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Prologue

Dimitri slid the photograph across the desk.

They were on the fourth floor of a nondescript office building. Outside, rush-hour traffic was just starting to build up on the Königstrasse. He had already been at work for four hours.

The hunt had started.

‘The first.’

His operative took the picture, studied it for a second. The subject smiled, glossily handsome. He wore an expensive white-tie suit. The woman by his side was a brunette, rail-thin, in red satin. Several other dinner guests were glancing their way. He was the centre of attention, pleased with himself.

He had a lot of money, a lot of power.

He’d be dead soon.

‘Not a problem.’

‘Another.’ He passed a second over. ‘You probably don’t recognise this one. She’s not as important.’

‘You have a name and a location?’

‘Of course.’

Then that target was dead too. The operative shrugged. No need to state the obvious. Dimitri looked across his desk, taking the measure of her reaction.

Her name was Lola Montoya, and God, she was a cold bitch. It would be only the third time he had ever hired a female. The first two had not ended well, and most bosses in his world didn’t make a habit of it. This girl was different. Dimitri had had to search around for nearly a month just to make contact with her. Her price was excessive, because she was one of the best killers in the world. Easily the best female. His gaze trickled across her impressive body. Large breasts, a tight, curvy ass, narrow hips. But her pretty face was marred by her eyes; ice-blue, and as a cold as a snake’s.

She was efficient. She was merciless.

He turned his attention back to the targets.

‘The third one is a politician. American, so there will be major protection.’

That was slightly more interesting to her. Dimitri tapped the latest photo. ‘A US senator, connected in our field. Rumours of a Mossad contingent assigned to her security detail.’

A slight smile. ‘Mossad are overrated.’

‘You think so?’ he asked.

‘I’ve taken out several. And various of their protectees.’

He shook his head. ‘You think everyone is overrated.’

‘These targets are not a problem.’ The girl was getting bored. ‘They will fall as easily as the professor did. One  week for all of them, ten days at the most. You wire the money to my accounts. I can be on a plane in an hour.’

Dimitri nodded. There was no point in arguing that payment was on completion. The world’s best worked on their reputations. And once he had solved this little problem for his group of global clients, he would become too big to cross. The price was nothing, really. He nodded. ‘It will be done, right away.’

‘Then you’ll get a call. We’re done here?’

He almost nodded again, then on second thoughts pulled one last photograph from his drawer. He studied it. A young girl, long brown hair, pale skin, very pretty. She was about eighteen, playing hockey in a school uniform. Regulation navy blue skirt, dark socks, studded boots, a pale blue T-shirt that suited her complexion. No make-up. She was so full of life.

To him, suddenly, the picture seemed strangely erotic.

‘She knows about all this?’ Lola asked.

‘Not at all,’ Dimitri said confidently. He shrugged. ‘But kill her anyway. Just to make sure. She’s older now, teaches at Oxford.’

‘Sure. Who is she?’

‘The daughter,’ he said.




Chapter One

The Past

She was his passion. The first time he laid eyes on her, he knew it.

‘Will.’ Jock Campbell tugged at his elbow. ‘Pay attention, for fuck’s sake! Get in the lineout!’

He nodded, reluctantly. ‘Right.’ Wrenched his eyes back from the slight figure on the touchline. Hard to do.

She was standing there, watching the rugby with a light frown of concentration, like many girls did who didn’t have a clue about the game. She wore a pair of tight jeans and a fisherman’s sweater that looked like it was borrowed from a boyfriend. Whoever he was, Will already hated him.

The girl had candied chestnut hair, long and glossy, whipping around her face. Full lips. Her skin glowed. Her cheeks were pink from the cold. She smiled at someone. It was Mark Crosby, from Hertford, and he had the ball. He lifted it and threw it towards his team.

Will propelled himself up from the ground and caught  the ball, easily. There were murmurs of ‘Fucking hell,’ all around him. That was one hell of a jump. Now he was supposed to pass it to one of the backs. Instead he tucked it under his arm and headed towards the line.

There were shouts and screams from the touchline. He imagined the girl watching him. Hertford’s finest flung themselves at him. He brushed them off, like flies. Crosby came up behind him and grabbed at his legs. He knew it was Crosby from the way his feet fell on the muddy grass, Will registered details like that. He turned his leg, pushing backwards. On a pitch full of muscular students, Will Hyde had the measure of them all. He was the strongest. He was the most determined.

His lungs screamed for air. He ran on. It was a close game. The line loomed into his vision, but now four of the bastards were on him, hanging on to him like human limpets, forcibly trying to drag him back, away from the white-chalked grass. Will squared his shoulders and grunted from the effort. His quadriceps muscles tightened like iron cords under the skin. They couldn’t hold him. He reached out, the ball firm in his grip. His hand put it down, two perfect inches on the other side of the line.

Oriel were all around him, cheering. The ref blew the whistle. Reluctantly the Hertford guys let go. Mark Crosby spat on the grass, expressively. Fuck him, Will thought, that rich bastard.

Crosby was the heir to a brewery in Oxfordshire. His parents lived in a Queen Anne rectory. He drove an MG around the town and was considered quite a catch.

Will was not considered a catch. He had no parents. He’d been raised in a Barnardo’s orphanage. The staff were great, but they changed frequently. Will had been bullied as a young kid, and had learned fast to fend for himself. He’d got into sport, then proper running, lifting weights. And he had studied; maths was his speciality. It was such a pure discipline, no emotion to it at all. Will tried to dampen his emotions. They did nobody any good.

His life, as a child, had been a mixture of longing and hope. Wanting to be adopted, fantasising that his real mother would come back for him. But the parents that visited the orphanage were usually looking for babies. The older he got, the more hopeless it became.

Will tried to keep steady. He was a survivor, like most of the kids there. They weren’t mistreated. Everybody was kind. And he had friends; some of them came and went, in and out of the foster system. Will was a boy, naturally strong; he looked older than his age. Nobody wanted him. He came to prefer the stability of the orphanage and of school. He was good at school, and the teachers piled encouragement on him. He might go to university. The LSE, Oxford or Cambridge, even. He could become a big success. Other Barnardo’s kids had done it before him.

Will heard it all, the kind words and sympathy. It wasn’t that he didn’t value it. He just knew the difference between kindness and love. Maybe he could be a success. He wasn’t sure. But what he really wanted was love.

