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Chapter One


I storm out of the study, slamming the door behind me. My father’s voice follows me – ‘Freya, stop it, come back!’ – before the heavy oak door cuts off the sound.


‘Goddammit!’ I exclaim, frustration and anger bubbling around inside me. I would say something a lot worse if it wasn’t for the maid who is dusting the enormous gold lamps that sit on the console tables in the hall. She looks up at me, apprehensive, as though she’s worried I’m going to throw something in my fury. I look her straight in the eye and say loudly, ‘I’m not a baby!’


‘No, miss,’ she agrees swiftly, and goes back to polishing the lamp.


‘I refuse to be treated like one!’


‘Yes, miss.’


I feel momentarily ashamed for involving her in my family troubles – she’s not paid enough to put up with that – and try to calm down a little. I sigh and head down the dimly lit corridor to my suite of rooms. I don’t like this place. My father had it built a couple of years ago – he has a ceaseless passion for creating and acquiring homes – and I’ve never warmed to it. We used to have a cosy chalet on the outskirts of St Moritz, an old-fashioned, charming place that I adored. But my father decided that it wasn’t new or different enough, and soon there were six different architects working on plans for something really special. It took years to complete but at last my father has what he’s always wanted: a super high-tech and ultra-modern mountain eyrie, like something out of a Bond movie – except, of course, it’s exactly the sort of place where the villain would live, though I’ve never pointed this out to him.


In fact, in some ways I’m as frightened of my father as I used to be of those sneering bald evil-doers who always decided to kill Bond in a slow, inventive way, giving him plenty of time to escape. My father is, after all, known all over the world, having built his fortune in airport construction, and then branched out into shipping to create a vast empire that means our family name – Hammond – has become synonymous with buckets of cash. And you don’t become a success like that without being ruthless. Then there’s my father’s controlling streak. He has no intention of letting me or my sisters grow up and he keeps a beady eye on me wherever I am in the world. I might seem to have an enviable life, but the truth is that I’m never really free, even when I’m away from him.


I open the door of my rooms, stalk inside and slam it shut behind me. My bags are sitting in the middle of the room, packed as per my instructions. I know that inside each layer of clothes has been separated by sheets of fine, acid-free tissue paper. My shoes have been stuffed with more tissue and placed reverently in their soft cotton bags. Jewellery – I only travel with a few simple pieces unless there’s a really big party in the offing – is locked into my Asprey’s case, and the key is kept cunningly hanging from my charm bracelet.


I gaze at my bags and say loudly, ‘Damn it all to hell!’


‘What’s the problem?’ says a cool voice behind me.


I turn to see my sister Summer standing in the doorway. She’s technically the youngest of us because even though she and Flora are twins, she arrived second, and I think she’s the prettiest too, with her fair hair, willowy figure and the winsome gap between her front teeth. But, in my opinion, she’s also the most spoiled, a daddy’s girl if ever there was one.


‘Nothing,’ I say, turning back. ‘I’m on my way to the airport.’


‘Oh right.’ Summer saunters into the room. She is the epitome of mountain chic in a cream cashmere polo neck and dark ski leggings worn with leopard print ballet flats, her glossy blonde hair spilling over her shoulders. ‘Going somewhere nice?’


I grit my teeth. I’m not in the mood for Summer right now. And why the hell is she in my rooms? Isn’t there enough space in this crazy glass and steel construction for her to steer clear of me? ‘LA,’ I say briefly. ‘To stay with Jimmy.’


‘Uh huh.’ She nods. She gets this. We all love Jimmy. He was our polo coach when we were in the States and one of the most beautiful men we’d ever seen, knocking spots off movie stars and models. Just remembering how he looked as he played a chukka makes me happy: he was tanned, his dark hair windswept, a pony between his muscled thighs, a mallet swinging as his biceps bulged, and beads of sweat on his perfect nose. We all loved him madly but Flora, the older of my twin sisters, loved him most. She truly believed they would get married. When Jimmy announced he was gay and moved to LA to become an actor, no one was surprised, apart from Flora. When she heard the news, she dropped to the ground in a dead faint. It was all very dramatic, which is par for the course with Flora.


‘Give Jimmy my love,’ Summer says, approaching my luggage. A scarlet wool shawl embroidered with black skulls is draped over the largest case. She picks it up. ‘This is nice.’


‘Put it down. It’s going with me.’


‘McQueen?’


‘What do you care? It’s mine.’


She throws me a look. ‘Keep your hair on, I’m only asking. Honestly, Freya, what’s with you? You’re so touchy!’ She narrows those blue eyes of hers. ‘Have you had a row with Dad?’


‘What do you think?’ I snap back. Rows between Dad and me are pretty much the norm these days.


‘What about this time?’ I can practically hear the eye roll, even though Summer has turned back to inspect my luggage again. It’s all right for her. She and Dad are still in perfect harmony, just like I used to be – before I dared to want some independence for myself.


‘None of your business.’


‘Something to do with Estella?’


‘None of your business!’ I repeat. I am seriously annoyed now. Just the mention of Estella’s name is enough to ratchet my anger levels up a few notches. ‘Now, I’m leaving, okay? So get out of my room, go back to your own.’


Summer shrugs and heads slowly back towards the door. I feel bad suddenly. She’s pretty young after all, only twenty-one. And maybe she’s lonely, just like I am, locked away up here on the side of a mountain. We have everything we could possibly want in this place – as long as what we want can be bought.


I swoop up my scarlet scarf and wrap it around my shoulders as I stride over to catch up with her. ‘Wait – you can walk with me to the elevator if you want.’


She flashes me a smile and I get a glimpse of that cute gap between her teeth. Dad always wanted her to wear braces and she refused, and now I can see why. It gives her good looks a special something. Character, I suppose.


‘How long will you be gone?’ she asks, as we head out of my suite and start walking along the quiet, grey-carpeted corridor towards the lift. This place is always quiet and dark – because it’s built into rock, I guess. Half the house is concealed deep in the mountain. The other half defies gravity as it juts out over the mountainside, with spectacular views of the Alpine valleys and peaks, the glass walls and floors giving a dizzying perspective. I always feel a little safer in the back of the house, knowing that I can’t possibly plummet through the solid rock around me.


‘Not long,’ I reply. ‘But I don’t think I’ll come back here. The weather is seriously depressing.’


Summer nods. ‘It snowed all night. They say it’s getting worse.’ She frowns. ‘Are you sure you’ll be able to fly today?’


‘Of course. It’s not that bad. It has to be pretty deep before they ground the flights, and it’s not even snowing now. I’m sure they’ll have cleared the runway.’


‘Where will you go after LA?’


I shrug. ‘Somewhere warm!’


‘I might go to London,’ Summer says tentatively. ‘Do you think you might go there too?’


