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			Chapter 1

			Two figures were moving up the hill in the hot afternoon of the Calabrian autumn, silhouetted against the dusty white track that led to one of the abandoned mountain villages that now housed refugees. She recognised the effortless stride of men who had walked across deserts and guessed they were African migrants on the way to the refugee village of Spiadino. There was no other reason for them to be out in these barren hills, yet it was odd they hadn’t taken the coast road then headed up to the village. Maybe they encountered less trouble using this route.

			She had been holding a phone while trying to get through to Denis Hisami, and she placed it on the dash as she rounded the first of several small bends that lay between her and the two men – on these roads the gravelly surface was as treacherous as ice. The phone began to vibrate then slide towards her. She caught it before it dropped into the footwell and answered Hisami in Palo Alto. It was 6.30 a.m. in California, but her husband was already at a meeting which she knew from his rather abrupt manner the day before to be a critical.

			‘Hi there! Sleep well?’ she said with a smile in her voice.

			‘Where are you?’ She heard him move. ‘We thought you’d have taken off by now.’

			‘They needed someone to deliver a vehicle to Spiadino. Seemed like a good opportunity to see what they’re doing in the new centre. Our new centre, Denis.’

			‘Yes, but I’d really prefer you to be here with me,’ he said.

			‘I’ll be on the next flight from Naples – promise.’

			This was unlike Hisami. In the year of their marriage – they were just two weeks past their first anniversary – she had never known him to be demanding, or to complain about anything. But there was a plaintive note in his voice, which she chose to put down to disappointment.

			‘I’m sorry. Should’ve checked with you. Just thought you’d be pleased to hear what good work the Foundation is already doing. We’re making a real difference to these people’s lives.’

			‘I know, and I want to hear about it, but right now I would like you to be here with me. I need to talk something over and I’d appreciate your advice.’

			This, too, was out of character. Denis never showed any doubt about the course he was taking and seldom consulted her about business. He would occasionally walk her through his dealings, but this was more like a briefing after all his calculations and dispositions had been made. He was the most self-sufficient and purposeful man she had ever encountered. Just then, briefly, and irritatingly, Paul Samson flashed into her mind, but she dismissed the image of him reading in their bedroom on a biting cold morning in Venice and, using the nickname for Denis that had appeared out of nowhere a few months before, she said with some passion. ‘Oh, Hash, I’ll be with you before you know it. I can’t wait.’

			Hisami began to say something but she could hear voices in the background and realised he felt constrained. At that moment she reached the two men and slowed down. As she passed them, one turned and raised his hand and grinned at her. She recognised Louis, a wraith-thin Senegalese who bore the mental and physical scars of the journey across the Sahara to Libya, where he had been confined, tortured and eventually kicked out of detention with the same mysterious fury with which he had been arrested and beaten a few months before. Somehow, he’d found his way on to a boat which then capsized just outside Italian territorial waters and he had been pulled from the sea half dead by a ship operated by a German NGO. Louis’s first language was Wolof but he spoke good English, though with a hiss caused by a missing upper front tooth that had been knocked out in Tripoli.

			‘Hold on,’ she said to Hisami, ‘there are some men on the road out here – I recognise them.’

			She brought the car to a halt in a cloud of dust and turned round to see Louis and his companion running towards her, smiling and waving their arms. One had a phone in his hand.

			‘What’s going on, Anastasia?’ Hisami demanded.

			‘These men I know are obviously going to the village. I’ll give them a ride. They’re perfectly fine. Don’t worry.’

			She heard Hisami protest, but by now Louis was speaking to her through the open window and saying it was a miracle that Signora Anastasia had come along at just the moment they felt they could go no further – they had been walking for twelve hours straight and were out of water. And, yes, they were going to Spiadino, so that his companion, Akachi, could take up a job as a baker and Louis could maybe help out as a soccer coach and seek work as a carver of wood. There was a promise of a roof over their heads in Spiadino, now known as the Village of a Hundred Nations, and they felt blessed and hopeful about the future.

			As this all spilled out, she put her hand up to stop him. ‘Hold on, I’m on the phone. Get in and I’ll finish up with this call.’ Speaking to Hisami, she said, ‘Did you hear all that? It’s nothing to worry about. I’ll be at the village in half an hour, and then I’ve got a car later to take me to the local airport for the Naples flight.’

			‘Let me know when you get to the village,’ said Hisami.

			She hung up and turned to Louis, who’d got in beside her. His smile had suddenly faded into a look of angry regret, as though she were about to compel him to act against his will. He put out a hand.

			‘Sorry, Signora Anastasia, but you must give phone to me.’

			Jerking her hand away from his, she shouted, ‘Are you crazy! I don’t expect you to steal my things when I offer you a ride. Get the hell out now!’