Mathematics was an escape from the loneliness. In English classes, in languages and history, you had to deal with humanity in all its rawness. Will much preferred science. Specifically, he liked the impersonal poetry, the pure logic, of maths.

He was gifted and strong. He worked out, spent time with his friends at the orphanage, and studied. By the time he was sixteen, the friendships were fading, because he was so far ahead of everyone else. But he kept going anyway. He needed to get out into the world. He went up to Oxford for interviews and aced them; and received three grade As and two grade 1 S levels. There was a tremendous sense of escape. His life, Will’s own life, could finally begin.

So there was a social gulf between him and Mark Crosby. So what? At uni they were all equals. Crosby had money. But Will Hyde was stronger.

He fell back into position as the fly half settled in for his kick. The ball soared through the posts, and as Oriel’s supporters cheered, Will looked at the touchline again.

There she was. She shrugged expressively at Mark, who cursed. Will’s eyes lingered. She was amazing. Beautiful, vibrant, the sympathy on that pretty face. So feminine in her chunky sweater.

As the referee blew the final whistle, Crosby jostled him.

‘Hands off,’ he said, following Will’s eyes. ‘That one’s my girl.’

‘Yeah? Then how come I saw you with Lisa Smith in  the Union bar last week?’ Mark had had her half under the table, his tongue down her throat.

Crosby grinned. ‘What she don’t know won’t hurt her. She’s not even at Oxford. She goes to St Mary’s.’

Now Will was surprised. He looked again. A schoolgirl?

‘Don’t worry, she’s seventeen. Perfectly legal.’

‘Are you sleeping with her?’

He was surprised how much the idea bothered him.

‘What do you think?’ Crosby sneered. Will could tell he was lying. He relaxed.

‘Back off her, Mark. I’m going to ask her out.’

‘I said she’s dating me,’ Crosby replied, with bravado.

Will turned towards him. Crosby was a prop forward like Will, but Will had twenty pounds of pure muscle on him. And everybody knew Will’s background. Nobody wanted to mess with a man like that.

‘Not any more,’ Will said.

He walked over, without waiting for a reply. The girl was hovering, waiting for Mark, who had started to talk to one of his mates. Coward, Will thought. She had looked his way, seen him defeat her boyfriend. There was that unmistakable spark of interest in her eyes.

‘Hey,’ he said. ‘I’m Will Hyde.’

‘Nice try,’ she replied. Her eyes were full of laughter at the ambiguity. He liked her. He smiled.

‘Melissa Elmet,’ she said. ‘I’m here with Mark Crosby. I don’t know if you’re his favourite person right now.’

Will grinned. ‘Don’t take this the wrong way . . .’

‘Uh-oh,’ she said, grinning back. He felt a surge of pleasure. There was an instant connection. Emboldened, he pressed on.

‘Mark’s not a bad bloke, but he isn’t for you. He cats around with loads of girls in the university. I saw him kissing one last week in a bar myself. And she was nothing like as gorgeous as you are.’

Melissa digested this. She looked mildly annoyed, nothing more.

‘Really?’

‘Yes,’ he said earnestly. ‘Would you let me take you out for lunch or something?’

‘I don’t know. Have you got any girlfriends?’

‘None.’ He shook his head. It was true. Like most rugby players he’d had a few one-night stands, but that was all.

‘Then lunch would be nice,’ she said. He saw her gaze trickle over his dirt-stained body, and she blushed. He was charmed. How many girls blushed these days?

‘Great. Just let me get changed. Can I pick you up somewhere?’

‘I’d rather meet you at the restaurant. Less explaining with the parents.’

‘I get that.’

‘Where?’

Will’s turn for embarrassment, but he had to get it out of the way. She had been going out with Mark, and Mark had money.

‘It’ll have to be somewhere cheap. I’m on a student  loan. Got a job at night at a pub, but it doesn’t pay much.’

She didn’t flinch. ‘How about the Blue Boar, then? Right next to your college. And mine.’

‘Perfect.’ He paused. ‘Your college?’

‘Well, Dad’s. My father’s Richard Elmet . . .’

‘I know him.’ For the first time, Will had a slight frisson of foreboding. He had taken a few extra lectures with Professor Elmet. How could this stunning girl be his daughter? She was so happy, full of laughter. Elmet, a brilliant physicist, was a pinched, sour man, harsh on his students, demanding perfection. Will hadn’t liked him. The man was obsessed with climate change. He thought the idea of man-made global warming was scaremongering nonsense and stated in his lectures that he was going to disprove it. Halfway between a genius and a nutter. ‘Were you adopted?’

She hit him. ‘Dad’s not that bad.’

He didn’t argue. ‘Meet you at one thirty?’

‘OK.’ Another of those dazzling smiles. ‘Will.’

 



 



In the changing room the lads crowded around him, teasing and shouting.

‘The Professor’s daughter,’ Jock said. ‘Better watch out there, Hyde.’

‘Shut up,’ Will grunted. He laced up his shoes, smiled to himself. She was a fantastic girl, a great wash of sunshine appearing out of a cloud-bank. He’d have to take this slowly.

‘I think he’s in love,’ Peter Little, the hooker, announced.

Will didn’t say anything, mostly because he thought so too.

 



 



Melissa was waiting for him at one thirty. She ordered cheap fish and chips and half a cider. She was taking her A levels next year, English, History and French. She’d read history at Oxford if it all worked out. After that? Who knows, she told him. She wanted to have adventures.

All Will wanted was to settle down. Get a good job and a good house somewhere. A home. He didn’t want to talk about himself. She was far more interesting. But she probed, gently enough, and found out the truth. Her sympathy was genuine, but not cloying. She told him she was sorry and then moved on to his future. He got the feeling she was a girl who lived in the future. Something not quite right in her home. He asked her out to the cinema.

‘Yes. Thanks. That’d be nice.’ She looked him right in the eye, and Will got the sense she had to force herself to do it. Vivacious, but a little shy. ‘Any time. I can get the tickets.’

‘I’m asking you out, so I’m buying.’ He smiled. ‘It just means I can never take you anywhere expensive.’

‘I can chip in.’

He shook his head, firmly enough. And she didn’t argue. She could see he meant it.

‘Can I pick you up at your house?’ Will asked.