I look at her sympathetically. She’s only a kid, really. She needs me, I remind myself. Ever since Mother died, she’s looked to me for guidance, which I never felt qualified to give, considering how lost and helpless I felt myself, but I guess it’s my duty now. Despite her closeness to Flora, Summer still seems to need the support of someone older, perhaps because she and Flora are often apart. At least she’s not looking to Estella – I have to be grateful for small mercies. ‘Maybe I will. Keep in touch. Tell me where you’re going. Send me an email when you know.’


That’s the way our family operates. Any of us could be anywhere in the world at any given time. Maybe if our mother were around, we’d have more of a sense of home, but as it is we’re constantly on the move, bags always waiting to be packed or unpacked, heading off to one of the many places Dad has acquired around the world, bumping into each other half by chance, unless we’re summoned to a particular place at a particular time. Then we all know better than to disobey orders.


‘Who’s taking you to the airport?’ Summer asks, as the elevator light flashes and a tiny bell pings to let us know that it’s arrived. The doors slide open.


I scowl, my good humour evaporating. ‘The new guy.’


‘Miles?’ Summer’s china-blue eyes open wide.


‘I guess so . . .’ I step into the plushly carpeted, mirrored interior of the elevator, and jab the basement button with my finger.


‘What’s wrong with him? Don’t you like him?’ she demands, but before I can reply, the doors slide closed and she disappears from sight, replaced by the brushed aluminium of the elevator door.


‘No, I don’t like him!’ I declare to my reflection in the mirror opposite. My brown eyes glare fiercely back at me and I can see how cross I look. There’s a creased furrow between my brows and my mouth looks set and tight-lipped. I’m not wearing much make-up beyond a little mascara and a slick of lip gloss, and I’m dressed for travel in jeans and long black boots with heels that are a little too high to be practical, a red woven tunic under a puffy black coat, and a glossy black leather handbag slung over one shoulder. My brown hair is cut in a sharp bob, with a fringe that skims my eyebrows and a pair of sunglasses nestles on the top of my head. They’re not for the sunshine – after all, there are steel grey skies outside – but in case I get photographed at the airport. The press and airport photographers are always about and if they spot me, you can bet that within minutes, I’ll pop up on some website. I’ll be praised for my chic outfit or admired for my figure, or else attacked for having a sulky expression (as if I’m going to grin happily at people taking my picture without asking) or slated for my expensive jet-set lifestyle. I never know what line they’ll take, and neither do they, I suspect. I can see the headline now: Hammond heiress takes her eighth holiday of the year! Lucky little rich girl has no idea how the rest of us live . . .


The truth is that they have no idea of what really goes on in my life. Lately they’ve all been wondering about my break-up with Jacob. They want to know all the gory details but so far it’s a secret that hasn’t been leaked. Maybe it’s too hot to handle, even for the tabloid press. They know that lawyers and injunctions would slam down on them and there would be big legal bills involved.


But if they knew what was on the tape locked in my father’s safe, they would probably pay any amount to get hold of it.


The image flashes into my mind. It was a terrible day when I was forced to watch that film, sitting there with my father and the lawyer on either side of me as it played on the computer screen. I was horrified at what I was seeing and deeply embarrassed.


‘Is it him?’ my father asked.


I’d nodded, half paralysed and unable to drag my eyes away from what Jacob was doing, even if I was revolted by it.


‘You’re sure?’ pressed the lawyer. ‘How can you be certain? His face isn’t visible.’


‘The tattoo,’ I whispered, my heart breaking as I watched the man I’d thought I would marry thrusting his erection into the mouth of a willing girl. ‘On his thigh.’


You’d never have noticed it if you didn’t already know it was there: a letter F in a curling script inside a tiny padlock.


‘You see?’ my father had said triumphantly. ‘I told you! All along, I told you but you wouldn’t listen. He’s a gold-digger. A gigolo. Now do you believe me?’


‘Yes,’ I’d whispered, and stood up on shaking legs. ‘But I loved him!’ and then I burst into tears.


I know my father was acting in my best interests but I can’t help hating him for interfering in my life, for exposing the truth to me and for causing me such pain. Perhaps it would have been better if I’d never known about Jacob’s predilections for call girls and all the things he liked them to do to him. But I suppose I would have found out one day: after all, we’d received the tape with a blackmail demand that the lawyers swiftly dealt with. It’s just a fact that the Hammond fortune attracts a lot of low-lifes hoping to get a piece of it for themselves. I learned that lesson once before, and now I’ve had to learn it again with Jacob.


My reflection in the elevator mirror shows the pain in my face. My eyes are no longer cross but full of wretchedness as I think of the painful break-up. It’s only been a few months and I’m not over it. Not at all.


‘That’s why I’m going to LA,’ I say to myself firmly. ‘A few days with Jimmy and I’ll be fine again. Anything to get away from here.’


I look up at the elevator ceiling, wondering if it’s wired for sound. I know there’s a camera in here. They’re everywhere, their little red lights flashing as they record people coming and going inside the house. Security, Dad says. We can never be too careful, we all know that. There are, apparently, none in the bedrooms or bathrooms, but I wouldn’t put it past him to secret those beady little glass eyes behind mirrors and into the fittings so that he can be absolutely sure what’s going on. Big Brother has nothing on my dad. As a result, I have to behave like everyone is watching, and it makes for a stiff, furtive kind of a life.


The elevator has glided swiftly down the six floors to the basement level. I’ve never even been out on to the first and second floors. They’re the engine rooms of the house, where the boilers, electrics, heating and air-conditioning systems are to be found. There are also storage rooms, the security centre, and a control hub that monitors the use of the elevators, garages, and even the doors and lights. I know one floor houses the laundry because sometimes I catch a sniff of freshly cleaned hot cotton as the elevator passes it. And there are staff bedrooms and an industrial kitchen. But like I say, I’ve never been there.


The doors open onto the dimly lit foyer that leads to the basement and garages. A man is sitting on the black leather sofa, checking his phone. He’s frowning, a crease between his dark eyebrows, and I can see the fine line of his very straight nose. As I stride out into the foyer, he stands up, sliding his phone into his jacket pocket. Then he fixes me with a stare, that half-challenging look he has. It’s irritated me since the moment I met him two weeks ago, and that irritation is getting more intense, not less. He says nothing but waits for me to speak.


‘Is my luggage on its way?’ I demand.


He raises his eyebrows quizzically and then shakes his head. ‘I’ve no idea. Have you asked for it to be sent down?’ He has an accent that I haven’t quite identified yet.


I draw in a breath huffily. ‘I would have thought it was obvious! Has it not occurred to anyone that I’m going to need my things?’