			Louis looked hurt and, shaking his head, snatched at the phone again, while Akachi leaned forward and attempted to pin her arms from behind. She swapped the phone to her left hand and let the car jump forward, causing them both to be thrown back. Akachi struck the side of her head wildly and Louis tried to wrestle the key from the ignition but then took hold of the wheel as they charged towards the bank on their right and collided with it, causing rock and clods of dry earth to cascade on to the front of the car. He was cursing in his own language and his eyes bulged with fear and aggression. He lashed out at her with a backward blow aimed at her face, but she ducked and he missed. Releasing her seat belt, she tumbled out of the door and ran up the track towards a black Mercedes van that had rounded the bend above her. She stopped and waved frantically at the van, but the driver seemed in no hurry to help her, even though it must have been obvious that she was in trouble. Her two assailants had climbed out with their backpacks, yet they weren’t bothering to pursue her, nor, she noted in a flash, were they themselves making any attempt to escape from the Mercedes.

			About fifty metres up the road from her car, she stopped in her tracks. The Mercedes rolled to a halt and two men got out and began to walk towards her. Both were armed, which for one brief moment reassured her, but then she threw a look at Louis and his friend and saw they were simply waiting by her Toyota, which had come to rest with its front mounted on a boulder. She glanced up the track again and saw the men had now raised their guns and were beckoning her towards the Mercedes. One spoke to her in Italian, using her name, but by the time she registered this she had vaulted over a short length of crash barrier and was plunging down a slope towards dense scrub and a stand of stunted oaks some fifty metres away. Pursued by a small landslide of rocks and dirt, she dived into the scrub and dug into the pocket of her jeans for her phone.

			Desperately trying to regain her breath, she dialled Denis and ordered in her mind the details he would need to know immediately – her position, roughly twenty kilometres north of a town called Prianzano, descriptions of the migrants and of the two men in the Mercedes.

			The call went straight to voicemail. She swore and waited for Denis to say, ‘Leave a message and I’ll return your call as soon as I am able.’ She spoke calmly but urgently, saying she’d been targeted for kidnap and one of the Italians knew her name. She was still free and was going to try her luck along a gully that went due west from her position, but that might mean she would have to break cover for a few seconds and so give her position away.

			She hung up and peered through the bushes. On the road above her, the four men were standing together, looking down the steep bank. She wondered why neither of the two Italians had come down after her. She moved to her right, snaking across the dead leaves and twigs, painfully aware that each slight sound might tell them exactly where she was. Her sweat dripped on the leaves beneath her and her palms were covered in pinpoints of blood from the thorns on the ground. She stopped and decided to make another call, this time to her contact in Spiadino, an Italian-American psychologist named George Ciccone who had set up the Aysel Hisami Therapy Foundation in the village to treat the many migrants suffering from post-traumatic stress disorder. She got through and told George to write down the same details she’d given Hisami, including descriptions of the men and Hisami’s number. ‘Have you got all that, George?’ she hissed. ‘Okay – now call the Carabinieri. Tell them a kidnap is in progress. Get a photograph of me to them and talk to Denis. Now!’

			She hung up and called her husband again. It went straight to voicemail so she began describing, in a rapid telegraphese, what was happening on the road and everything around her – the lone white building across the valley, the line of transmission towers that crossed the hill above the road, the cluster of mobile-phone masts on a peak in the distance, the orange streak in the rock above the Mercedes where the road had been carved from the hillside. If she managed to escape, they would need to know exactly where the attempted abduction had taken place to find her. She stopped with her face in the leaves because one of the Italians was calling down to her and using her name again. He spoke a brutal, coarse English. ‘Signora Anastasia, you come here or I kill your black friends.’

			With the line to Hisami still open, she parted the foliage in front of her to see that Akachi was now held by the straps of his backpack at the edge of the road with a gun to his temple. The stocky individual with the gun forced him to his knees by kicking his legs from under him then pushed his head down and placed the gun at the nape of his neck. Akachi held out his hands in prayer, begging for his life.

			‘Wait! They’re threatening to kill the two migrants,’ she said into the phone. ‘It has to be a bluff. The migrants who stopped me are in on the act. They have to be.’

			Then a shot rang out and she jerked up to see Akachi’s body slump and the short Italian who had executed him start casually kicking the body over the edge, as if it were a roll of old carpet. Akachi’s body fell with a thud on to the ground and began to tumble down the slope, in the process leaving a pathetic trail of possessions that spewed from his backpack. It came to rest at a thorn bush a dozen metres away from Anastasia, with the man’s shocked, lifeless eyes staring in her direction. ‘My God, they killed him,’ she whispered into the phone. ‘They just shot him dead. Jesus, what is this? What do they want?’