Melissa shook her head. ‘Best not. Like I said, things aren’t so great at home with boyfriends.’

He didn’t argue. He could meet her parents later, a lot later. What mattered was that she’d said yes. He was going to see her again.

 



 



After the cinema, she let him walk her home. At their next date, he kissed her. She was awkward, unpractised. Light as a dandelion seed in his arms. Will burned with desire for her, but forced himself to push away. She wasn’t ready yet, nothing like. Most girls couldn’t wait to hit the hay with him; skint student or not, he was muscular and handsome, a rugby player, had a reputation as a brain. The orphanage background was a turn-on for a lot of them too, although most weren’t crass enough to say so. Will Hyde was street tough. A risk. A little bit dangerous.

Melissa Elmet never put him into a box. She was a schoolgirl, but in the sixth form. Extremely clever, a little starved for love. Her parents were obviously uptight. She was not. She was kind and adventurous. If they went out for a picnic - romantic and cheap, so he did that a lot - she always wanted to climb trees, or strip off her tights and paddle in the stream.

She was sexy, clever. And fun. Lots of fun. The more he saw her, the more he wanted to see her.

Will fell in love. He tried not to - he was only nineteen, she was seventeen. He knew it was young. But  he could not help himself. He watched her reservation, watched her struggling not to fall too hard for him. None of that mattered. Melissa couldn’t fight it either. When he arrived at their rendezvous, she’d be early, waiting, and her eyes would gleam, her face would brighten, like a child at Christmas. She was interested in anything he liked. Her fingers would trail across his chest, toy with his biceps, and he felt her heart-rate accelerate as she leaned against him, her breath quicken, her pupils dilate. Forcing himself to wait for her was the hardest thing he had ever done. But he managed it, because he was in love.

A week after her eighteenth birthday, his two house-mates flew to Dublin to go to a Five Nations match at Lansdowne Road. Will couldn’t afford the tickets or the flight, cheap or otherwise. But that was fine with him. He had their slummy little house all to himself. He invited Melissa round for dinner.

She came. It was a spring night, balmy enough, and twilight over Walton Street, with the students cycling past and swallows swooping low towards the grounds of Worcester College. Will’s last paper had received an Alpha and his tutors were convinced he’d get a starred first. Even though he was overtired from working two jobs, they told him his future was truly bright. He had saved up, splashed out on a bottle of champagne, on discount at Victoria Wine, some fillet steak and strawberries. The curtains of the tiny Victorian parlour were drawn against the dark, and Will had cleaned the  house and lit a fire in the grate. He was full of happiness, full of optimism. Every day he was with her, he realised, felt like this. Because she loved him. He loved her. The darkness of his childhood fell away when he was with her. Melissa filled that longing. It was no mere infatuation, he was certain. It had been months, already. The girl was his life.

When she knocked on the door, his heart leapt. He opened it, and there she was, exquisite in a cotton dress, white with pink roses, and a silk jersey wheat-coloured sweater. Her long hair tumbled loose around her shoulders. She wore a little make-up, and there was a sexy gloss on her lips that Will immediately wanted to kiss off.

‘So where are Matt and James?’ She glanced around as he closed the door.

‘In Ireland till Sunday.’

‘No wonder it’s so tidy.’ She looked at him, laughed. ‘Am I safe with you?’

‘You’ll always be safe with me.’ Will smiled, kissed her. Those lips were so soft and yielding. ‘I’m glad to see you,’ he said, and he realised he was. That was the perfect word for it. He was deeply, profoundly glad to see her. His entire body suffused with joy. ‘Come in, Missy, have some champagne.’

She followed him into the living room and purred with pleasure. The pine logs crackled in the grate. ‘What are we celebrating?’

Will handed her a glass, chilled and full to the brim  with the golden, bubbling wine. ‘Your birthday. Us. The future.’

Melissa tipped her champagne flute against his and they drank. Her head tilted back slightly, and her long hair gleamed against the firelight as it flickered. Will was caught with a stab of desire so intense it hurt him.

Gently he took her glass from her hand and set it on the table, with his. His hand went under her chin, tilting her face up to him. His left arm went around her waist. He pulled her close in to him, close enough that he could feel the heat of her blood pooling in her belly, see her lips part. His right hand moved to the gentle swell of her breast. He caressed it, very slightly, through her dress, and felt her respond.

‘Will . . .’ she whispered. ‘I’ve never . . . I don’t know . . .’

‘I love you, Missy.’ His breath was hot in her ear. ‘I really love you. It’s OK. You can trust me.’

She thrust herself against him, and he felt her legs trembling with need, her skin hot and flushing. She gasped with longing, letting herself go, letting herself arch against his touch . . .




Chapter Two

Melissa cycled home, slowly. It was late now, gone eleven. She didn’t want to be out here. She wanted to be back in Walton Street, in bed with Will.

But her parents would be waiting.

It was cold, but she didn’t feel it. Her whole body glowed. The aftermath of the sensations he’d put her through still throbbed through her body. She blushed as she pedalled. Surely it must be obvious. Surely the whole town could see it?

She wasn’t a virgin any more. You built it up to be such a big thing, and then afterwards the world was exactly the same. That was weird. Did she feel different? Not truly; only that she was so much more in love with Will Hyde.

Somehow, she wasn’t afraid that he’d dump her now, the way her friends said men did. Maybe other men, other students. Not Will, though. He’d asked her to trust him. She did. Utterly. They’d get married, right? Surely he’d ask her. Surely they’d have a wonderful wedding, somewhere romantic, with just the family and his best friends. And then a great life together.

Just one tiny thing to get through.

The road was widening now, stretching out past the Martyrs’ Memorial, and Melissa’s heady glow began to fade. She couldn’t wait to get out of school. Her first year at Oxford would be Will’s last. They’d be together all the time, once she was out of her parents’ house.

Of course, she loved them. And they loved her. But . . .

Major but.

Here it was. Lights still on in the front room. She dismounted and opened the door, leaning her bike against the wall in the corridor.

‘Melissa.’ Daddy’s voice, low but insistent.