He goes over to a small table where one of the internal phones sits, sleek and black, and picks up the handset. ‘It’s always more effective to tell people what you want rather than expect them to read your mind.’ Before I can frame a retort, he presses a number and a second later says, ‘Yes, can you bring Miss Freya’s luggage to the garage immediately, please? It’s in her room, I assume. Thanks.’ Glancing back at me as he replaces the phone, he says, ‘Would you like to wait in the car?’


I stare at him, irritation crackling over my skin. Why does everything he says annoy me so much? It has to be his attitude. It stinks. Everyone else treats me with respect. They can’t do enough for me. But this man . . . something about him gives the impression that, deep down, he thinks I’m ridiculous. I hate that. How dare he? My father pays his wages and he ought to remember it. It’s why I hardly ever call him by his name. What is it? Summer said it just a few minutes ago. Oh, that’s right. It’s Miles. Well, until he learns his place, I won’t be calling him anything.


I decide to remain in the foyer as it’s the opposite of what he’s just suggested I do, but there’s no reading anything into his impassive expression. He simply stares back at me and waits for me to speak.


‘I’ll wait here,’ I say airily, and go over to the black sofa.


‘Very well,’ he says. His accent is Scottish, I think.


Who cares? I sit down. He can come from Cloud Cuckoo Land, it makes no difference to me. He might be a little more good-looking than most – it’s impossible not to notice that he’s got those remarkable blue eyes, chiselled cheekbones and a strong square jaw, and that his dark jacket sits well across his broad shoulders – but he’s just another in the long line of bodyguards who’ve been a part of my life for almost as long as I can remember. He’ll be around for a while, and then he’ll leave, like all the rest. Only Pierre, the grizzled head of my father’s security, has stayed.


I check my phone for messages. Another dozen or so have hit my inbox in the last twenty minutes, organising the complex social life that binds me and my friends together. Our playgrounds are all over the world and when we pop out for a girly night, it might be that we’ll need a plane to take us to our venue, and a yacht to stay on when we get there. We sisters used to have an assistant – Estella – to help us with our complicated lives. But since Estella became my father’s girlfriend, we’ve roped in Dad’s PA, Jane-Elizabeth, to help. We love Jane-Elizabeth, with her jokes and her adoration of very expensive shoes, and even though she complains about us like crazy, she loves us too.


If only Dad could have fallen in love with Jane-Elizabeth, I think wistfully. It was secretly what we all hoped for, and it’s plain that she adores him. But once Estella arrived on the scene and made her play for Dad, Jane-Elizabeth didn’t stand a chance. He was entranced by the wide green Bambi eyes, scarlet pout and the pneumatic figure she showed off in tight dresses and high heels. Estella. I hate her. We all do.


The elevator doors open and a man comes out carrying my luggage. I stand up, one eye still on my messages. We all move in silence towards the garage doors, then we are in the vast dark room, full of powerful gleaming machines and smelling of rubber and oil. Our footsteps echo on the concrete floor as the bodyguard leads me to the black Mercedes, the model that we are usually driven in. Dad has explained the security benefits: it’s bomb- and fireproof, apparently, and heavily reinforced. Super safe.


The door is opened for me and I slide onto the back seat, tapping out a message as I go. The interior smells of polish and new leather. My luggage is placed in the boot and then the bodyguard climbs into the driver’s seat and starts up the engine. I’m vaguely aware we’re moving, the powerful car purring its way out of the garage, then we’re outside.


Great, I think, blinking in the grey light. In just a few hours I’ll be in sunny California. Free at last.


Or as free as I ever am.










Chapter Two


I hear a noise. The bodyguard is talking to me. I look up from my phone.


‘What?’


His blue eyes fix on me in the rear-view mirror. ‘I said, the weather is terrible.’


‘Is it?’ I look out of the window. He’s right, the world is completely white outside, the snow piled up in huge drifts. Something has been through to clear the mountain road but it’s still thick with ice and studded with grit. I gaze out with a kind of detached curiosity. Things like the weather rarely affect me. If I want sun or snow or whatever, I just go wherever it can be found. I’m well insulated from events like floods or tornados, the things that happen to other people. My world is so protected that the weather is just the occasional mild irritant when it interferes with my plans. Like today.


‘Why are we going so slowly?’ I demand, looking at my watch. I don’t bother arriving for the usual check-in time. I fly so frequently and have so many VIP memberships, that I’m usually ushered straight from the car to the plane. If I’m late, it’s been known for planes to wait for me.


Those blue eyes land on me again, as cold as the weather outside, before they return to the road. ‘We’re going slowly because it’s bloody dangerous out there. The road’s like an ice rink.’


‘It’s what you’re trained for, isn’t it?’ I retort. ‘Put your foot down. I’ll be seriously annoyed if I miss this plane.’


‘Your plane might not be going anywhere. There’s obviously more snow to come any minute now. The sky’s heavy with it.’


I feel a surge of panic at the idea that I might not be basking in Californian sun later today. The thought of returning to the mountain house makes my hands clammy. ‘No. You’ve got to get me there. Go faster. I can’t be late, just in case they don’t hold the flight for me.’


I hadn’t realised until now how much I want to see Jimmy. He’s one of the few friends I really trust, and I can confide in him about Jacob and all that awful stuff, and he’ll understand. I need that right now. I really need a friend.


‘Listen,’ the bodyguard says gruffly. His accent is definitely Scottish and it seems to be getting stronger. ‘Maybe you haven’t heard me correctly. The weather is bad and the conditions are treacherous. I can’t magic up a way for you to get to the airport or guarantee your plane will take off when you get there. Sorry and all that, but that’s how it is. Not even you can buy good weather.’


He hasn’t bothered to meet my eye in the rear-view mirror this time. Fury surges over my neck and shoulders and I can feel my hands trembling a little. How the hell dare he?


‘Don’t speak to me like that!’ I say, anger making my voice slightly quavery instead of strong and authoritative, like I’d hoped.


There’s a long pause and then his blue eyes flicker up to meet mine. ‘I apologise if I’ve been rude,’ he says in a slow, deliberate way. ‘I’m simply trying to explain to you that there’s not much we can do about whatever Nature has in mind for us.’


‘I realise that!’ I exclaim. ‘I’m not an idiot. But you’re supposedly trained for all weathers! Your expertise is what you’re paid for, but maybe you’re not up to it . . .?’


There’s no response from him except for a small quiver of the head as though he’s making some kind of expression of anger, but of course I can’t see from the back seat. The road descends tight against the side of the mountain in long snaking curves. At its edge is a small railing, all that stands between us and the huge drop down the mountainside. The view is usually spectacular, of the valley below and the range of mountains stretching away for miles. I’m never afraid. The bodyguards are all ex-SAS and highly trained in advanced driving techniques. I know that they’re not fazed by the mountain roads, and after the first few times, the drive loses its power to frighten.


