she’d understood and indulged his restlessness. They’d rarely talked or listened to the radio on these spontaneous trips of his. Mostly, it had been enough for them to be simply moving together, to be hurtling through the black together, cocooned in drowsy warmth and easy silence. Until, after an hour, maybe two, Aimée would squeeze his hand and smile in a weary daze, her eyes crinkling just so, and he’d know that it was time to turn and head home again. Back to the city. Back to whatever work stress or emotional funk he’d felt the desire to escape for a spell.


Tonight, though, he was alone, and the road ahead was wide and flat and dusty. It crested and dipped beneath a cloudless night sky, spattered with stars and a waning moon. The tarmac was bleached and austere in the glare of his headlamps. Broken white lines tapped out a furious Morse code he couldn’t hope to decipher.


He passed grubby high-rise apartment buildings pocked with satellite dishes, shambling houses with sagging roofs and austere motorist hotels with glowing signs advertising low nightly rates; passed graveyards with raised stone tombs and concrete overpasses blighted with graffiti and outdoor sports pitches laid with dense red clay; passed industrial warehouses and car dealerships and a swimming-pool concession with a giant, empty piscine propped up outside; passed floodlit petrol stations and disorderly road maintenance works.


He pursued the Mercedes. Matching its speed. Tracking its movements. Rapt by those cherry-red light clusters and the fluttering elastic snare that bound him to his prey.




*





The Mercedes left the autoroute some distance before Aix-en-Provence. Trent followed it through a collection of junctions and turns, then along a little-travelled back road that climbed steeply up the side of the broad valley, clinging to a buff stone escarpment that looked out over fields of wheat and rapeseed and terraced grape vines, and long ribbons of streaking red and white vehicle lights.


Trent had been up here in the day. He’d seen the barren, gnarly rocks, the tufts of wild grass and weeds, the bow-kneed umbrella pines and the straggly young saplings thirsty for water. He’d listened to the chirrup of cicadas. The scrabble of lizards. The creak and sputter of swinging irrigation booms in the fields down below.


Now the scene had been reduced to monochrome. The vast black sky and the parchment moon. The salt-grain bugs spinning in the whispery light of his headlamps. The faint luminescence of the instrument panel bathing his hands.


His palms were sweating, his knuckles bunched and aching. The lonely road had made it impossible for him to pursue the Mercedes without being spotted. The bodyguard had allowed a slip in security back at the opera house but it was hard to believe he’d forget to look in his mirrors. And Trent’s headlamps were strafing the interior of the Mercedes along with the road ahead. He was as good as tapping the guy on the shoulder.


But he’d always known the time would come for him to show his hand. The Moreau family mansion was less than two kilometres away. For the next few hundred metres, the road widened out and Trent downshifted, ready to overtake exactly where he’d planned.


He was just swooping out when everything changed.


First the dazzle of headlamps on full beam. Then the squeal of rubber and the red flare of brake lights.


Then the impact.


It was savage. A deafening smack.


The Mercedes had been struck from the side by a large off-road vehicle fitted with bull bars. The impact shunted it towards the loose gravel at the edge of the precipitous drop. The Mercedes fishtailed, then straightened up, then bucked wildly to the left, back towards safety.


Defensive driving. But too late to alter the outcome. The Mercedes had lost momentum. Lost position. The big jeep lurched forwards and turned and battered into it on a diagonal trajectory. Now the bodyguard had a choice. Keep driving and tumble off the side, down the high slope into trees and rocks and gullies. Or stop.


He braked more suddenly than Trent had anticipated. The tyres bore down into sandy tarmac and loose shale, the rubber growling in complaint. They locked and released, locked and released, the ABS working hard to wrench the Mercedes to a stuttering halt.


It was more efficient than the system on Trent’s ageing Peugeot. He felt the steering go light. The front end begin to skate. Too much speed. Fatal momentum. The Peugeot rammed into the back of the Mercedes with a violent jolt. Headlamps popped and shattered, bulbs extinguishing in an instant. The bonnet buckled and creased and Trent was flung forwards. No airbag to cushion the blow. He butted the top of the steering wheel and his ribs embraced the hub, the horn barking in complaint. Knees and elbows whacked plastic. Then his seat belt bit into his shoulder, jerking him back like a tardy friend heaving him away from a drunken bar brawl just as the first blow had slammed into his chest.


A dazed silence. A moment of stillness.


Trent heaved air. He croaked feebly.


His car had stalled. It was steaming.


Doors flew open on the attack vehicle. Trent could see now that it was a green Toyota Land Cruiser. Figures leapt out into the halogen glare and the drifts of tyre smoke. They barked commands. Trent counted three individuals. They were dressed in jeans and green army surplus jackets with black ski masks over their heads.