She sighed inwardly. It was so embarrassing when he tried to do the father thing. Daddy had always been around, but his nose was forever in his papers. Or he was at the lab, doing concrete experiments. Dad had risen fast in the tiny world of Oxford academia; his papers on solar flares and global temperature had made his name. And his work on nuclear fission responses had cemented his reputation. He was a tight man, bad with money and concerned for his reputation. That more than anything. Daddy wanted his peers to respect him, to acknowledge his brilliance. Forget his marriage or her birth, Melissa knew that the day they’d given him a chair at Oxford had been the happiest of his life. And the day the Queen knighted him for services to the Royal Society had been the happiest day of Mummy’s. No cash to speak of, but her mother was now Lady Elmet, and she relished that title every waking moment.

Melissa wished it had never happened. Her parents were now socially ambitious. That spelled trouble for her and Will. It was why she’d kept him from them. She loved him, and he was the best thing in her life. She wanted to protect him. More than ever, after tonight.

‘Hi, Daddy,’ she said, coming in and giving her father a peck on the cheek. ‘Is Mum in bed?’

‘Of course. Look at the time.’

‘It’s only quarter past eleven.’

‘You should have been back hours ago.’

Melissa stiffened with annoyance. ‘I am eighteen, Dad. I’ve finished my exams, remember?’

‘Were you with that boyfriend of yours?’

Her father was facing their fire, a scrawny little thing compared to Will’s effort. Was he calculating something about the flames when he looked at it? she wondered. Daddy never gave her his complete attention, even when he was telling her off.

Melissa squared her shoulders. All that her darling Will had gone through in his life, she could deal with parental disapproval. ‘Yes, I was, Dad. Like I said, I’m eighteen years old. A legal adult.’

‘Living in my house.’ Sir Richard stirred the fire. ‘Your mother is concerned about this romance, Melissa. The young man has no family, no prospects, he’s a barman . . .’

‘A student job, Dad, he’s paying off a loan. And what does it matter?’

‘Melissa.’ With an effort her father turned to look at  her. ‘Date him if you must, but please remember you’re still in school . . .’

‘Till the end of this term.’

‘At any rate, you are far too young to get serious. Both of you,’ he added, with a transparent attempt to sound fair. ‘We haven’t even met this boy.’

Melissa sighed again. ‘Like you said, Daddy, who knows if it’s serious? Why don’t I just see how things work out?’ She could pretend, too, she could pretend detachment. ‘I could bring him home if it ever gets that way.’

Her father’s shoulders visibly relaxed. ‘You know how your mother worries. You are her only child.’

‘I know.’ Melissa felt a twinge of guilt. She loved her mother. Mummy was snobbish, but at least she’d always been around.

‘So come home on time. As you point out, it’s only for a few more months. Then you’ll be an undergraduate.’

‘If I get in.’

Sir Richard puffed up his thin chest. ‘You are my  daughter. Of course you’ll get in.’

Melissa went over and patted her father on the shoulder; he gave her an awkward embrace. They wouldn’t like it when she told them she wanted to marry Will Hyde, she thought as she went upstairs to her bedroom. But they’d have to get over it. Will Hyde was her future. They would never be apart.




Chapter Three

The Present

Melissa Elmet never scheduled her tutorials before ten. She was a morning person, and did her best thinking right after breakfast, when the city was still asleep. She loved to take her coffee - good coffee, sent over from the States by friends, not supermarket swill - and sit on her window seat, watching the sun come up over the classical beauty of Peckwater Quad. It was one of the most attractive views in Oxford.

Her students were still sleeping off hangovers at nine. She preferred them to be fully awake, ready to go. It was important they did well in their exams. Good results were a major part of her job, and she needed this job. Her fellowship provided everything; not just her meagre salary, her living quarters too.

She published papers, the bare minimum for an academic, but there was never enough time for true research. Melissa’s career depended on the examination grades the undergraduates got. History was a traditional  college strength, and if she didn’t keep those starred firsts coming, she’d be out. Melissa could not afford to lose her job. Outside of Oxford, she had nothing. Her days were always tinged with worry. About money, her job performance, her lack of a house. And her relationship. Especially that.

Melissa tapped the keys on her laptop. They were sticky, which annoyed her, but she couldn’t afford to replace it. This computer was four years old, a dinosaur. Her calendar opened up, next to the notes for today’s tutorial. Her freshman undergraduates would read their essays on Alfred the Great. Melissa hoped young Kevin Ross showed a bit more imagination in this week’s analysis. He was heading for a lower second or worse, and he’d be wrecking a perfect group of students. Melissa hated confrontation. But one was coming with Kevin. He was a rower and thought he was untouchable. Senior dons protected him because he was being considered for the university crew and the Boat Race. Melissa didn’t care; he was not going to spoil her crop of firsts. She would rusticate the guy first, send him away from Oxford for a year to get his act together. There were so many bright young kids who had longed for Kevin’s place in this college. She would discipline him if she had to, and let the boaties squeal and moan all they liked.

Her computer pinged. Appointment reminder. Dinner with Fraser, it said. Eagle and Child.

An overwhelming sense of weariness gripped Melissa. How did this wind up being my life? she thought.

She stood up, and walked to the mirror over her magnificent fireplace. Her rooms were sumptuous, a tutor’s digs in the middle of this elegant college. Bought privately, a flat like this in central Oxford would have cost a fortune. Only a millionaire could afford it. Someone like Will Hyde.

She was instantly annoyed with herself for thinking about him. She had to grow up. Her mind was drifting deliberately in that direction far too often these days. William Hyde was her past. And he was long gone, distant from her in all sorts of ways. Melissa had stopped taking the Sunday papers. She hated it when photographs of him appeared on the front of the business sections. Or worse, in the magazines. The style sections adored him. But Melissa had long since stopped reading those.

She stared into the mirror.

Her reflection gazed back at her. Brown hair, once a rich chestnut, that had lost its lustre. A neat enough face; she could still see the traces of her former beauty. But her eyes had no sparkle; they were bloodshot, she was not sleeping well. Anxiety and stress had dulled her skin. Melissa never bothered with much make-up, and her neat skirts and trouser suits were merely practical. She still had the odd good dress, and a string of pearls from her father. Once a month or so, when Fraser took her to dinner, she had to trot them out and put on high heels, and start the tedious business of dolling up.