Today, though, there’s nothing to see. The cold steely light already seems to be fading and a freezing fog is swirling up from the valley below. It’s white and grey everywhere, and we can only make out what is immediately around us.


Oh God, this is awful! We must be travelling at a third of our usual pace. I’ll never make the plane if we carry on like this. And I have to get there!


I’m clinging on desperately to the hope that if we can just get to the airport, everything will be fine. Anything rather than go back to that house. Even if I can’t get to LA, maybe I’ll be able to track down some friends somewhere else and try and forget everything in parties and dancing and bottles of champagne and all the usual indulgences.


I lean forward towards the driver and now I can see the side of his face. He’s not like most of our guards, who are usually big beefy men, bursting out of their jackets like Incredible Hulks. This man has sculpted features, and he carries himself with a kind of elegance I don’t usually associate with strength – but he’s certainly strong. I can see from the set of his shoulders and the way he’s holding the steering wheel that he’s tough and muscled. His hair is cropped close to his skull, dappled with silver at the temples and dark brown otherwise.


I try not to sound as if I’m giving him orders. ‘Listen, I understand that the weather is not something we can control. But please – if you can – please can you try to get to me to the airport?’ I wait. He keeps his eyes fixed on the road and I can see now that he’s holding the wheel very tightly as he steers us around the endless hairpin bends of the mountain path. I notice a muscle twitching in his cheek and for the first time I feel a flicker of anxiety. He’s clearly working hard to keep this car under control. And, I realise, he can’t see the edge of the road with its little barrier, or easily make out the mountainside that usually rears up on the other side. It’s been whited out by snow and fog. All he can do is edge forwards, following the icy tracks directly in front.


‘Oh, God,’ I say, as I begin to take in the reality of the conditions out there. Protected in the Mercedes’ warm interior, I’ve been slow to understand what’s actually going on.


Then he speaks. ‘I’m doing my best, believe me. One thing’s for sure: we won’t be going back up this way again, not for a while at least.’


He’s right. I feel a little happier. If we can just get down, I can check in at the hotel by the airport until the weather improves. If I’m a day late to LA, it doesn’t matter so much. Jimmy will understand.


I begin to ask another question, even though I can sense his irritation. ‘How long do you think—’


Then it happens. I don’t know exactly what starts it. One moment we are moving forward, keeping in the furrows ploughed out ahead of us. The next, everything has changed. It is as though the road below us has turned into glass, and instead of gripping its surface, the tyres begin to slide. The sensation of movement changes completely, as if we’ve just driven onto a frozen lake and are gliding out over it. As we skim over the surface of the road, the car begins to turn of its own accord, apparently unaffected by what the bodyguard is doing with the steering wheel. His knuckles are white with effort, and everything about him shows he’s using all of his strength to attempt to regain control but we’re turning now, the back of the car inexorably wheeling round so that we’ll soon be reversing down the mountain.


‘Oh God, what’s happening?’ I shriek, terrified. ‘Turn it back, turn it back!’


 He says nothing but is wrenching the wheel hard into the direction we’re spinning. What good will that do?


‘Turn it the other way!’ I cry, adrenalin coursing through me, making my hands tingle and shake while my insides whirl with fear. The car is still turning: we’re spinning slowly down the road. How long can he control it? Surely we’ll hit the mountainside or the barrier before too long.


‘I know what I’m doing,’ he says through clenched teeth. ‘For God’s sake, sit back in your seat and get your belt on.’


He’s right, of course he’s right. I’m feeling sick and dizzy, as we begin to enter a second cycle of a spin. I sit back in the seat as he directed and fumble for the seat belt. It seems to take forever to push it into place, my hands are shaking so badly, but just as it clicks into the socket, everything changes again. I feel the wheels grip the road, gaining traction as they hit a seam of bare tarmac, but it’s only for a second and then we’re not sliding but skidding over a layer of stones and grit, and a kind of chaotic force seems to take possession of the car. The loose skimming turns have become bumping, jerking, teeth-clattering madness. The white world outside the window judders past.


I hear him shout something out – it sounds like a curse.


The car rocks violently as he applies the brakes, the machine struggling to obey him against the powerful forces dragging it out of his control. Then, as panic fills my chest and throat so badly I can hardly breathe, I sense that we’ve entered another element altogether. With a sickening crunch, the barrier crumples, the road beneath us vanishes, and we’re out into the white void.


It happens so slowly, every instant dragged out to ten times its usual length, as I gasp, suck in a terrified breath and scream. I know it’s coming: an impact. I can almost anticipate the hugeness of it. I know it will crush me into my very core. My body is already straining against the belt as the car tips forward and begins to plummet. It veers wildly to one side, hits something and flips back the other way. I can see the blurry vision of the man in the driver’s seat still wrestling with the steering wheel. I wonder what the point is, and at the same time I wonder what it will be like when this long tumble is over and we’re smashed to oblivion at the bottom of the mountain.


I’m still screaming and yet inside, a quiet, scared voice is saying, ‘Will it hurt when I die? Will it be quick? I don’t want to be hurt, just let it be fast . . .’


And then another voice screams back in panic, ‘I don’t want to die! This can’t be happening to me, it can’t, I want to GET OUT!’


‘Let me out!’ I’m shouting. ‘Oh my God, please! No, no no!’


Then it comes: a huge, elemental jolt that sends me tearing into the seatbelt. A pain fills my chest and then I’m thrown upwards and into a blessed blackness.


 


When I come to, I have no idea where I am, or why. It’s as though a section of my memory has been discarded. I can remember being in the elevator in the house and here I am, lying somewhere strange, cold and uncomfortable. Where am I? And this is more than uncomfortable. It hurts.


A voice is speaking to me urgently, its insistent tone piercing the fog that’s clouding my mind.


‘Come on, Freya,’ it’s saying, ‘come on, sweetheart. You need to move for me. We need to get away.’


I let out a long sigh and a burning pain clamps my chest. My face contorts.


‘Are you okay?’ the voice asks, a note of anxiety in its measured tones. ‘Where does it hurt?’


I feel too tired and confused to speak. I lift one hand towards my chest instead, trying to indicate that I’m in pain there. Every breath is sharply excruciating.


‘All right, all right,’ the voice says. It’s deep and masculine with something comforting in its timbre. ‘Take it easy. Shallow breaths, if you can.’


I can smell a strange and powerful scent. It has a metallic quality with notes of burnt rubber and I realise it’s fuel. I try to open my eyes. The world outside is a sharp jumble of black and white. It hurts to try and understand it, so I shut my eyes again. Oh, I’m so tired. I want it all to go away. I want to sleep and I will too, even though it’s so cold . . .


‘Wake up, sweetheart!’ It’s that voice again, close to my ear this time. ‘Don’t go to sleep, do you hear me? You’ve got to put your arm around my neck.’