The men carried assault rifles. Stocks wedged against shoulders. Fingers clutching triggers. The lead guy fired a burst of rounds into the front of the Mercedes, stitching the bonnet, smashing the windscreen. Sparks leapt from the rifle muzzle, accompanied by a tattoo of deafening claps.


A second guy advanced on Trent and tapped hard on his window with his rifle. Trent lifted his hands by his face. He gazed at the eyes behind the mask. They were fidgety and alert. The guy shook his head. Just once. A warning.


The final guy grappled with the rear door on the Mercedes. It wouldn’t budge. He braced his foot against the side of the car and yanked hard. Still the door refused to give. He quit trying. He hefted his rifle above his shoulder and battered the glass with the sculpted polymer buttstock. The glass splintered, then gave out. He raked the fragments clear and leaned into the car.


Trent heard a woman’s scream, high and fractured. Smoke billowed up from the bonnet of the Peugeot or the exhaust of the Mercedes, tinged red by the vivid brake lights.


Now the guy was heaving at something. He kept pulling until Jérôme Moreau’s head and shoulders appeared through the window. Moreau thrashed and scrabbled in his dinner jacket, trying to escape the man’s grip. He didn’t seem so powerful all of a sudden. He looked about as helpless as it’s possible to get.


Trent strained forwards against his seat belt, thinking of the Beretta beneath his shirt. But the guy watching over him saw it. Another tap at the window. Another shake of the head.


Now Moreau’s waist was clear. He waved his arms frantically. There was a moment of resistance – Trent pictured Stephanie clinging to his ankles – before Moreau was wrenched free amid desperate shrieks and tinkling glass. His legs failed to support him. He stumbled and was dragged backwards towards the Land Cruiser, gloved hands clasped over his gaping mouth and wild eyes.


Meantime, the lead guy fired across the bonnet of the Mercedes, throwing up spurts of rock and debris at the side of the road. The bodyguard had kicked open the passenger door and was struggling to get out, but he was pinned by the gunfire.


The guy holding the rifle on Trent began to retreat into the blue-white glare of the Land Cruiser’s headlamps. His companion did likewise, shooting even after he’d clambered inside a door at the rear.


There was a fourth man inside. The driver.


The jeep backed up fast, then jolted forwards. It turned sharply and slammed against the side of the Mercedes, tearing free the Peugeot’s wing mirror as it sped away down the road.


Trent fumbled to release his seat belt. He grappled with the lever on his door and tumbled out onto his knees. He drew his Beretta from his holster and fired two rounds, his shots echoed by a series of percussive booms from somewhere close behind. A trio of yellow flares skittered across the rear of the jeep. Trent heard the dull clank of drilled metal.


But it was no use. The Land Cruiser was speeding away into the encroaching darkness. And he couldn’t risk hitting Moreau.


Trent slumped forwards. He released his Beretta and braced the heels of his palms against the coarse road surface. Something liquid slammed into his throat from his gut. He bowed his head. Fought the rush of fear and outrage that was whirling inside him.


Then, through the warped and tinny silence, he heard distressed cries from inside the Mercedes. The tread of hesitant footsteps.


The bodyguard was crabbing towards him, knees bent, arms straight, elbows locked, a large revolver – a Ruger Redhawk – clenched in his enormous hands. He was bleeding from a wound at the corner of his eye. His shirt was torn at the collar, his suit crumpled and dirtied and glittering with beads of shattered glass.


‘Who the hell are you?’ the bodyguard snarled, in savage French.


Trent gulped air and wiped a slick of drool from his chin.


He spoke French, too. Was fluent, in fact.


‘The guy you need now,’ he replied.
















Chapter Three





The bodyguard edged closer. He sighted down his gun at the centre mass of Trent’s chest, stretched out his leg and toed Trent’s Beretta away. He squatted to pocket the weapon, maintaining his careful aim.


Trent could hear muffled shrieks from the rear of the Mercedes.


‘Is she hit?’ he asked.


‘Put your hands up.’


‘Answer my question.’


‘Hands on top of your head. Now!’


It felt strange to Trent, coming face to face with this man he’d been observing for more than a week. He seemed somehow hyper-real, like chancing upon a television actor from one of those moody cop dramas Aimée liked to watch on Canal+. Up close, he struck Trent as way more capable and threatening. There was a bearish physicality about him. He was big. He was tough. He was intense and imposing.


Trent supposed some of that had to do with the long-nosed revolver the guy was aiming at him. The Ruger Redhawk had a barrel length approximating eight inches. Stainless-steel finish. Hardwood grips. Capacity for six rounds. The guy had fired three already. But it would only take one .44 slug to bring Trent’s curiosity to an end.


The bodyguard stepped close and patted Trent down fast, feeling around his waist and torso, lingering on his empty shoulder holster. He checked Trent’s jeans as far as his ankles, then straightened and spun him round by the shoulder. He jammed the Ruger in the hollow behind Trent’s ear, delved a hand inside his front trouser pocket and yanked free his wallet.