			Louis was brought to the edge of the road and, wailing about his friend, he, too, was forced to his knees. ‘You want to see this man killed also?’ shouted the Italian. ‘Then I will kill him. One less Africano in our country is not a problem for us.’ By the direction he faced, she could tell that he didn’t know where she was, so it was still possible for her to escape – the vegetation below her in the gully was dense and difficult for two men to search alone. She crouched and peered through the bushes, biting her lip. ‘If I run, they’ll kill him,’ she said to the phone. ‘God, I wish you would tell me what to do.’

			Then one of the men started counting down in Italian, calling the numbers out above Louis’s wail. Without thinking, Anastasia shouted, ‘I’ll come if you let him go! I want to see him walking away from you.’

			‘Mostrati!’ shouted the Italian – show yourself!

			‘Let him go, or I’ll run and you’ll never find me.’

			They knew where she was, and one of the Italians began to climb down the slope. If she were going to make a dash for it, she’d have to run now. She knew she was in good shape and could easily outpace the stocky little Italian, whom she noticed flung away a cigarette before lowering himself on to the rubble below the road.

			Louis was hauled to his feet, now calling out to Anastasia to save his life and screaming that he didn’t mean for her to be harmed.

			‘You come – this guy walks away!’ shouted the man who held Louis.

			She looked down to the screen of her phone and turned on the video to ‘record’, keeping the call open.

			‘I have to go,’ she said simply to the phone. ‘I must – I love you, Denis. Know that.’ She kept talking, telling him that she was going to find a place to leave the phone on the way up.

			She stood and, holding the phone by her side she made her way up the incline, taking care to choose a route that would not require her to use her hands, because she needed to record as much as she could before reaching the men. This necessitated moving to a spot a few metres down the road from where the Toyota had come to rest, but it didn’t seem to bother the two men, who now waited calmly with Louis, who she saw had wet himself.

			‘Let him go now,’ she said as she neared the top of the bank. ‘Tell him to walk towards me.’

			The Italian holding him made a shooing movement to Louis, who picked up his bag and stumbled towards her. The short man followed him, holding his gun with two hands in front of him.

			She climbed on to the road and began walking towards Louis, holding the phone beside her so that it would capture the men and the registration plate of the Mercedes. She saw Louis was going to try to pass her without looking at her, but just as she reached him she darted to the right and took hold of him and searched his tear-streaked face. He was utterly distraught. All the hardship and anguish in the young man’s life was written in his eyes. She put her hand on his shoulder and slipped the phone into the pocket of his trousers with the other hand. ‘Look after this,’ she murmured. ‘Take it to the police.’ She spoke with her head down so the short man approaching them could not hear her or see her lips move. She let go of him, not even sure if he was aware of what she’d said. ‘Run!’ she said, and he staggered off.

			She turned to the man with the gun. ‘What do you want with me?’ she said, trying to block his way. He grabbed her around the neck with his left arm and held her tight to his chest then fired three times, bringing Louis down with the last bullet. She saw the momentum of Louis’s chaotic dash for freedom carry him over the edge of the road with his arms spread out, as though he were about to fly.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			There were six in the conference room of Gilly & Co., a law firm on Verona Street, a block away from Alma Street in the heart of Palo Alto. Denis Hisami sat looking out of the window at the firm’s exotic grass and cactus garden, pondering the motorcycle that had tracked his car from the gates of his estate on the ocean near Santa Cruz, causing his driver to speed up and take several evasive detours and his bodyguards to place their hands on their weapons. Hisami was sure he was never in any danger because the biker plainly wanted to be seen – he was just another part of the low-level campaign of harassment that had been going on for a few weeks.

			Outside, a gardener moved in the shafts of light coming through a big-leafed eucalyptus, tidying and picking up stray twigs from a pink bougainvillea, the only splash of colour in the garden. Hisami got up and nodded to the group of men who had arrived in black SUVs and were now being served coffee and juice.

			It was early, even for this crowd, and they didn’t engage much, apart from murmured greetings. Micky Gehrig and Martin Reid had flown up to San Carlos Airport from LA on separate jets. The other three – Hisami’s lawyer, Sam Castell, the tech investor Gil Leppo and the heir to the giant Waters–Hyde defence contractor, Larry Valentine II – owned homes in the Bay Area. Of the six gathered, five were some of the smartest investors on the West Coast and four of them were not happy to have been summoned to Castell’s office that morning.

			The two items on the agenda Castell had in front of him came from Hisami. The first concerned the mysterious transfers of large sums of money in and out of the accounts of TangKi, the blockchain start-up they were all investors in, and the second was the disappearance of Adam Crane, TangKi’s CEO and the firm’s cheerleader, who’d brought many of them in on the deal. But Hisami was at a disadvantage – he was by far the smallest shareholder in the room and because he’d only joined in a later round of funding for TangKi his shares had fewer rights; and he was not on the board.