A strong hand grips my left wrist and lifts up my arm. The pain in my chest bolts through me again and I cry out, but he ignores it, pulling my arm around his neck despite my sob of agony. Then his arm is underneath me, another around my back, and I’m being lifted up. My head lolls onto a broad shoulder as he stands up, taking my weight with ease. Then we are moving with difficulty, jolting and swaying with every unsteady step. He’s carrying me through a deep snowdrift, the white blanket masking the rocky, uneven ground beneath. I shudder with cold. In fact, I’m freezing. Why have I not felt this cold before now?


We’re moving faster now, we must be out of the deepest drift. I’m being jolted in his arms as he strides through the snow, holding me tightly as he goes. The pain in my chest is agonising, each step stabbing me. There’s a sound behind me, a creaking, sliding, crunching noise, and I open my eyes and blink, looking back to where we’ve come, straining to focus. He stops and turns so that we can both watch. I can see the car now, a concertina’d, broken wreck of bent metal that makes me gasp. The black, twisted body is moving, slowly at first, grinding over the snow-covered stony ridge like a dark glacier, and then gathering pace until it slides over the edge of the plateau and crashes down a hundred feet in a shower of falling snow, hitting the white carpeted valley below. The impact sends up a flurry of snow as the car vanishes into the whiteness.


I can feel the bodyguard’s chest rise and fall in sharp breaths, and almost hear his heart thumping.


‘That was a close one,’ he murmurs, more to himself than to me.


Now I begin to understand our situation. The wild panic of those last few minutes before the car left the road starts to come back to me. I don’t know how long it has been since I felt that fiery pain in my chest and lost consciousness, but here we are now, in the freezing wintry afternoon, without our car. I’m rapidly losing body heat. One side of me is warm from the proximity of the guard’s body, but the other is chilled and I’m shaking with cold despite my puffy jacket.


He feels my body trembling and with one arm tries to wrap my scarf a little more tightly around me. ‘Is that better?’


I can’t feel any difference at all, except for a scrap of comfort from the softness of the scarlet cashmere, but I nod anyway.


He looks at me seriously. His face is so close to mine, and I can see right into the depths of his eyes. They are a bright blue with dark rims around the iris, and steely with determination. ‘Do you have your phone on you?’


I shake my head. ‘It was in my purse,’ I manage to say, drawing in enough breath to speak but not so much that it triggers the pain in my chest. ‘In the car.’


We both look down again to the place where the car landed. Only a few dark flecks on the snow show its resting place; to anyone ignorant of what it happened, it looks more like a couple of jagged dark rocks emerging from the whiteness than a buried Mercedes.


‘Right.’ He gives nothing away in his voice but I can guess that this not the answer he hoped to hear.


‘Where’s your phone?’ I ask in a husky whisper.


There’s a pause before he replies, then he says, ‘Charging on the front seat.’


‘Oh.’


‘Aye. Not ideal.’


Until now I’ve been too dazed by my situation to feel much more than relief that I’m somehow still alive after the car left the road. It’s amazing that we’re both out of the twisted body I saw fall into the valley. But as the reality of our predicament begins to sink in, I start to feel fear gripping me once more.


‘What are we going to do?’ I ask, staring up at him anxiously. I’m more awake now and more able to process what’s going on.


‘Don’t worry,’ he replies swiftly. ‘They’ll soon realise we’re not at the airport. Any moment now we’ll be missed and they’ll start looking for us. Your father is the kind of man who will move heaven and earth to find you, don’t worry about that.’


I wonder how well he knows my father but quickly push that thought out of my mind. Of course Dad will be frantic when he realises what’s happened.


‘Can we climb up to the road?’ I ask, and crane my neck to look over his shoulder at the mountain towering above us.


He glances back as well and says dryly, ‘I don’t think so. Unless you’re hiding some crampons and a few ropes in that jacket of yours.’


I see what he means: there’s a steep wall of rock behind us that disappears into the white fog that shrouds everything more than a few feet away. There’s no clue of where the road might be.


‘Then what do we do? Stay here?’


He doesn’t answer at once. Then he says, ‘That would be sensible. The car will be warm for a while yet. If they come out with heat-seeking equipment, that’s what they’ll find. It might be more visible from the air than it is to us in any case.’


‘Visible?’ I look around at the white, misty world we’re lost in. The idea of being seen seems entirely hopeless. I whisper, ‘Oh my God.’


‘Listen,’ he says brusquely, ‘we’ve been lucky so far. We hit the plateau instead of falling bang slap into that valley – that was just a matter of a few feet. And I got us out of the car before it fell. There’s no reason why we can’t go on being lucky. If we can’t go up, then maybe it makes more sense to go down.’


‘Down?’ The idea is horrifying. ‘You can’t be serious!’ The only way I know of getting down a mountain is skiing.


He glances down at me again, and I’m suddenly aware that I’m in the arms of a total stranger, and even though he’s employed to ensure my safety, I am relying on him more than I ever could have anticipated. He blinks at me, his expression impassive. His lips tighten as he thinks. Then, without warning, he turns and carries me swiftly over the snowy ground to the wall of mountain. In the comparative shelter of the sheer mountainside, he puts me down. I’m worried that I have no strength to support myself but as I’m lowered I find that my feet can take my weight, though a cramping pain seizes my chest as I stand on the ground. I can’t help whimpering with it.


‘Here,’ he says, ‘let’s build you some shelter so you can sit down.’


He starts to hollow out a space in the snowdrift at the foot of the rocky wall, scraping out snow with his bare hands until he has made an oval shape. As he goes about it, he starts to talk in his deep Scottish burr, speaking in a curiously sing-song way that I guess must be to keep me calm. ‘So, we’re going to be found, don’t you worry about that . . . but just in case it takes longer than we want, I have to get you a little warmer. I’m going to tuck you in here and then I’m going to scout about a bit so I can assess our situation. I want to find out where we’ve fallen and if there are any easy routes out, and if there’s a wee bit of shelter in case we have to wait a while—’


He goes on but I’ve stopped listening, as soon as I grasped the fact that he’s going to leave me here in this little snow cave he’s made for me.


‘Wait!’ I cry, putting one hand on his arm. ‘You can’t leave me here!’


He glances at me and a smile curves his mouth. It’s a handsome mouth, I realise, with well-shaped lips above a strong square chin. ‘You can’t exactly come with me. You’re hurt – not badly, I think, but enough to mean you’re in no state to walk.’


‘I can walk!’ I say, panicked. I take a few steps but quickly stumble, gasping with pain. He reaches out and steadies me, one strong hand on each of my arms.


‘I don’t think so,’ he says softly. ‘I’ll be quicker without you, do you understand? Just wait here and rest, and I’ll be back in a jiffy. Don’t be afraid. I won’t leave you alone.’