‘You’re bleeding,’ Trent told him. ‘Near your eye.’


The bodyguard smeared the cut with the dirtied cuff of his shirt. ‘You were outside the Opéra,’ he said. ‘You were watching us.’


Trent didn’t respond. He studied the guy over the looming muzzle of the Ruger.


‘You followed us,’ he went on. ‘I saw your car as soon as we hit the tunnel.’


Still Trent didn’t speak.


‘You work with those men?’


Trent shook his head. Slow and steady. ‘You saw me shoot at them.’


‘So maybe you were firing blank rounds?’


‘How about you put my Beretta against your temple? Satisfy your curiosity.’


The guy grunted and flipped open Trent’s wallet. He slid out his driver’s licence with his thumb. Squinted at the pixelated image and the details in the sketchy dark.


‘I’d like to put my hands down,’ Trent said.


It was a few degrees cooler up on the rise. A gentle breeze lifted the denim of his shirt. The sweat that had filmed his body was starting to dry and evaporate. Goosebumps were sprouting on the back of his wrists and at the base of his neck.


The Mercedes’s engine was still running. The hum and burble of the large diesel unit disturbed the stillness all around.


‘My hands?’ Trent said again.


The guy backed away and motioned consent with his Ruger. Trent lowered his arms and plucked pellets of grit from his palms. His mind was spinning with a wild centrifugal force.


‘Take a look at my business card,’ he said.


The guy grunted again but he removed a small ivory card from a sleeve cut into the wallet. He read over the information he found there. Raised an eyebrow.


‘I can help you,’ Trent told him.


The bodyguard sniffed, then flipped Trent’s wallet closed. He stashed it inside his ruined jacket.


He said, ‘Maybe you already helped your friends in the ski masks.’


‘You don’t believe that.’


‘No?’


‘It would be a really dumb thing to believe.’


The sound of a door opening interrupted them. They looked over towards the Mercedes. It was canted to the right, the front wing crumpled and deformed. The nearside headlamp was out. The remaining lamp probed blindly at the stones and shrubs by the edge of the road.


Stephanie Moreau staggered towards the rear of the luxury car, leaning on the bodywork for support like a drunk teetering along a bar, ephemeral in the fog of exhaust fumes. For just an instant, something about her silhouette or the way she moved reminded Trent of Aimée, and it felt as if a trap door had opened in the ground beneath him. Then the vaporous gases cleared from around her, the apparition faltered, and Stephanie peered at Trent’s Peugeot with bleary, tear-stained eyes. Her silver dress was rucked up on one side, exposing a pale, lean thigh and a grazed knee.


‘Alain?’ Her voice was shrill. ‘What happened? Where’s Jérôme?’


‘He’s been taken,’ the bodyguard replied, gravel in his throat. His attention remained fixed on Trent. ‘This man says he can assist us.’


‘Who is he?’


The question hung in the air. Insects buzzed Trent’s face. He could smell something leaking from one of the cars. Coolant, maybe.


‘Tell her,’ Alain said.


‘I’m a consultant.’ Trent spoke loud enough for them both to hear. ‘I advise people in kidnap and ransom situations. A colleague at my firm sold your husband a K & R insurance policy two months ago. He was concerned about a threat. Perhaps he mentioned it to you?’


She shook her head, just barely, the kink in her side-swept hair bouncing a little. Her features looked slackened, smudged. She had a face out of time. Square jaw, high cheekbones, budded lips, like a Hollywood starlet from the 1940s.


‘Why are you here now?’ she whispered. ‘Tonight?’


‘Coincidence,’ Trent told her, gauging the doubt in Alain’s eyes. ‘I was due to arrange a follow-up meeting with your husband to go over some anti-kidnap measures he could put in place. I thought I’d assess his security first. It’s simple luck I was here tonight.’


‘Luck?’


Trent nodded. ‘The first days of a kidnap situation set the tone for how the whole thing will play out. It’s fortunate that I can be involved here from the start. And I’ve seen the people you’re up against. They’re a professional outfit. That’s good. Much better than trying to reason with amateurs. More predictable.’


Stephanie tipped her head to one side, intrigued now, a loose spring of hair falling across her face. She moved as if to approach. Alain motioned her back with his free hand, his arm stiff, palm raised, like a traffic cop.


‘We don’t know this is a kidnapping.’


‘I know,’ Trent said.


‘Because you were involved?’


‘Because I recognise the signs. This was an aggressive takedown, no question. But those men weren’t looking to harm anyone else.’


Trent glanced off to his side. Stephanie had ignored Alain’s instructions and was stumbling closer in her heels. She hugged herself with slender arms and Trent had to fight a sudden urge to go to her. There was something hard to fathom about her appeal. She was almost too perfect, brittle in some complex way, as if she might come apart and unravel at any moment.