			It was as Sam Castell splayed his hands on the glass table and opened the meeting that Hisami received the call from Anastasia in Italy. He rose, miming apology, and moved to the window to talk. The call was unsatisfactory for two reasons – first, he had expected her home that evening and really needed to talk out his problem with her, because, despite what she said about herself, she thought in straight lines and always had original advice to offer. But, second, and more importantly, he didn’t like the idea of her picking up migrants out in the Italian countryside. She assured him they were okay and he heard friendly voices in the background as she prepared to ring off, but Hisami’s loss of his beloved sister, Aysel, had instilled in him a mistrust of humanity, particularly of men who found themselves alone with a vulnerable woman in deserted countryside.

			He rang off, returned to the table and explained that the caller had been Anastasia.

			‘I hope you’ll give her all our best – she’s doing such great work,’ said Castell, reaching for his water. ‘But from now on, gentlemen, can I ask that you stay off your phones. We have a lot to get through here. Denis, the floor is yours.’

			Hisami placed his phone deliberately in front of him and looked around the table. ‘We’ve all known each other a long time,’ he said. ‘We’ve been co-investors in some of the best deals of the last two decades, which I guess means we trust and respect each other’s judgement.’ The men nodded. ‘With TangKi, I’m in a far less influential position than you all, having invested only $7 million and at a later moment than you. But that said, I believe I have certain responsibilities, both as an investor and as a citizen, which is why I bring this matter to you personally.

			‘Some of us have spoken on the phone over the last couple of days about the transactions going on over at TangKi, but I wanted to update you on my findings in circumstances where we can talk freely. Over the last seven months a sum in the region of $270 million has washed through the company. The money goes out and then some of it comes back, but there are no real clues as to the destination or source.’

			‘Stop right there,’ said Martin Reid. ‘Are you suggesting fraud?’

			‘No, I am simply bringing the issue out in the open so you can make up your own minds.’

			‘That can be done on email,’ Reid said aggressively. Reid was true to form. Known as ‘the gravel-washer’ because he took up the gravel on his drive in Wyoming and had it cleaned after every winter, he was, despite his seventy years, a remorseless, hard-driving bastard, as well as an interventionist right-winger.

			Hisami nodded and smiled. ‘Hear me out, will you, Martin? I would not have asked you up here without good reason.’ He paused. ‘So, this money is leaving the company and is destined, as far as I can tell without having access to the account, for Europe. Then it’s matched by funds coming from other sources. I have the details of the flow, which Sam will hand out to you now.’

			They all looked at the figures. Micky Gehrig flipped his braided ponytail over his shoulder and pulled out a pair of round black glasses from his breast pocket. Micky dressed young and sported a number of charity bands on his wrist. Like Hisami, he had made his first big fortune from an online payment service, then went on to invest in gaming and crypto-currencies sites. He had put $50 million of his fortune in to send himself and his Russian wife to the International Space Station on board a Russian Soyuz rocket spacecraft and was now a leading space investor. After scanning the figures, he opened his hands incredulously. ‘I know about this money – it’s all to do with research and development in Europe. Adam told us all about that!’

			‘Did he?’ said Hisami. ‘I don’t recall that. It’s not in any of the company’s formal accounts, nor in the investors’ letters he sent out regularly.’

			‘I know it is. I forget precisely where, but the money is there in black and white. Anyway, what’s the problem? TangKi’s just been audited and it’s making good profits. Hell, we’re all set for an IPO in the next few years. We are all going to make a lot of money, Denis. What they do with their research funds is Adam’s business.’

			‘And ours.’

			‘What are you saying?’ asked Larry Valentine. ‘I’d trust Adam with my family’s life. He’s a fine man and comes from an impeccable background. Why haven’t you invited him to this meeting, or brought it up with the board? I’m sure it would take just a few moments for Adam to allay any fears you have.’ Larry was always reasonable and squared away every issue with the folksy wisdom of the barbershop. In reality, he was just as tough as anyone in the room. To retain the family influence in Waters–Hyde, to deal with Washington and the competitors in the defence industries, you had to be. Larry glanced along the table with a look that asked what the hell they were all doing. ‘Denis, help us out here,’ he said. ‘What do you think is going on?’

			‘If I were to make a guess, it looks pretty much like a money-laundering operation.’ He looked down at his phone and saw there was another call from his wife.

			‘That’s a mighty big claim to make,’ growled Martin Reid. ‘Have you brought that idea to Adam?’

			‘I tried that, but I got no response. He’s not answering his phone or responding to emails. He’s gone off grid. Maybe there’s something going on here.’

			Valentine ran a finger inside his striped golfing shirt. Hisami had never seen him in anything else – the golf shirt, blazer, flappy beige pants and sneakers. ‘Then it seems simplest to wait until he returns and you can ask him yourself. This is not a financial emergency – I’m sure he’s got a good answer.’