‘I’m not afraid,’ I retort. It’s not strictly true but I resent the idea that I’m helpless, a pathetic scaredy cat. ‘But if you get into trouble, you might need me to help you.’


A smile flickers momentarily on his lips but to his credit he doesn’t allow it to stay there. ‘Good point,’ he says gravely. ‘You’ll just have to trust me on this one. Believe me, I’ve been trained for exactly this kind of situation.’


I look at what he’s wearing: jeans, a black jumper over a shirt and a dark well-cut suit jacket over that, a just discernible grey stripe in the black wool. On his feet are well-polished leather shoes, already caked with snow. ‘In that get-up?’ I say sardonically.


He flashes me a steely look. ‘In any get-up. Now sit down and let me get on with sorting out this less-than-desirable situation. God, look at you.’


I’m shaking with cold, and my teeth are chattering. My fingers are numb and yet simultaneously burning with the icy cold. My toes are the same inside my ridiculously thin high-heeled black boots. He steers me back to the snow cave he’s made and lowers me down until I’m sitting. Then he tucks my hands inside the sleeves of my puffy jacket – thank God I put it on instead of the sparkly white tweed I was considering – and rewraps my scarlet scarf around me tightly. I let him. I suddenly don’t have the strength to resist.


He comes down to my level, his face opposite mine. He’s serious now. Very serious. So serious that real fear swoops through me. ‘I’m going to leave you, but not for long, I promise. If you hear any helicopters, come out into the open and wave that scarlet scarf of yours as hard as you bloody can, understand?’


I nod, trying to stop myself shaking.


‘Good. You’re brave. I won’t be long.’


Then he’s gone, his dark form striding out over the snow before it’s quickly lost in the fog. I’m all on my own, on a freezing mountainside. And no one knows where the hell I am.


 


I wait, shivering, trying to recall anything I’ve learned about survival in cold conditions. I mustn’t sleep, I remember. Instantly I feel desperately tired and long only to close my eyes and surrender to my deep fatigue.


No – no! I mustn’t. Stay awake, Freya, for God’s sake.


I remember that I mustn’t drink alcohol because the sensation of warmth it gives is an illusion.


Well, that’s very useful, I tell myself sarcastically. Hold the gin and tonic, barman! I mustn’t get tipsy before I freeze to death.


What else? Stay warm. Stay alert. Try and give a clue of your whereabouts to potential rescuers. All I have is my scarlet McQueen cashmere scarf with its motif of black skulls. If this doesn’t stand out against the snow, nothing will. It’ll be more use as a flag than keeping me warm.


I struggle to my feet, fighting against the awful clenching pain that grips me when I try to move. What have I done to my chest? Have I cracked a rib? Pierced a lung? Displaced my heart, torn an artery . . .? Cold fear rips through me at the thought that I’m dying from whatever injury I sustained in the car’s ricocheting plummet down the mountainside. Every minute that ticks by is taking me closer to my body shutting down completely. Without medical attention, I may be finished . . .


Shut up, I tell myself firmly. Being afraid is not going to help. Even if I’m dying, I’ve got to use what strength I have left to help myself as much as I can. Otherwise I might as well curl up here and give up.


Breathing in short, shallow breaths to keep the pain to a minimum, I pull myself up out of the seat and begin to hobble through the snow into the open. I’m nervous. I’ve skied enough to know that there could be treacherous hidden ridges, invisible to the eye because of the effect of white on white. I might stride out onto what I think is flat ground, to find that I’ve walked over the edge. I can understand now that the bodyguard was right – we’ve been amazingly lucky. This small plateau broke the car’s fall down the mountain. The protection of the vehicle’s heavy reinforced frame meant that while its outer body crumpled around us, we were kept relatively safe as it bounced from outcrop to outcrop and landed here briefly before sliding on to land in the valley below.


As the slenderness of our escape comes home to me, I’m shaking even harder, and not just from the cold.


Oh my God. I should be dead.


But I’m not. Not yet, at least. And until I am, I’m damn well going to keep trying.


I take the scarlet shawl off my shoulders and lie it down on the snow. It takes a long time to get around it, pulling it out to its full extent. It’s about a metre square, the bright red and black vivid against the white. I’ve nothing to anchor it with, and even though the cashmere seems to stick to the snow, I worry that it will be blown away by the strong wind that comes in freezing buffeting gusts, so I gather up scoops of snow and make small mountains at each corner that I hope will hold it down. My hands are so frozen that I can hardly feel the cold, let alone force my fingers to do what I want, but somehow I manage. When the scarf is weighted down as much as possible, I stumble back to the small snow cave and collapse down, exhausted by the effort and in agony from my chest.


How long has he been gone?


It must be at least twenty minutes, maybe longer. I blink out into the fog, looking hopefully for a dark shape emerging from it, but there’s nothing. I wrap my arms tightly around myself, tucking my icy hands back into the sleeves of my jacket. For the first time, I begin to imagine the reality of freezing to death. The heat will leach gradually from my body until there will be no warmth to be had from my skin. My body will begin to close down, cutting off the blood supply to my hands and feet, and my heart will slow. Then, perhaps, delirium will come as my brain begins to lose oxygen, or perhaps I’ll simply fall into a blessed sleep that will end in nothingness.


But I don’t want to die! I’m too young!


My existence might seem futile to many people but, like everyone, I want to live. I want love, to have a relationship, to have children, to grow old.


Is that not going to happen?


I yearn to be home – even in that awful mountain retreat – with all my heart. I close my eyes and think of my mother.


‘Hey! There you are!’


My eyes flick open. I’ve never been so happy to hear another voice in my life. ‘You’re back!’


He’s there, right in front me, his face grey with cold but his blue eyes bright. He reaches out and puts an arm round me. ‘Of course I am,’ he says with a laugh. ‘Didn’t I say I’d come back? And I’ve got some good news!’


‘They’ve found us!’ I cry, relief drenching me like a wonderful warm shower.


‘Not quite,’ he says quickly, but he’s still cheerful. ‘I’ve got us the next best thing. If we have to stay out here, then I’ve discovered exactly what we need. And I’ve got to be honest with you – they’re not going to find us for a little while yet.’


‘They’re not?’ My spirits swoop downwards and I feel bleaker than I can ever remember.


‘Not till this is over.’ He gestures behind him into the white air, and I can see that a swirl of snowflakes is falling from the low sky. ‘The storm is here. That’s why we have to get moving. Right now. Do you hear me, Freya? We’ve got to go. Now.’










Chapter Three


The journey seems to last forever, but I can only register it as icy stumbling through the cutting, blinding snow. I’m feeling cold now – properly cold, right into my bones – in a way I’ve never experienced before. It’s as though I can never be warm again. The whirling snow is flung into our faces by the searing wind and all I can be sure of is the hand holding mine and leading me onwards.