But Melissa always felt a little stupid dressing up for  Fraser, like she was a tourist in some other woman’s life for the night. Flirtation was not her thing. She was a proper academic now, in the old-fashioned sense. Truly her father’s daughter. A great flat, good food at high table, silver cutlery and petits fours with coffee; and then back to wondering how she would ever scrape up enough for a deposit on a place of her own. Even a studio would do. Because Melissa, herself, had nothing. When she shopped, she was used to checking the prices on everything. Her clothes were from the high street, and bought in the sales. There were no holidays abroad. Her savings crept up, sure, but infinitesimally slowly.

It’s the price I pay, she thought. Hundreds of research fellows would kill for this position.

True. But was it enough?

The academic life had its compensations. Long holidays, her luxurious surroundings, intellectual challenge, and the beauties of Oxford.

Melissa sighed, and turned away from the mirror. Her low-grade disappointment with her life was bothering her today, a lot more than usual. She wasn’t looking forward to dinner with Fraser.

Fraser Macintosh. Her fiancé of six months. Melissa idly lifted her left hand, looking at the small solitaire diamond that glittered on her third finger. It summed him up: respectable, unflashy. Fraser was eight years older than her and a professor, full chair, of theoretical physics. A scientist, like her father. What would Dr Freud make of that? Fraser wasn’t handsome, nor particularly  ugly; he was tall, with blond hair that fell about in a mop, and his words tumbled quickly out of his mouth, as though they could not process his brilliant thoughts fast enough. He did have a first-class mind, and that impressed her. He exhibited a streak of solid common sense, too. He had actually bought his house from his college, Worcester, right before the boom, and it had a lovely little garden that backed on to the Isis. He also, he told her proudly, had a wonderful pension scheme and some yearly dividend money from a share portfolio. His total assets were a hundred thousand, excluding the house. And with her own modest salary added to his more substantial one, they could live together really quite comfortably.

Melissa thought she could make that deal. OK, so Fraser didn’t excite her; but she did like him. He respected her, didn’t push her to move in before she was ready. She could keep her own name after marriage, he said. Yes, he wanted children.

He had surprised her with the ring one night, as they took a twilight walk in the summer evening down in the Botanical Gardens. It was a romantic setting, and Fraser seized his moment by an old elm tree, dropping rather awkwardly to one knee and producing the jewel. It was his grandmother’s.

Melissa had made an instant decision. Yes, she wanted children, she wanted to be settled. Fraser and she were comfortable together. Passion - the passion she’d had with Will - true, that wasn’t there. But passion faded,  like beauty. Marriage to Fraser would remove some of those money worries; it would guarantee her a comfortable home and a family. And the love part could come later.

She had worn his ring ever since.

Last week, though, something had changed. Last week Fraser had casually suggested a wedding date. November 22, at St Mary’s. Close friends and family. A small party, around twenty-five.

How could Melissa say no? Not yet? We should wait? She had no family left of her own. Sir Richard had been killed last year in that accident in Venice, leaving her mostly debts. Her mother had been dead for the last decade. There was one aunt, in Ottowa, and a cousin in London who kept to himself. So the wedding and reception would all be for Fraser’s benefit. Melissa didn’t feel ready, but when were you ready for something like that? She was past thirty already, and her life of genteel poverty and growing boredom was making her desperate.

She agreed.

Fraser took over. He had commissioned the stationery, hired the caterers, booked the Master’s garden for the reception. The university photographers would record the event. Melissa’s new mother-in-law was flying in from the south of France. Fraser was busy, juggling all the details with his academic schedule. Melissa was only in charge of her wedding gown and the bridesmaids.

Only they were now one month away, and Melissa  hadn’t asked any of her friends to attend her. She did have a dress on order - a simple sheath gown with three-quarter sleeves and a boat neckline; elegant, not tremendously exciting. Thinking about flowers made her head pound, and she had ordered a bunch of plain cream roses with dark leaves. Fraser would hardly dissect her choice of bouquet.

And still Will Hyde kept coming into her head. Sometime this week she would have to see the vicar, privately. Their brief marriage had been legally annulled, but Melissa had never got round to the church paperwork. Fraser didn’t know she’d been married before, and she never wanted him to find out.

She tried to ignore her reluctance to take care of the final paperwork. It was her last thread of connection with Will, from so long ago. Don’t be stupid, she thought, annoyed with herself. You haven’t spoken to him since he walked out. You will never see that man again.

OK, fine. But did she want to see Fraser again? Did she truly want to see him at the altar, and every morning after for the rest of their lives?

The phone, balanced precariously on a stack of textbooks, buzzed, and Melissa jumped. Few people called her. Oxford was a small town, and her guests mostly just dropped in. A great disadvantage of digs in college was that everybody knew where you were.

‘Hello?’

‘Morning, darling.’

‘Fraser. How are things?’

‘Fine. Dad emailed from Grenada; he wants to know if he can bring his second wife.’

‘That’s between you and your mother.’

‘If I say no, he won’t come.’

Then why are you asking me? she thought disloyally.

‘Up to you,’ she repeated.

‘Ready for our date?’

‘Of course.’ That jokey tone set her teeth on edge. She glanced down at the ring on her finger, curled around the receiver, and came to an instant decision. ‘Fraser, could we meet earlier?’

‘Fine. Half six?’

‘I’ll be there.’

Melissa hung up, and carefully slid his grandmother’s ring off her finger. She laid it gently on top of her copy of Asser’s Life of Alfred. A great wave of relief washed over her. She had been chewing on her unhappiness all morning, and hearing Fraser’s voice had crystallised things for her. Melissa was very fond of Fraser, very grateful to him. But she just didn’t love him.

No wonder she was thinking about Will. One failed marriage was enough for any girl. Better to still be poor, and be on her own.

Melissa wasn’t going to marry Fraser Macintosh.

Now she just had to tell him.




Chapter Four

The Metropolitan Museum of Art is home to some of Manhattan’s greatest parties. The charity benefits are a way for the world’s richest people to enjoy champagne, caviar, great cooking, and the fabulous sight of themselves in evening dress and diamonds, minus any inconvenient white liberal guilt.

William Hyde sipped a chilled flute of Cristal, enjoying himself. His other arm rested around the slim waist of Olivia Wharton. She wasn’t a model, but she could have been. She was divinely elegant tonight, wearing a clinging gown of silver mesh that made her look like a mermaid. An eighty-thousand-dollar necklace of aquamarine and pearls glittered at her throat. His gift. He was proud to have her on his arm.