‘They could have shot you both,’ Trent said, catching his breath. ‘But they didn’t. They need you alive so they have someone to negotiate with.’


Stephanie absorbed his words, her swollen lips moving soundlessly. The summer wind ruffled her hair and pressed the material of her dress against her slim body. She was trembling.


It was becoming difficult to understand how this woman had made him think of Aimée. If she were here, if she’d found herself in Stephanie’s predicament, she wouldn’t be standing by, shaking and waiting to hear more. She’d have clambered behind the wheel of the Mercedes, hauled it around and sped off in dogged pursuit of the Land Cruiser, no matter how doomed her chances of catching Jérôme’s abductors might be. Her impulsiveness and her hot-headed streak were qualities that had often frustrated Trent. Strange how much he missed them.


‘What’s your name?’ Stephanie asked.


He told her, then added, ‘But most people call me Trent.’


‘You’re English?’


‘My mother was French.’


‘How would you help us?’


He swallowed. No sense in rushing things now.


‘The policy your husband took out covers you for ransom payments up to a predetermined level. It also entitles you to my advice. Whether you choose to listen to it or not is up to you. I can tell you a lot more about myself and my record if you decide to appoint me. It’s how I usually begin work on a case.’


Trent felt Alain’s gaze drilling into him but he kept his focus on Stephanie. She’d begun to collect herself and he saw now that she was tougher and more resilient than he’d imagined. Her cautious manner and her slight frame had deceived him and he supposed they shouldn’t have. Didn’t dancers put themselves through hell so they could appear composed up on stage when their bodies were screaming in pain? Viewed like that, their every performance was an illusion of sorts. Trent was beginning to gain some understanding of how it might feel.


‘Good,’ she said, and nodded, as if a decision had been made. ‘You’ll help us.’


‘But madame.’ Alain’s Ruger hadn’t wavered. He was squinting along the sights, scrutinising Trent. ‘Please consider. We have only this man’s word for what he says. Did M. Moreau speak to you about such a policy?’


She bit down on her full lip. ‘No,’ she muttered.


‘We must be careful tonight. You see?’


‘Then verify what I say.’ Trent turned to face Stephanie directly. ‘My records show that your husband had a lawyer advise him on the policy. Do you know who that would have been?’


She nodded. Raised her chin, a glossy lock shielding her eye. ‘A friend of Jérôme’s.’


‘And do you trust this friend?’


‘He’s a good man.’


‘Then call him. Your bodyguard has my wallet and my ID. Have your lawyer check the policy against my credentials.’


Stephanie glanced towards Alain. His blunt face was impassive, but he lowered the Ruger a fraction.


‘We can telephone from the house,’ Stephanie said. ‘You may follow us.’


Trent looked over her angular shoulder towards his Peugeot. The bonnet was shunted beneath the rear of the Mercedes. Broken glass and shards of plastic surrounded the wheels. The front tyre was flat.


‘My lights are broken.’ He shrugged. ‘And I have a puncture.’


‘Then you may come with us. Alain can drive and—’


‘No, madame.’ The bodyguard shook his head, sighting back along the Ruger. ‘Forgive me, but I cannot allow it. Not until we speak to the lawyer.’


She opened her mouth as if to respond, then reconsidered. She nodded in mute comprehension. Gazed meekly at Trent from beneath long, curling lashes.


‘You’ll walk,’ Alain said. ‘It’s not far. A kilometre, maybe. There’s a fence. A gate. If the lawyer confirms what you say, I’ll meet you there.’


‘Then I’ll see you very soon.’


Alain gestured a short distance back along the road with his gun. ‘Wait by that rock. Don’t move until we drive away. Understand?’


Trent turned and crossed towards the boulder Alain had indicated. He lowered himself and sat with his elbows on his knees and his hands pressed together beneath his chin. If he had been a religious man, he might have prayed. But instead he clenched his jaw and ground his teeth, silently cursing the fates that were tormenting him so.
















Chapter Four





They didn’t look inside the Peugeot. There was that, at least.


Trent had felt certain that Alain would duck his head in through the open driver’s door, but he was in a hurry to get Stephanie home. And though Stephanie had glanced at a window on her way past, the interior of the Peugeot was in darkness and she hadn’t reacted in the slightest. Maybe she hadn’t spotted anything. Maybe she had, but she wouldn’t process the information until much later. She was in shock. She wouldn’t be thinking clearly. Trent knew precisely what she was going through. He’d experienced something similar only recently.


So he’d been lucky in a small way.


And he’d suffered unimaginable misfortune in a much bigger, much more destructive way, too.