			Hisami nodded. ‘Of course, you may be right, but let me say that there is absolutely no trace of Adam Crane. It’s possible that he has been gone longer than I think, and for a good part of the period someone down at Santa Clara has being trying to pretend he’s on site by moving his car in the lot every morning. It took a few days for them to admit he wasn’t there.’

			Gehrig pushed back his chair. ‘Is that all you got – his fucking car is being moved every day? Jesus, what the heck are we doing here, folks?’

			But Hisami wasn’t listening – his phone vibrated and he saw Anastasia’s name on the screen again. His hand twitched as if to pick it up but then withdrew. She was almost certainly ringing to apologise, though he realised now that he had been at fault and had been less than warm when he heard she wasn’t already on her way home to him. He’d make it up to her.

			He looked up and caught Gil Leppo’s eye as Gil slid a concili­atory hand towards Gehrig. ‘We’re here now, Micky. I think we should do as Denis asks and hear what he has to say.’ Gil was a lone-wolf investor with an unfailing touch. His investments in biotech had made him hundreds of millions, but the source of his money – the original stake that had allowed him to make those bets – was a mystery. People mentioned armaments – maybe gun-running. A few years before, Gil had appeared from nowhere, adapted the look of a tennis-club Romeo to something approximating an artist or rock musician, and quickly made it his business to get to know everyone, including some big Hollywood names. Animated at all times, ferociously bright and a big reader, Gil had evolved into quite the society figure and was always found at oligarch conferences like Sun Valley, as well as the parties around Oscar time. He came over to Hisami’s place every couple of months to play tennis or backgammon. Afterwards they dined and talked books and business. He was the nearest thing in the room Hisami had to a friend and, given Hisami’s own secret background of fighting for the Kurdish Peshmerga, he wasn’t too concerned about Gil’s history. It took a lot to be in this room and, unlike the other three, Gil and he had made their fortunes from scratch.

			When no one reacted to his appeal, Gil Leppo leaned forward and patted the table with his hands. ‘Come on, people! Denis is wise – if he says something’s going on, I want to hear about it. What else you got, my friend?’

			‘Thanks, Gil – I appreciate that. These flows of money are kept utterly separate from TangKi’s books. There’s an account that’s run by Adam Crane and no one else has access to it.’

			‘Then how do you know about it?’ asked Leppo, the smile dying in his face. ‘How’d you know what goes in and out of it?’

			‘You have to take my word for it, Gil. I do know.’

			Leppo shook his head. ‘That may be okay for now – and I do trust you, Denis, I really do – but if we take this further, which is what you want us to do, we have to have evidence.’

			‘You have a source in the company,’ said Gehrig accusingly. ‘How do you know that person is reliable?’

			‘Let’s just say I am sure of the information. I am also certain that, since I started looking into this, I’ve had some trouble – my car has been followed and there are people watching my property. This is not important, but when, out of the blue, I am approached by a law firm in DC that wants to buy my stock for three times its current value on behalf of a client who wants – and I quote – “to get in the blockchain business”, I become suspicious.’

			‘You’re saying these things are connected?’ said Martin Reid.

			Hisami nodded. ‘They sent a couple of lawyers out here and they gave me a presentation on the disruptive powers of political investigation – how it could paralyse my activities and stop people doing business with me. They wanted me to know that I could be targeted in any number of legitimate ways – the IRS was mentioned, the Justice Department and the Senate Homeland Security Committee.’

			‘Jesus! The Homeland Security Committee!’ exclaimed Leppo. ‘What could they possibly want with you?’

			Hisami shrugged. ‘What’s important is that the moment I started looking for Adam Crane and trying to track these money flows, someone comes along with a big carrot then a very big stick.’ He paused and looked candidly around the table. ‘We’ve all known each other a long time. My first reaction was that I should tell you what’s going on and ask if any of you have experienced similar pressure. Maybe you have some idea what this is about.’

			The room was silent. Gehrig exchanged looks with Valentine and Reid. ‘Maybe I’m speaking for others when I say that nothing you’ve said persuades me there’s a problem,’ he said.

			Valentine started nodding. ‘Micky is right. And by the way, you should raise this formally with the board, then we’ll see it’s discussed at some point. What we cannot do is form a cabal outside the board and act on unproven allegations. With all due respect, Denis, we have to do this properly.’

			‘That’s what I expected you to say, which is why Sam has already sent a letter to the board on my behalf.’

			‘Then why the fuck did you get us out of bed today?’ demanded Gehrig.

			‘To tell you personally of some grave concerns I have. It was the only responsible thing to do. I am not seeking to circumvent the board.’ This was all true, but he also wanted to look each of them in the eye and assess who else might be involved. Was the whole board in on this, or was it just a delinquent management working in collusion with sinister forces in Washington DC? There was a lot he didn’t tell them – the nature of the inside source, or his use of Zillah Dee, the head of America’s most youthful inquiry outfit, which she’d founded four years before on an old naval vessel moored in the Potomac River after she, along with two others, were ejected from the National Security Agency.