Olivia had glossy dark hair, a red slash of lipstick, nice surgically enhanced breasts, and a medical degree from Harvard. She had specialised in oncology, but didn’t have the personality to cope with death all day long. He could hardly blame her. Dr Wharton was charming and gorgeous; a butterfly, not a death’s-head moth. She was  retraining in dermatology, with vague aspirations to work in skin cancer. But she’d been dropping hints lately that she would give up the whole thing if only Will would propose. Stay home with their future children, graduate from being a perfect girlfriend to being a perfect wife.

Will was relaxed about it. If it was some girl he was sleeping with, she only needed to be gorgeous and skilled in bed. But girlfriends were different. He’d been intrigued to find a woman as pretty as Olivia who was also a doctor. That marked her out from every other rail-thin society broad hunting a big-game husband like himself. She had her own life, and her own achievements. Plus, she was a good sport and willing to try new things. Partly as a test, for their first date he’d taken her to a burger joint on Coney Island and then out for a spin on the rickety wooden rollercoaster. She had sat with him in the carriage, her manicured fingers gripping the sides, screaming with laughter. He liked her immediately. She’d ordered a cheeseburger, for one thing. He preferred a girl who liked sports and the gym to the ex-models who obsessed about calories.

They’d been dating a long time. Eighteen months. That was longer than any other woman since he’d moved the bank from Virginia to Manhattan. Tonight she was the hottest woman in the room. Yet again.

The Mayor of New York was flirting with her. William looked on, amused. He splayed his fingers imperceptibly against her rib cage, to feel that telltale squirm. Very responsive girl, Olivia. From a good family, had her own  money, intelligent. He was toying with the idea of asking her to marry him. Olivia laughed at the Mayor’s joke, and Will liked the sound. But there was no answering glimmer of interest in her eyes as the grey-haired man chatted her up, of course. What did he think would happen?

No mere politician could impress any girl of Will’s. He was confident about that. Multi-million stock options had made him confident in all sorts of ways.

Next month it would be more. The Lassos deal. His bank was moving to manage a sovereign wealth fund for the government of Greece. Those big national contracts were where the real cash was made. Once the deal was finalised, the bank would split its stock again and he would be past billionaire status, if he wasn’t there already. Will was a little hazy as to exactly how much he was worth. Perhaps it was time, he thought idly. Marriage. Kids. Every empire needed an heir.

‘William.’

A touch on his sleeve. He turned.

‘Senator.’

Ellen Jospin was the senior senator from New York, and she wore the title like it made her the Queen of England. She was very left-wing, and very rich, always clad in couture. It was rumoured that she wore her diamonds to bed. Her eccentricities were one reason they had never asked her to run for president.

Her silver-white hair was held neatly in an updo, and her crêpey neck was concealed behind a Tiffany choker  of black pearls and platinum. She wore a Balenciaga skirt and jacket, and a signet ring stamped with the American eagle.

‘Looking forward to seeing you next week.’ Her dark eyes narrowed. Senator Jospin didn’t take any shit. ‘In front of the committee.’

William smiled. He had encountered far tougher foes than the senator.

‘Looking forward to it,’ he replied.

Ellen Jospin stiffened. He had not added the usual deferential ‘Senator’. Her committee didn’t like his bank. They specialised in ‘commercial intelligence’. Companies up and down the Dow Jones used Virginian Prospect Bank for lending facilities, then had their M&A department find out the weaknesses of their competitors. This Brit had made his fortune that way. But if knowledge was power, William Hyde was becoming far too powerful.

He had invented a whole new industry. Taking the techniques of personal search firms like Kroll, the masterful private investigator, William Hyde had applied them to money. Of course there were plenty of ‘opposition research’ consultants already; Ellen used them every time there was an election, and left her opponents’ reputations broken in the gutter. But William Hyde was different.

He hired spies.

Actual spies. And bankers, and forensic accountants. The private foibles of the board of directors, the slushy  accounts, the libel cases, the malpractice victims, anything and everything that was wrong with your takeover target, Hyde Tracking, a division of the bank, brought it to light. Two New York companies he had exposed as overvalued, with the executives’ hands in the till, had closed their doors just last month. As a Democratic senator, Ellen publicly applauded them being brought to justice. But her patch was losing jobs. She was losing votes. And she blamed the handsome young Brit.

‘Now you’re moving into advising governments?’

‘Those with sovereign wealth funds. Yes.’ He gave Ellen a brilliant smile, and she seethed inside. She knew the type.

When she was younger, she’d lusted after men like him. Muscular, dark-haired, arrogant. But she’d married a grey banker with the personality of a Dover sole. A safer choice. Obligingly, he had died young and left her all his money.

Still, Ellen loathed people who stoked up her regrets. Men like Will Hyde. She had no time for regrets. She was busy ruling.

‘That might not be in the national interest. Virginian Prospect is an American company.’

‘We can discuss it in front of the committee.’ Another smile, and he was turning away, towards the exquisite young woman on his arm. What a glittering couple they were, with all that wealth and beauty. Her own Central Park West apartment and beach house in Nantucket could not compare. ‘Oh yes, Ellen.’ He turned back, and  the Senator got the distinct impression that this foreigner was throwing her a bone, as though she, not he, were the supplicant. ‘Remember, our expertise is also available to our friends in New York. For a price.’

Senator Jospin stared at his disappearing back. That was how William Hyde spoke to the chairman of the Senate Intelligence Committee?

Her party had a majority of the House and Senate, and the President was an impotent old fool who couldn’t even veto his wife’s choice of tie. It was wrong for a Brit to be over here, lapping up the limelight and the dollars as he destroyed corporate reputations. Many of her donors hated Will Hyde. Suddenly she wanted to teach him a lesson. To stop him. Even if it meant tying up the legislative session . . .

William steered Olivia through to the dining room. He loved jousting with politicians. Especially those with the big egos, which, let’s face it, he thought, was most of them. Ellen Jospin’s dislike was written bright on her face. And he didn’t give a goddamn, anyway. If he had a vote, it would be Republican.