Trent watched Alain remove his jacket to reveal the webbed shoulder holster he was wearing over his fitted white shirt. He wadded the jacket round his hand and used it to scoop the shattered windscreen glass from the driver’s seat and the dashboard of the Mercedes. He told Stephanie to climb into the front alongside him and he started the engine and edged forwards. There was a moment of resistance as the rear bumper freed itself from the embrace of the Peugeot, then a wrench of metal and broken plastic as the Mercedes dropped free and rejoined the road.


Alain drove off at a cautious speed, the single working headlamp pawing at the darkness ahead, the left front wheel snagging against the distorted wing. One of the rear light clusters had been smashed, but a single bulb was still intact, and Trent watched its aimless twinkling until the Mercedes rounded a looping bend and disappeared from view.


He was tempted to remain sitting on the boulder. He was tempted to quit altogether. His limbs felt leaden and he had the nauseating sensation of having been duped. But the stakes were too high. His need too urgent. And how could he possibly live with himself if he gave up now?


The situation had changed, was all. This wasn’t the first time he’d had to adapt to new circumstances and he doubted it would be the last. But he was a resourceful, capable guy. He was well trained and experienced. And his motivation was strong. It was all-consuming.


He forced himself to his feet. Marched across to the Peugeot and flipped off the busted lights. Snatched the keys from the ignition and fetched his mobile from the glove box. He unbuttoned his denim shirt, peeled it from his skin and laid it across the roof of the car. Unfastened his holster and tossed it into the cab, then ducked in towards the rear bench and grabbed a rug to cover what he needed to cover. He slammed the door closed. Kicked it, too. The steel toecap of his desert boot left a dint in the side of the car. A mark of his frustration. It wasn’t enough. He pictured himself bending down, gripping hold of the chassis and heaving with his back and his knees until he was able to stand upright and flip the car right over the edge in some kind of superhuman expression of his fury.


He took a long breath, chest quivering as he inhaled. Then he grabbed his shirt and fed his arms through the sleeves and fastened the buttons. He locked the Peugeot and stood back to assess its position. It was pointed at a slant, off to the side of the road, and there was a long steady incline leading up to it. It would be safe enough here. And it wasn’t as if the road was busy. Not a single vehicle had passed. Gone eleven o’clock at night. Close to full dark.


It was time to start hiking. To start thinking, too.




*





Twenty minutes’ walking and Trent came in sight of the perimeter fence that surrounded the Moreau estate. His pace was slower than usual, a consequence of the bruising to his knees and ribs, as well as the extra time he allowed himself to order his thoughts. He was sweating and his breath was shallow and reedy. A fog of midges swirled around his head, drawn by the heat coming off his body. He didn’t waft a hand. Didn’t slap his skin when they bit him. It felt like a torment he deserved. Self-pity. It was an indulgence he could no longer afford. He shook loose his arms and legs and rotated his head on his shoulders, like an athlete readying himself for an event he’d been training for his entire life.


The fence was high and imposing. It was constructed from some kind of unfinished galvanised steel. The uprights were bevelled and set close together, leaving just enough space to poke an arm through. Sharpened barbs ran along the top and a series of signs had been secured to the uprights at regular intervals. PROPRIÉTÉ SOUS VIDÉO SURVEILLANCE. Property under video surveillance.


The first camera picked him up at the corner of the estate. It was fixed to a steel pole ten feet inside the fence, partway up a steep grass slope that concealed the house from view. He heard the whirr and wheeze of servos in the heated stillness as the camera pivoted to track his progress. Thirty paces more and the next camera took over. More whirring. More tracking.


His scalp itched. The sensation of being closely watched. It wasn’t an intrusion he’d ever welcomed but tonight it felt threatening.


He passed four cameras before he reached the gate. The light from a pair of low-wattage bulbs stained the ground an acid yellow. The gate was made from the same galvanised steel bars as the fence, measured to the same height. It had the same barbs along the top. Same cameras protecting it, one on either side. The units turned with a slow electric hum and slanted down at him, zeroing in like laser-guided weapons locking onto a target.


He waited.


The cameras watched him.


The gate remained closed.


A dimly lit intercom was fixed to a post at his side. He approached it and ducked. The speaker crackled into life before he could press the button.


‘Wait.’


Alain’s voice was gruff amid the static hiss.


The system fell silent.


Trent straightened and ground a heel into the dirt. The gravel driveway was visible through the gate, grey-white against the blackness all around. It rose up to the top of the steep bank, then disappeared from view. All that remained to indicate its route were the lines of tall cypress trees that bordered it on either side and a hazy orb of wavering light that seemed to throb in the darkness way over the hump.