At least I won’t die alone.


It seems impossible that we can survive this storm. It’s growing in strength with every second, the wind howling around us and the snow thickening until it’s like walking through stinging white water. I don’t know where we’re going and I don’t care. Then we are descending, climbing downwards somehow, and I’m up to my waist in snow, then out again, then plunging into its depths. The bodyguard pulls me out and impels me onwards, even though I’m moving in a kind of frozen trance, hardly even noticing my pain. All I want is for it to stop.


Then, after what has felt like hours, he does stop. I am still stumbling forwards and I crash into him, coming up hard against his body. I groan with agony. He shouts something but the wind whips away his words before I have a chance to make out what he has said. A shape looms up before us, but I can’t discern what it is. Then he pulls me forward and to my astonishment, I’m sudden out of the howling torrent of the snowstorm and in quiet darkness.


I’m shivering so hard I can hardly speak. I blink, looking about me, my eyes gradually becoming accustomed to the dark. ‘Wh– wh– where are we?’


He’s shaking snow from his jacket, brushing it out of his face and eyes. ‘We’re lucky again,’ he declares. ‘That’s three times in a row. We might be at the end of our lucky streak but it may be all we needed.’


I’m gazing at my feet and the rough dirt floor I’m standing on. We’re inside, I’ve grasped that. But where?


He’s saying, ‘Come on, we have to get you a little bit warmer.’


‘What is this place?’ I manage to say and this time, he turns back to me with a glowing smile that almost, for a moment, warms me with its happy optimism.


‘It’s a shepherd’s hut,’ he explains. ‘It was used in the old days for summer lodgings. The shepherds would come up with their flocks for the grazing and stay with them the entire season, before taking them back down to the villages for the winter. It’s not been properly occupied for years, though. Now it’s used by mountaineers and walkers who need a place to shelter if the weather changes. I’ve seen a few places like this in the Alps: little stone – we’d call them bothys in Scotland – one-room cottages.’ He starts to move around, looking in every corner of the small room. There’s a large fireplace on one side just by the door we came in at, and I can see the remains of a fire in it. Along the other three walls are beds or couches, roughly made from crates and planks. A small glazed window is built into one wall on the side that looks out over the mountain, but there is nothing but white to be seen beyond it. The walls are thick – the windowsill is over two feet deep – and the wind doesn’t seem to penetrate them, even though they are bare stone. On the sill are some boxes and the bodyguard is already looking through one of them. ‘Aha!’ he cries, lifting out a box of matches and a large silver torch. ‘Just what I’d hoped for. And look.’ He pulls out a laminated card with writing on it. He begins to read out loud. ‘Welcome. This hut is for the use of all who need it. Please leave it as you would hope to find it. If you can leave replacements for what you use, or money in lieu, please do. Otherwise, take what you need. This is not a place for holidaymakers but for those in genuine need of shelter, so do not abuse it. It is regularly checked. You are kindly asked to sign the visitors’ book to record your presence here. Thank you.’


My eyes are more accustomed to the gloom now. Still shaking violently with cold, I gaze at him. He looks over at me, and his cheerfulness fades a little.


‘Right,’ he says with determination, ‘let’s get going.’


He leads me to one of the roughly made beds and I can see that there are sleeping bags on each one. He helps me to sit down, grabs one – a greasy-looking blue bag – and starts to unzip it.


‘What are you doing?’ I ask.


‘I told you, we’ve got to get you warm. This will help until I can get a fire going.’


‘No!’ I push the bag away as he tries to wrap it round my shoulders. ‘How disgusting! How many people have slept in that? It looks filthy! I don’t want it.’


His eyes turn flinty. ‘Don’t be so ridiculous. What does it matter? You need it.’


‘No, I don’t, it’s horrible. I’ll be fine,’ I say. I don’t know why it matters to me, but the thought of that sleeping bag around me makes me feel ill. I’m sure I can smell it – sweaty, dirty, fuggy with the scent of unwashed bodies. He tuts impatiently and tries to push the thing around me. ‘No!’ I shout, flailing out with an arm. ‘Stop it!’


He pulls back and we stare angrily at each other. I wrap my arms tightly around myself and drop my head. ‘I don’t want it,’ I mumble.


‘For God’s sake, you stupid—’ He breaks off, glares at me, then tosses the sleeping bag aside. ‘Have it your way. You’ll change your tune.’


He moves away from me, his good mood entirely gone. I sit there, helpless with fatigue and pain, as he gets to work in the hut.


Things are looking up, I tell myself. We’re out of the storm. We’re somewhere dry. I’m not alone. Maybe we won’t die.


But depression is engulfing me. I ought to be happy that we’ve found this place but I’m wretched. I hate this. I want it to stop. I can’t understand the powerful angry frustration that’s building up inside me, but there’s nothing I can do about it. The thought of Jimmy waiting for me at LAX, ready for the two of us to zoom into town in his convertible and hit the bars of downtown LA together, so we can laugh and tell stories and he can help me get that shit Jacob out of my system . . . The thought of not being there and not being able to do anything about it is almost more than I can stand. I watch the bodyguard as he lifts down the second box and begins going through it and instead of feeling glad that he is there, taking charge, I’m filled with furious resentment towards him.


It’s his fault we’re here. If he hadn’t lost control of the car, we’d have got to the airport before the storm hit us. He’s supposed to be a hard-ass SAS guy and he can’t even drive down a mountain!


The bodyguard works quickly. I watch, alternately miserable and angry, as he clears some of the ash from the middle of the fireplace. He finds a stash of old newspapers next to it and screws sheets into balls, placing them together in the hearth like a nest of little crinkly grey eggs. Then he takes some slim bits of wood from an old crate and lays them carefully across the paper. He lays larger bits on top of them, making a criss-cross pattern. When it’s all arranged, he takes the matchbox and strikes a match. The little yellow and purple flame on the end of the match is the prettiest thing I’ve seen all day. I watch as he holds it to the edge of one of the paper balls; the flame strokes at the old newspaper, then bites into it, flickering along the paper’s edge as it takes hold. He lights the paper in a couple of other places, before the match gives out. Now the flames are growing as the fire consumes the paper and becomes large enough to start on the kindling.


‘That should do it,’ the bodyguard says, ‘as long as we look after it. A fire is a delicate thing. You have to feed it just what it needs at the right time, or you can stifle it. We’ve got to create a hot heart. That’s the only way you’ll get a decent fire.’


I stare over at him, still shaking with cold, wondering if he can sense that I’m seething with fury at him.


Who cares about your stupid fire? It’s your fault we’re here!