			Zillah had employed Hendricks Harp, the private intelligence firm in London that Hisami had used to try to rescue his sister from inside ISIS territory. They believed they might just have located Adam Crane living in London under another identity.

			The men around the table talked on. Hisami watched, occasionally demurring with a shake of the head or seeking to distract by cleaning his glasses, but always with that obsessive, slightly terrifying focus Anastasia had named his ‘white-hot silence’, a phrase instantly appropriated by Hisami’s staff and abbreviated to WHS.

			Reid was saying something, but now Hisami wasn’t paying attention. He’d glanced at his phone, seen that second missed call from Anastasia again and decided he needed to respond to her. He raised his hand to Castell. ‘Forgive me, Sam, but I’ve got to make a call outside the room. It’ll take just a few moments. It could be important. My apologies to you all.’ The eyes in the room followed him to the door. As it closed behind him, he pressed the green call button under Anastasia’s name and raised the phone.

			What he heard in her first message appalled him, but he did not react, merely beckoned to his right-hand man, Jim Tulliver, who had been waiting at the far end of the hall until the meeting came to an end. ‘Listen to this,’ he said, putting the phone on speaker. Tulliver didn’t say anything until they reached the end of the voicemail. ‘They knew her name?’ he said.

			‘Yes. She’s left another voicemail.’

			They heard a rustling and then Anastasia began to talk. This time, she held the phone closer to her mouth and they could hear every intake of breath. She spoke in clear, rapid bursts, describing the landscape around her and giving more details of what had happened. She was still free – that, at least, offered some hope.

			He paused the voicemail. ‘Text Zillah and get her over here.’ As Tulliver typed the message, Hisami looked around the plush offices of Gilly & Co. but saw nothing. The same dread that filled him on hearing the news that Aysel was missing on the front line with ISIS in northern Iraq flooded his whole being. Not again! This time, he couldn’t lose.

			Neither of them had seen Castell exit the meeting and approach them. ‘This is kind of awkward, Denis. They are all pissed that you called them in and that you’ve left to make a phone call.’

			‘I need a room – somewhere private. Now! Can you arrange that for me?’

			Castell began to protest.

			‘Now, Sam!’ said Hisami quietly.

			‘Of course,’ said Castell, pushing at the door of a room that was essentially a miniature version of the conference room. He returned to the meeting and Hisami placed the phone on the table and played the message.

			Now Anastasia was talking about the trees and the slash of orange in the rock. She stopped. ‘Shit, I don’t know what they’re doing – all four of them are beside the road. There are two white men – they look Italian and they have the two Africans with them. The Italians came in a black Mercedes. They are in their late thirties. They have guns. One is short and stocky. The taller one is younger, maybe early thirties. The two men I picked up are Louis and Akachi from West Africa. Louis was in the camp in Lampedusa. He is from Senegal. I saw him in Sicily, too. Akachi, I have never seen before. They said they were going to the village, they must have known I was going there. This was planned. They knew where I was going and the Italians knew my name! Hold on, they’re shouting again. I’m going to take a look. I don’t think they know where I am – they’re facing the wrong direction. Wait! They’re threatening to kill the two migrants.’ She stopped for a few beats. ‘It has to be a bluff. The migrants who stopped me are in on the act. They have to be.’

			A shot rang out – it was unmistakable. A gasp of horror came from Anastasia. Then silence. Shock in her breath: ‘My God, they killed him. They just shot him dead. Jesus, what is this? What do they want?’

			‘They’ve got Louis – they are going to kill him unless I go up there . . . oh God!’ They heard rustling and they knew she must have moved her position. ‘They’ve pushed the body over the edge. The man has rolled down to me. He’s dead.’ She muttered something in Greek, and there was more rustling. ‘If I run, they’ll kill him. God, I wish you would tell me what to do.’

			‘Run, Anastasia. Run!’ said Hisami under his breath. ‘They’re going to kill the other one anyway, doesn’t she know that?’ Tulliver saw the stricken look on his boss’s face and shook his head in dismay.

			They heard the noise of a bird singing quite near and someone shouting in the distance. After a few seconds, she said into the phone, ‘I’m going to do it. I’m sorry, but I have to go up there. They’ve already killed one man.’ Then she called out at the top of her voice, ‘I’ll come if you let him go. I want to see him walking away from you . . . Let him go, or I’ll run and you’ll never find me.’

			Hisami gripped the table. ‘She’s going to let them take her.’

			‘I love you, Denis. Know that . . . I’m walking towards them now . . . I am filming . . . I’ll find a place to hide the phone as I go up . . . getting as much as I can . . . you have to come here and find the phone.’ They heard her breathing rate increase as she struggled up the slope. When she reached the top, she whispered, ‘It’s a Naples plate – NA M01082.’