Trent turned his back on the cameras and crossed the narrow road. He was on some kind of ledge. Velvety darkness lay beneath his feet, indigo-black and bottomless. He could see the autoroute way ahead in the distance, down in the flat bowl of the valley. Unseen vehicles moved silently along, surrounded by pulsating coronas of yellow and red. Off to his right, a chain of monumental electricity pylons climbed the escarpment and continued into the sparsely forested zones above. He’d hiked under the thrumming wires just moments ago. Had felt the static buzz around his body like a charged aura.


He sniffed the air. Aromas of wild herbs and flowers and arid dirt. He stepped up to the powdery edge. Inched his toes out over the abyss. He closed his eyes and stretched his arms out at his sides and bounced on the balls of his feet like a diver about to launch himself from a springboard.


He pictured Aimée.


He saw her smiling.


As each day passed, it became harder to conjure his favourite image of her. Morning sunlight on freckled skin, Aimée’s drowsy brown eyes watering against the glare. Auburn hair fanned out around her head on stark white sheets, hands curled into loose fists by her ears. Teeth clamped down on the corner of her mouth. Lips shaping a mischievous grin.


He squeezed his eyes tight shut and concentrated hard, sharpening the vision. Sculpting it. Refining it.


Guarding it.


The stamp of footsteps on gravel jarred him from his reverie.


‘It’s OK,’ Alain called, from behind him. ‘You can come with me now.’


Trent exhaled and relaxed his pose. He heard the clunk of the gate latch releasing. The electric hum as the gate began to swing open.


Still he didn’t turn.


‘She’s waiting for you,’ Alain said.


Yes, he thought. Yes, you’re right.
















Chapter Five





Alain insisted on patting Trent down again as he approached the gate. He was a lot more thorough the second time around and he located Trent’s mobile right away. He flipped it open and held it out to Trent, the screen glowing like a distress flare in the pulsing black. A four-digit pin secured the phone.


‘Enter your code,’ Alain said.


‘Why would I do that?’


‘You do it or you don’t come in.’


Trent stared at the guy until the loathing brimmed over in his eyes. The bodyguard didn’t relent. Finally, Trent sighed and punched in the sequence.


Alain lowered his face to the phone and thumbed the keys. He cycled through Trent’s call list. His contacts. His messages.


He looked up. ‘It’s empty.’


‘Like your head, smart guy. It’s a drop phone. Prepaid. They can be useful in kidnap situations. I thought it could be useful here, too.’


Alain snapped the phone closed and slipped it into his back pocket without another word. Then he went through the routine of feeling around Trent’s torso and arms and legs, squeezing hard with his big hands. He had Trent remove his boots and socks and put them on again. Then he motioned him forwards and secured the gate behind him.


Alain had slipped on a clean charcoal jacket. It was the same style and fit and colour as the soiled garment he’d been wearing earlier. Maybe, Trent thought, he had a whole rack of identical suits hanging in a wardrobe somewhere, like a uniform store. Trent couldn’t recall ever seeing him in a different outfit before.


There was a telltale bulge beneath the jacket where his Ruger was holstered on his left side. But there was no sign of where he was keeping Trent’s wallet. No sign of Trent’s Beretta.


They walked without speaking towards the crest of the driveway and Trent spent the time thinking carefully about the security measures that Jérôme had in place. A high fence. A steel gate. Surveillance cameras and a bodyguard. The Moreaus took their privacy seriously. It made Trent wonder exactly who they were afraid of, and why.


His eyes were alert, scanning his new surroundings, mapping possible routes back to the road in case he needed to leave in a hurry. The bodyguard moved with purpose beside him. Swollen arms swinging like pistons. Powerful legs pounding the ground. He’d stuck a flesh-coloured plaster over the cut beside his eye but a dribble of dried blood had escaped from beneath. It looked like a stray cotton thread. Maybe, Trent thought, if he tugged on it the guy’s forehead would unravel.


‘When do I get my phone back?’ Trent asked.


‘When you leave.’


‘And my gun?’


‘It’s safe.’


‘Terrific. Can I have it?’


The guy shook his head with all the emotion of an android. ‘When you leave.’


‘My wallet, then?’


Alain marched on without responding. The darkness that surrounded them was a living thing. It shimmied and stretched and throbbed. It cocooned them, as if they were alone together on an unlit stage, the auditorium abandoned.


‘So, why are we walking?’ Trent asked. ‘Did you decide that I could use more exercise?’


‘You saw the Mercedes.’ Alain scowled down at his dress shoes, the band-aid wrinkling up beside his eye.


‘You expect me to believe you don’t have other vehicles to call on? Come on, I know Jérôme is rich. That’s a given for anyone who takes out a policy that includes my services.’


Alain grunted. His large feet scuffed gravel. Dust coiled up around the cuffs of his trousers like the embers of a deadened fire.


‘I wanted to talk to you. Alone.’


‘So talk. The only things listening to us out here are the trees.’


They tramped on, their footsteps loud in the darkness, the tall cypresses crowding in on them from either side.