I know in my head that we need the fire and that he’s doing exactly the right things, and he’s doing it to help me. But my heart is racing with ire at our situation.


He doesn’t seem to expect an answer. Instead, he looks beneath the other plank bed and pulls out a large chest. He opens it easily and whistles. A little of his good humour seems restored as he glances over at me and says, ‘Supplies.’


As soon as he says it, I realise that I feel empty. I haven’t eaten since breakfast and that was little more than a bowl of a muesli with yoghurt and coffee. It must be hours ago now. I haven’t been thinking at all about how we are going to eat. I feel a vague relief that this problem seems to have been solved – though I’ve no idea what supplies he’s found.


I doubt it’s sushi, I think bitterly. I’d been planning to go to the sushi bar at the airport, to have a light lunch with a glass of champagne. Now look where I am.


‘You know what, this place is actually pretty good,’ he says conversationally. ‘We’ve got a fire going—’ he looks over at where the fire is beginning to crackle now as it takes hold of the wood ‘—we have some food and some water and there’s a pot and a kettle too.’ He gestures at a couple of black items at the side of the hearth.


I don’t know why but his attempts at optimism only make me feel worse.


‘They look disgusting too,’ I snap. ‘You can’t seriously expect me to eat or drink anything out of those. When were they last cleaned? There could have been rats or mice in here!’ I shudder. ‘This is all just too vile for words.’


He stares over at me, and I can see barely repressed irritation in his face. He’s sitting on the floor, seeming not to care about the dirt there, the wooden chest open in front of him. The snow is gone from his jacket but he looks damp and very cold, though he hasn’t said a word about it. His dark hair is wet from the storm and he’s run his fingers through it, leaving it in black spikes: the effect is almost boyish. But his mouth is tight with disapproval and the blue eyes are glaring at me, slightly hooded with the force of his annoyance, and the way he’s holding himself seems to hint at a great effort to rein it in.


At last he speaks, his one word dripping with scorn. ‘What?’


‘You heard me!’ I shoot back. ‘They’re a health hazard! I refuse to touch anything that comes out of them.’


He gives a short cold laugh and says in an almost drawling voice, the Scottish accent getting more pronounced with every word, ‘A health hazard? That’s priceless, it really is. Shall I tell you what a real health hazard is? Exposure, for one. And there’s hypothermia, thirst and starvation. They tend to do for you a bit quicker than a well-used saucepan, you know? Lucky for you, your risk of succumbing to the first four dangers has just been reduced very significantly. If I were you, I’d take my chances with the risk of an upset tummy. Unless you’d prefer to be out in the storm, alone, freezing to death where at least there’s no risk of food poisoning?’


His last words are full of contempt and my spirit flares up as if he’s just poured oil on a dying fire.


‘How dare you speak to me like that?’ I shout.


‘Are you crazy?’ His eyes crackle with anger now. ‘I would have thought that in this situation you might – just might – start letting go of that spoilt princess act of yours! I’ve always wondered if the way you swan about looking down your nose at everyone is really you, and until now I’ve given you the benefit of the doubt. I’ve heard that things haven’t always been that easy for you, and you’re young. But this . . . this is really taking the piss.’ He’s on his feet, then in one stride he’s next to me, bending down, his lips set. Then he says in an ominously quiet voice, ‘Listen, honey. You don’t have to take anything from me. You don’t have to drink water, eat food, or sleep in a sleeping bag. You can walk out of here, if that’s what you want. It’ll be suicide, but that’s up to you. I’ve done my best for you but I can’t force you to accept it. I’m going to tend to this fire, make some dinner and then think about what to do when this storm is over. You’re welcome to join me.’


I stare back at him, furious. ‘If you carry on talking to me like that,’ I say in as menacing a voice as I can muster, ‘I’m going to fire you.’


He raises his eyebrows and, despite himself, laughs. ‘What?’


‘You heard me. I’ll fire you. Right here.’


‘Oh, okay.’ He nods as though he’s in agreement with me. ‘Yeah, sure. You fire me, and I’ll just head off into the night, and leave you here. Then you can get on with the important business of being a spoilt little girl in peace.’


‘I’m your boss!’ I yell. I feel powerless. I want to exert some control in this situation. ‘If my father isn’t here, then you take orders from me. Do you understand?’


‘Right,’ he says, his deep voice half sarcastic, half amused. ‘You’re the captain, are you? All right, then. What are your orders? And please don’t ask for chilled champagne, I’m not sure I can stretch to that right now.’


I cast about for something I can make him do, something to impose my authority. He needs to know that I’m in charge. My family pays his wages. He’s standing up, and I don’t like the way he’s looming over me like some kind of parent over a crouching child. Then it comes to me. I lift my chin up high and say loftily, ‘Fetch my scarf.’


He frowns, his blue eyes puzzled. I notice that there’s a dark shadow of stubble over his jaw. ‘What?’


‘I’m cold and I want my scarf. I’ll need it as a pillow if nothing else. I can hardly put my head down on bare boards.’ I wave a hand at the plank bed I’m sitting on. ‘I want my cashmere scarf.’


‘Well, where the hell is it?’


‘I left it in the snow as a signal. You remember where you left me when you found this place? It’s there.’


He stares at me in silence and then says at last, ‘You’re joking, aren’t you? It’s snowing out there. It’s getting dark. The scarf will be buried by now. And even if it isn’t, it’s a crazy risk to take.’


‘I want it,’ I say obstinately. For some reason, it’s become a matter of great importance to me that he does what I say. I’m the boss. He needs to understand that.


‘It’s a crazy stupid bloody risk,’ he says softly. ‘I’d be mad to do it. The thing will be sopping wet now anyway.’


I jump to my feet, and shout, ‘Do as I say, dammit!’ Then I crunch over in agony as my chest feels like it’s being squeezed by a huge and relentless hand.


He has me by the arm in a moment, holding me so I don’t fall. ‘Are you okay? Where does it hurt?’


I manage to get the words out despite the pain. ‘My . . . my chest.’ He puts his arm round me to support me, while I pull my own arms close to my chest, trying to relieve the pain. I look up into his eyes beseechingly. My rage has vanished in a fresh wave of fear. ‘Do you think I’m dying?’


The fact that he doesn’t answer at once makes me even more afraid. Then he says in a grave voice, ‘It’s possible that you could have a cracked rib.’


‘That’s what I thought,’ I say through short, shallow, panting breaths. ‘Do you think I’ve punctured a lung?’


‘I don’t know. I’ll need to look at you.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘You’ll have to let me examine where it hurts. I’ve had some basic medical training. It might help.’


I blink, taking this in. The pain is right in the centre of my chest, and that would mean taking off my top. ‘I . . . I’m not sure . . .’ I stammer.


‘It’s okay,’ he says. ‘I’ll be very gentle. I won’t hurt you.’
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