			From the crunch of her footsteps, they could tell she was walking on the road now. ‘She’s still got the phone,’ said Tulliver.

			There was a hurried exchange, Anastasia said something, then her voice faded and vanished. There was a sound of rapid movement, three muffled shots and a series of thuds, then absolute silence.

			The two men looked at each other. ‘What happened?’ whispered Tulliver.

			Hisami just shook his head. ‘She’s either dead, or she’s been kidnapped.’ He gripped his forehead with his right hand and breathed very deeply for a few seconds then called his wife’s number and listened. It went straight to voicemail and he heard Anastasia’s voice telling him to leave a short message or text her. He hung up. ‘Okay,’ he said to Tulliver, ‘we need to get hold of the Italian police and give them that plate number. Let them have Anastasia’s phone number so they can get a fix on those calls. Have the office call the State Department and find out who we talk to at the US Embassy in Rome about liaising with the Italian police. I’ll need the plane ready for this afternoon – tell Mike Daniels we’re going to southern Italy.’

			Tulliver’s phone pinged with an incoming text message. ‘It’s Zillah – she’s in the lobby. She was in her car outside because she thought you’d need her at the meeting.’

			‘Bring her up here, please,’ Hisami said.

			Tulliver went to find Zillah, while Hisami listened again to the two voicemails. A couple of minutes passed before Sam Castell knocked and opened the glass door with an awkward look. ‘I’m sorry to bother you, Denis, but there are people here to see you.’ He caught sight of Hisami’s expression. ‘What’s going on? You look terrible.’

			‘Something very urgent has come up. Can you thank them and make my excuses?’

			‘I wasn’t talking about the meeting. Officers from ICE are here – Immigration and Customs Enforcement. They want to see you.’

			Hisami’s head snapped up. ‘What the hell do they want? How did they know I was here?’

			‘I guess they’re the government,’ said Castell. ‘You may want me to stay for this.’

			He hadn’t finished before two men appeared at the door.

			‘Mr Hisami?’ said the first, through the open door. ‘We are here at the instruction of the Secretary of Homeland Security to inform you that they have suspended your passport. Written notice has been sent to your home, but we wanted to advise you personally, sir, in case you had any plans to travel out of the United States in the near future.’ He was straight out of an old police precinct, with oiled, bristly, short hair, folds of skin over a button-down collar and a mean little mouth. The younger man, soft face with hair that flopped over his right brow, wore an open-necked shirt and a grey jacket. He looked West Coast, whereas the older man was from the East. They both held folders.

			‘We have a copy of the revocation order here,’ said the younger one, withdrawing a sheet of paper from his folder. ‘It’s straightforward – it requires you to submit your passport to us at the earliest opportunity.’

			‘As Mr Hisami’s lawyer, I’ll take that,’ said Castell, intercepting the paper. ‘What’s the reason given by the Secretary of Homeland Security?

			‘It’s all there, sir.’

			Castell scanned the document. ‘They’re claiming you made false statements on your passport application twenty years ago. That’s obviously crazy.’ He read on. ‘It says – “The Secretary has determined that the passport holder’s activities abroad are causing or are likely to cause serious damage to the national security or the foreign policy of the United States.” This is bullshit. I’ll have our team get on to it right away.’ Castell looked at the older guy. ‘What’s going on here? Have you any idea of Mr Hisami’s standing?’

			‘We know who Mr Hisami is, if that’s what you’re asking. We’re just delivering the notice, sir.’

			Hisami shook his head. ‘This is no coincidence, is it? My wife’s been abducted and now you’re suspending my passport so I can’t travel.’

			Castell swivelled to face him with an appalled look. ‘What are you saying, Denis?’

			‘Exactly that. Anastasia has been abducted. I’ve just listened to her messages. Now, my only priority is to get her back. Can you deal with this, Sam? If you’ll excuse me now . . .’ He made to pass the two men.

			The younger one moved to block his way. ‘I don’t know anything about your wife, sir, but we will need your passport. You can appeal the decision with State, sir.’

			Hisami walked to the window, dialled a number and murmured into the phone. He turned to the two men. ‘It will be at my home, just show your ID.’

			‘We would prefer you to come with us, sir.’

			Hisami moved towards them. ‘You only have the power to seize my passport – nothing else. You know that, and so does my lawyer.’

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			On a calm but bitingly cold day three years before, Paul Samson and Anastasia Christakos chartered a boat in the port of Pula in Istria, Croatia, and sailed across the Adriatic to Venice.