‘I don’t trust you,’ Alain said.


‘No kidding. You should have mentioned something sooner.’


Alain glanced across. His movements had a twitchy, mechanical quality. A surplus of nervous energy. Trent recognised the symptoms. He was experiencing them himself. The bodyguard’s system had been flushed with adrenalin during the abduction. He’d been overloaded with stress and fear and anxiety. And now he had a whole new set of problems to contend with. Starting with Trent.


‘Mme Moreau wants you inside,’ he said, like it was the worst idea he’d ever heard. ‘The lawyer told us that you’re the adviser the policy specifies. We kept you waiting because I asked him to make some calls. He telephoned two of the families you’ve worked for in the past.’


Trent nodded. The pack of documents that accompanied Jérôme’s insurance policy contained a select list of former clients who were willing to vouch for him.


‘I’ve worked for a lot of wealthy individuals,’ Trent said. ‘A few of them are generous enough to discuss my performance with others who find themselves in a similar situation.’


‘They speak very highly of you.’


‘They should. I got their loved ones back alive.’


‘That’s what they told us.’


‘But . . . ?’


‘But I still don’t trust you. M. Moreau never mentioned you to me. He never talked about a kidnapping policy.’


‘And you believe that as his bodyguard you should have been told?’ Trent made a clucking noise with his tongue – a sudden pop in the unlit stillness. ‘Listen, these policies have to be kept completely secret. The records are carefully guarded. Otherwise, you risk alerting potential kidnappers.’


Alain twisted sideways from the hip, staring at Trent as he walked. His jacket was unbuttoned. Each time he swung his left arm, Trent could see the butt of his Ruger and the glint of stainless steel in the moonlight. ‘But this is what interests me. Who guards these policies? You? Your company? And yet here you are, just as a kidnapping takes place.’


They were close to the house now. It was a large, modern villa with terracotta roof tiles and a pink or peach render on the walls. A lot of the exterior was covered in climbing plants and flowering bougainvillea. There was a triple garage on the side and a circular fountain out front where a tubby stone cherub was pouring water from an urn.


The property was very brightly lit. It was ablaze in the fierce glow of multiple floodlights that had been positioned among shrubs and foliage beds and palm trees. Trent thought back to the haze of light pollution he’d spotted from the gate. It made sense now. But nothing could have prepared him for the blinding glare.


All things considered, the Moreau residence didn’t strike him as a relaxed family home. It felt more like a bunker, squatted low into the ground, hidden by the barbed steel fence and the steeply banked grass and the army of cypress trees, lit as starkly and as deliberately as a high-security prison in the middle of a lockdown.


‘So you have concerns,’ Trent said. ‘The only question is, what are you going to do about it? Seems to me your options are pretty limited. Like I said, I’m the guy you need. And your boss’s wife agrees. So what are you left with? My guess is this is the part where you make me tremble with some more of your tough-guy posturing – you know, the mean stare and the body searches and the tantalising glimpses of your revolver – and then you warn me that you’re going to be watching me closely from now on.’


‘Watching and listening.’ Alain remained serious. Trent was beginning to suspect he never behaved in any other way. ‘You can give madame your advice. But you give it to me, also. And if I don’t like what I hear –’ he tapped his Ruger through the material of his jacket – ‘you leave, or I make you go. Understand?’


They skirted the fountain. Water splashed into water beneath the sightless, blissful gaze of the cherub. The wrecked Mercedes was parked in front of an arched timber door studded with ironware and bolts.


‘No problem,’ Trent replied. ‘My approach requires a negotiating team. You’ll be a strong member. A dissenting voice can be healthy.’


Alain approached the imposing door. He removed a set of keys from his trouser pocket. There looked to be fifteen keys, minimum, fitted to a sturdy metal ring. He sorted through them until he found the one he needed. Moments later, a deadbolt clunked sideways. He found another key. Worked the snap-lock. Then he stiff-armed the door open.


‘A dissenting voice.’ He came close to smiling but it was the kind of smile that concealed something. ‘I think I can guarantee you more than one.’
















Chapter Six





The entrance hall was silent and spacious and dimly lit. A ceiling fan rotated above Trent’s head, slicing shadows out of the sodium glare coming in through the glass on either side of the door. Ahead was a sweeping staircase, flanked by a pair of black prancing horse statuettes. The floor was laid with pristine white marble tiles.


There were multiple doors leading off from the foyer, all of them closed. Alain selected the first door on the right and guided Trent along a glazed corridor that looked out over the gravel yard and the fountain. The light coming in through the glass was as fierce as a search beam.


‘Someone buy the wrong bulbs?’ Trent asked, shielding his eyes with his hand.


Alain grunted. He grunted a lot.


‘Why so bright?’


‘M. Moreau prefers to feel secure.’