Will smiled as he ran his fingers across Olivia’s spine, feeling her shiver pleasantly. She had learned to let go in his arms, learned that he would overlook any lack of technique but never a lack of responsiveness. He couldn’t help assuming she was playing her cards, trying to hook him into marriage. But he didn’t want that to poison the time he spent with her. He consciously attempted to be fair to women. What had happened,  long ago . . . they were both teenagers. He was not about to blame every female for the misdeeds of someone else.

And Olivia looked like she was going to get lucky. She was the one holding the parcel when the music stopped. For he was half sick of gorgeous charity balls like this one, skiing parties in the Alps and weeks on this billionaire’s private island or that mogul’s giant yacht. The thrills had to come bigger and bigger these days just to stave off boredom. Will Hyde recognised the signs. He knew he was getting stale. It was time to admit he was no longer the young buck. Time for a new adventure, a real one: settling down and having children. A real family, for the first time in his life.

Olivia had a good sense of humour, and he’d watched her at her sister Alice’s exclusive nursery school on the Upper East Side, once when she didn’t realise he was there; her warmth with the kids was real. She’d make an accomplished wife and a great mother. It wasn’t a crime that she liked him being rich. He liked her being gorgeous.

‘Let’s get out of here,’ he murmured in her ear.

‘Sure,’ she whispered back. Ready to go at once. Will smiled in anticipation. Women rarely argued with him, and Olivia Wharton was no exception.

Yeah, she was a sweet girl. And he was going to take her home and make love to her until her long red nails were scratching at his back and her hair was falling tousled and sweaty on to the pillow.

And then, for the second time in his life, Will Hyde thought he might ask a woman to marry him.




Chapter Five

At first, Will dreaded the charity galas. A commercial banker shouldn’t hog the limelight. But his PR firm persuaded him otherwise. He wasn’t an operative any more; he was a CEO. The more Will’s face got out there, the better the bank’s share price. Call it the Donald Trump effect. Will Hyde, they told him, was the brand.

Will succumbed to the GQ photoshoot, the mentions on Page Six, the paparazzi and the business press. He was a human-interest story, and it sold the company; the ex-spy, although he never admitted it, comes to America, buys out struggling, tiny bank, is instantly successful. A rush of small deals making way for bigger ones. Hyde living in a tiny walk-up apartment in Richmond, Virginia, ploughing every red cent of profit back into the company. No cars, no house; he was buying his shoes at Payless. The money went on people: better executives, retired or unhappy, tempted by six figures and stock options and, when he moved the headquarters to the big city, the Manhattan nightlife. And the top men brought more skills, furthered his reputation, and took more jobs. 

For a year, even in New York, William Hyde used subway tokens and bought his dinner at the local deli, a Styrofoam container full of noodles and fried vegetables, while his employees drove Mercedes and took their wives out to Broadway shows. But he didn’t care. He had no attachments, God knew. The girls he met were young and anonymous, out for a good time. William gave them that, but connected with nobody. He didn’t want baggage, and it was easy to disappear. He lifted weights, went running, got laid. It was an easy year, a good year. Plenty of stuff to do in the city for free. He was foreign, and New York still excited him.

After one year exactly, Will Hyde put on the cheap suit he’d bought at Warehouse for Men, took the subway down to Eleventh Street and went to see his accountant.

‘It’s been a successful year.’ Carl Goldberg pushed his glasses up his nose and regarded his young client. Cool as the Hudson in November. Hyde’s low-rent existence was eccentric, given the money the firm was making. But something about his eyes had told Goldberg not to argue.

‘I can hire more people.’

‘You have men in your offices now with free time. You are at capacity, unless you want to expand your branch network.’ Goldberg hesitated. ‘My advice is that you now start paying yourself. With the revenue stream of the bank at this point, questions will be asked by analysts if you do not regularise your position.’

Will nodded. ‘And what would be regularising the position? I believe in investment. You’re a financial  officer of the company.’ He shrugged. ‘Give me a cheque for the minimum possible salary.’

Goldberg said, ‘The minimum.’

Will nodded.

The older man hesitated, then scribbled out a cheque. He ripped it out and passed it across to Will.

It was for one million dollars.

At the time, Will had thought that was a lot of money.

It had passed by in a blur, much of it. The fast cars, the townhouse in Brooklyn, the penthouse on Fifth, the estate in the Hamptons. The designer suits, shipped from Savile Row back home. He wore antique watches and bespoke shoes. He dated girls, carefully. Will was becoming so rich now that they were fighting to get into his bed. And he was exceptionally cautious. No paternity suits. Certainly no marriage.

He wasn’t into that. Made that mistake once, long ago. No more. Will was enjoying himself thoroughly. Building the business was his passion now. Finding and funding his new departments, applying forensic dissection techniques to company records, sleazy executives, lying balance sheets. Every deal he made, every client he landed - it was a buzz. The women were a pleasant diversion. And he was generous.

‘It isn’t you,’ he’d say to the girl of the month, or six weeks, as soon as he got bored. ‘You’re gorgeous. You’ll make some man very happy.’ A shrug. ‘I’m just not ready. You need to meet your husband, and I’m in the way.’

Mostly they accepted it. Some of them cried. But Will became an expert at softening the blow. A warm statement of enduring friendship, when the gossip columns asked; public invitations to his next house party; presents of magnificent jewels from Tiffany or House Massot. One girl, Mary Allen, who’d been as skilful in bed as she was demure in public, got an Aston Martin. His reputation preceded him. Will sometimes got the impression that some of his women were almost looking forward to the break-up.

Whether that was true or not, he always moved on. He’d been brutally hurt when younger. Never again.

Melissa Elmet. The daughter of Professor Richard Elmet and his waspish wife Miranda. When her husband was knighted for services to science, Miranda Elmet’s joy in life was complete. She trotted out her title at every opportunity. And became ever more socially ambitious for Melissa, her only child. The Elmets had a small Victorian house in Oxford, with a cramped garden, all the way out on Northcliffe Road. But Lady Elmet determined that her little girl would marry splendidly, and live in the luxury to which she herself was sadly unaccustomed.

Melissa was clever, fearless, fresh-faced and pretty; not stunning, with the exquisitely even features and perfect grooming of the models Will dated today. Far more attractive than that. How un-plastic she’d been. He had a pang thinking about it, even now. She laughed, all the time; even at seventeen, when he first met her, she loved  climbing trees. She was agile and ready for adventure.