‘Must feel like a lab rat, too.’


Alain knocked on a door at the end of the corridor, then stepped inside without waiting for a response. Trent followed, finding himself inside an octagonal room where most of the walls were lined with shelves of books. The books all had green leather spines with gold detailing. They were lined up precisely, floor to ceiling, without a gap in between. Trent didn’t get the impression the volumes were taken down and opened very often. He wouldn’t have been surprised to discover that they were all fakes.


Two further doors and several full-height windows were positioned between the walls of books. Luxurious curtains had been drawn across the windows. The curtains were stitched from a rich, dense green fabric, and backed with some kind of additional lining to keep the bright exterior lights at bay. From his angle by the door, Trent could just glimpse the pearly glint from behind the curtain closest to him.


In the centre of the room was a desk. It was about the size of an average city car and fashioned from lush, highly polished cherry wood. The surface was empty apart from a red leather blotter in the exact centre, an ornate brass lamp and a business-style telephone. The office chair behind the desk was large and imposing. It was generously upholstered in cushioned black leather. And it was empty.


There was a brown leather chesterfield off to one side and two straight-backed visitor chairs positioned in front of the desk. Stephanie was perched on one of the chairs, her willowy body twisted around to face Trent. She was wearing a long, black mohair cardigan over the top of the delicate silver dress. She clutched its cuffs in her fists. It gave her the air of somebody suffering from a head cold.


‘M. Trent, thank you for coming.’ She spoke with a sense of calm reserve, as if Trent was a businessman who’d turned up for a prearranged meeting in the middle of the day. It was past midnight. ‘I’m sorry if we inconvenienced you.’


She stood and took a step towards him. She was shorter than Trent remembered and it took a moment for him to notice that she’d removed her shoes. He glanced down at her bare feet. They were petite, the nails painted a modest pink. But the skin was dry and chafed and the little toe on the right foot seemed to be pointing off at a crooked angle. Dancer’s feet. A storybook of injuries.


‘You were right to be cautious,’ he told her. ‘You can’t be too careful right now.’


She delved a hand into the pocket of her cardigan, wet her lip with her tongue, and held something out to him. His wallet.


He took it from her, his finger brushing fleetingly against her skin. She withdrew her hand sharply. Nerves, he guessed. She was bound to be jumpy.


He had to fight hard to quash the urge to flip open his wallet. There was a snapshot of Aimée in there. The surface was crinkled, the edges soft and frayed. The picture showed her sitting on a beach in a black bikini, wearing dark sunglasses and pouting to the camera. Her body was trim and tan, her wet hair coiled over one shoulder. They’d just been for a swim together. Out in the placid waters beneath the blazing sun, Trent had pulled her close and told her how much he loved her.


It should have been the happiest of mementoes. A symbol of the certain bliss that lay ahead of them. But now Trent sensed a hidden sadness behind the smile. A gloomy foreboding lurking just out of shot.


He supposed Alain and Stephanie had seen the image and he asked himself if it could be a problem. Possibly, he thought, though it was too soon to know for sure. Nothing he could do about it anyhow. He shoved the wallet into his back pocket and sealed the memory away.


‘I take it there’s been no contact yet,’ he said to Stephanie. ‘From the men who took your husband?’


She shook her head fast and lowered herself onto her chair. It was a deft, natural folding of her body. Trent was pretty sure it would take a lot of concentration for her to move without grace and precision.


‘Do you think they’ll call here?’ she asked.


‘Almost certainly. Some gangs contact an intermediary. Your lawyer, perhaps. But it’s most likely they’ll want to speak with you directly. They’ll want to exploit your emotional ties to Jérôme. They’ll make him give them the number. Unless you think he’d be more likely to have them call your mobile?’


‘No-o,’ she said, her voice hitching, then falling away. She cast a glance towards Alain. Lowered her eyes and contemplated her doll-like hands. She was picking at the skin beside her thumbnail. It was red and sore. Looked like she tore it often. ‘I don’t have one.’


Trent was silent for a moment.


‘How many telephones in the house?’


‘There is only this one,’ she said, indicating the desk phone with a tilt of her head.


Trent raised an eyebrow. A property this size usually had plenty of handsets dotted around. And in his experience, young women like Stephanie spent a lot of time on their mobiles, calling or texting friends. It had been one of the things he and Aimée had sometimes argued about.


‘Why here?’ he asked.


‘This is my husband’s study.’


‘But what if somebody calls for you?’


She glanced towards Alain again. Lowered her face once more, hiding behind her curtain of hair.


Silence in the room.


A stupid question, then. And one she obviously didn’t feel at liberty to answer with Jérôme’s bodyguard near by.


Trent was starting to suspect that the security measures around the villa weren’t simply designed to prevent people getting in. Perhaps they were there to stop people getting out, too.
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