He’d been a new undergraduate at Oriel, reading mathematics, on a scholarship. But he had come up to Oxford as a success story: a Barnado’s orphan, with nothing to recommend him but his brains. He remembered being poor. Student loan, a pub job. Struggling to take Missy to the cinema.

She didn’t care. They were nineteen and seventeen. They fell deeply in love. At least, he’d thought it was love.

Those first months, when he courted her! She was young, still a schoolgirl. He was just two years older, but seventeen, sixth form, was miles away from the knowing chicks that hung around Oriel’s junior common room. Melissa had that innocence, that perfection, and Will didn’t want to rush her. He just wanted to be with her, like a plant turning towards the sun, drinking it in. The petty horrors of his childhood, the loneliness, the poverty, everything fell away when he was with Melissa. He’d never resented her middle-class comfort. He admired her stiff, unemotional father for scraping to put her through a minor public school. And Will thought he’d like the same life, to become a research fellow, a professor in due course, and keep Melissa in comfort. All that would come, once he passed his exams.

Desire for her grew too strong. Will started to think about Melissa daily, nightly. He asked her to sleep with him; she refused. That only made him want her more. He started to touch her when they were together, to caress her. Melissa, damn, how she had responded.  Clumsily, but with such passion. Fighting herself, and her desire. Fighting him. It was maddening, delicious teenage love. When she finally surrendered to him, in the front room in Walton Street, it was the greatest night of his life. She was tense, but Will loved her. He was patient; by the end of the night she scratched and bit at him, sobbed with passion, and at last, drained, in love, fell fast asleep in his arms.

Will remembered barely closing his eyes. He lay there, listening to her breathing.

When Melissa woke, she panicked.

‘Oh no! It’s almost eleven.’ The moon was already high outside his grimy window. ‘Mummy - Dad - they’ll know I’ve been out all evening.’

‘It’s OK.’ He stroked her hair. ‘I’ll meet them. We’re going to be together.’

‘Meet them . . .’

‘Don’t you want me to?’

‘Of course I do, of course I do!’ She chewed her lip, and he wanted to kiss it. ‘But they’re very protective, Will . . .’

‘Yes. But you’re eighteen now, an adult. And you’re the one.’ He shrugged. ‘I know it.’

Her whole body shook as he said that, and the stiffness went out of her.

‘Me too.’ She kissed him, and he took her again. No guilt. Will had never believed in God. But something stirred, and he felt profoundly, incredibly grateful. He was not sure to who, or to what. It was there, nonetheless.

The next day, they were walking down by the Meadows, past Christ Church, where Melissa had just applied. He lay in the grass with her, on a blistering summer day, his tinny little radio tuned to Classic FM, playing Handel. Will loved classical music, and Melissa was trying to learn about it. She was completely artless; she just wanted to please him. He had his arms around her as she settled back against his chest. She was his family, at last. God, she’s everything to me, he thought.

‘Did you ever want to go to America?’ Melissa asked idly.

He teased her collarbone with a blade of grass, enjoying how her breathing got shallow almost immediately.

‘It’s a dream of mine. Always was.’

‘Me too. Maybe Boston. They have great colleges there. You’d love it, it has the Handel and Haydn Society, that’s the oldest in the United States. I should take you to the Symphony Hall there.’

He rolled her over, kissed her. She gasped softly with desire.

‘Melissa.’ They were under the spreading shade of an ancient elm tree, its leaves sending dappled shadows across her face. ‘I love you. I’ll never stop loving you. Will you marry me?’

 



 



‘I think not,’ her father said.

Will was distracted by the leaden tick-tick of their ugly nineteen thirties clock on the mantelpiece; very loud. For a second Professor Elmet’s words hardly registered.

His expression did, though. Tight, and angry. Not happy, not grateful. It was the look of refusal. As a boy, Will Hyde had come to learn it well.

‘What did you say?’

‘I said no.’ The Professor stood up and began to pace around his small study. He was a thin man, lanky and graceless as a daddy-long-legs. ‘Her mother and I want somebody special for Melissa. She is a very attractive girl.’ He examined his watch. ‘And comes from a good family.’

Will bristled; he had no family.

‘I don’t have money now, Sir Richard, but I’m confident that after I graduate . . .’

‘The time to assess your prospects will be then.’ The Professor turned back to him. ‘I want you to understand, my decision is final. In my opinion, teenage marriages rarely work. The statistics say the same thing. My intent here is to save my daughter heartbreak and the cost of divorce. Her mother and I certainly don’t want to see her a single mother.’

‘Divorce?’ Will tried to smile. ‘I haven’t even married her yet. With respect, Sir Richard.’

‘If you do have respect, you will give Melissa up. She’s too young to marry and we intend her for . . .’ He hesitated. ‘She’s just too young. I’m sorry to be so blunt, but it’s better you should surrender this idea at once.’

They were young. Sure. But Will heard something else in the older man’s voice: contempt. Will wasn’t just too young, he was not good enough. Sir Richard was making that very clear indeed.

Will Hyde had no idea where the voice came from, but he heard himself reply, utterly calm: ‘Sir Richard, I’ve asked your permission out of a sense of tradition, and to make Melissa happy. I would prefer your blessing, but I love your daughter and I will marry her anyway, whether you like it or not.’

‘We’ll see about that,’ the older man snapped. ‘I’ll ask you to leave my house.’

‘Very well.’ Will was shocked, but he didn’t want a scene. ‘I hope you’ll change your mind, sir. I’m a hard worker.’

‘I won’t. It’s for the best.’ Sir Richard’s thin arms reached out to grab him, and shoved him rudely towards the door. Will was a rugby player and could have had the Professor in a half-nelson within thirty seconds, but he thought of Melissa and swallowed his rage.

That night they met at the pub. He was thrilled to find her just as calm. Her face was stained with tears, she was pale and shaken, but she was determined to go through with it. They agreed to work on her parents. He’d write letters, she’d talk to them. But they would marry anyway.

As he slept alone in his rooms, though, young Will Hyde, a penniless orphan living on benefits, asked himself if Sir Richard had been right. If Melissa was too young, and he’d never be good enough for her. But his heart insisted the Professor had it wrong. You made your own destiny - he was in Oxford, wasn’t he, best university in the world? Will believed in himself. He  determined he would be a greater man than the old curmudgeon could ever dream of.
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