			Two weeks had passed since the events in the farmhouse in northern Macedonia, where four terrorists had held them, together with a Syrian boy, Naji Touma, his friend Ifkar and the old couple who ran the farm. They had been saved from torture and certain death by the intervention of Denis Hisami, who dispatched three of the terrorists and was aided in the killing of the man named Machete – Almunjil – by the boy Naji, who stabbed him in the heart at the very moment that Denis Hisami fired with the deadly skill of his days with Peshmerga. Hisami vanished immediately, satisfied that the man who had raped his sister, Aysel, and was responsible for her death was himself now dead. Nothing of what had happened could be allowed to get out, if Hisami’s position as a pillar of Bay Area society was to remain intact. Credit for the rescue was given to the Macedonian security forces, a story that Samson, Anastasia and Naji had no trouble in maintaining during the debriefing by European intelligence services, who were glad enough to receive the vital information brought to them by Naji. Only the British spies Peter Nyman and Sonia Fell had pressed them on the exact sequence of events at the farmhouse, but this had earned them the scorn of their European colleagues and they’d stopped their questioning.

			It took a few days to extract Naji’s family from the refugee camp in Turkey and transfer them to the new home provided by the German authorities, which had also guaranteed places for Naji and his equally bright elder sister in a school for the gifted. To Naji’s extraordinary joy, a helicopter had arrived in Pudnik, in northern Macedonia, to take him to Skopje airport to catch a German government plane to Berlin. The expense of this was covered in recognition of the extraordinary intelligence on ISIS that Naji had brought to the West on his battered phone, which had survived a dunking in the Aegean and every sort of hazard on his journey through the Balkans.

			While Samson was treated at the Skopje hospital for the beating he had received from one of the gang – there was concern that he might lose the sight in one eye – Anastasia flew back to Lesbos to arrange cover for a period of leave that was well overdue. By the time she returned to the Balkans to meet him at Zagreb in Croatia, he had been told that his eyesight was not going to be damaged and had more or less recovered, though the swelling and stitches around his eye were still visible.

			The trip to Venice was her idea. Neither of them had been there and it was Anastasia who insisted that they arrive by boat rather than plane. So, they travelled west from Zagreb in a rented car, cheerful but saying little, and dropped it off at the ancient city of Pula, where Samson began to search the port for a boat and skipper, not an easy task, as winter had set in and the charter yachts were being serviced or were laid up on the quays. At length he found the owner of a large, snubbed-nosed trawler who said he was willing to do the journey, but for an exorbitant €3,500 due to the price of fuel. But after his win on the thoroughbred Dark Narcissus at Ascot racecourse two weeks earlier, Samson had no difficulty paying.

			They boarded the Maria Redan, freshly painted in a dark blue and red livery, at 6.30 a.m. on a Tuesday morning with a couple of holdalls and backpacks. The skipper, a man named Filip, turned out to be more obliging than his manner on the quay had suggested. He prepared a breakfast of rolls with cured ham and coffee, which they consumed as the Maria Redan left port and set course to the north-west of the Adriatic. Filip seemed to understand that the voyage held a special significance for them and that they were making a journey towards each other, as well as to Venice.

			‘You still smoking?’ she asked Samson when the land had disappeared in the mist that blurred the border between sky and sea.

			‘Not much, but I have cigarettes somewhere.’ He fished in his backpack.

			They went out on deck, perched on the winding gear in front of the wheelhouse and lit up, but the fine spray coming from the bow soon made it impossible to smoke and they flung their sodden cigarettes overboard. ‘You okay?’ she said.

			‘Yeah, I’m fine. I wonder about this. You know – what the hell we’re doing.’

			‘You think this isn’t going to work, that it’s not meant to be?’ she shouted as they crashed into a wave.

			He shook his head and wiped the spray from her face. She smiled and licked her lips.

			‘But that’s what you said before we found Naji. Remember? Commitment wasn’t your thing. That’s what people always say when they’re not sure. I’ve said it myself.’

			‘How can anyone be sure? What I know is that I love being with you and I think you’re a smart, decent human being and I’m attracted to you.’ She ran a finger along his lips. ‘This is the happiest I’ve been for years. That’s because I’m with you and I can forget the stuff I do every day back in the camp. And forget what happened in the mountains.’

			‘So I’m a distraction? I guess that’s okay.’ He looked at her with mock-hurt.

			‘That’s right – you are. But a distraction that I might love for all time. Who knows, Paul? I have no idea about the future. Nothing really makes any sense. We’re in a new time and no one can be sure what happens, or where we’ll be in a few years. So, I live in this moment with you, on this stinky old boat in the middle of the sea, and I rejoice in it and I’m not going to spoil that moment by worrying about the future or obsessing about the past. You understand that, don’t you?’

			He shrugged agreement, but she wasn’t about to stop. She shifted her bottom on the winch to face him, laid her hands on top of his and looked at him so earnestly it made him smile. ‘Paul, we saw each other in a moment when we both thought we were going to die. After that, you really know a side of a person that no one else is going to see. There’s a fucked-up intimacy in that, as well as a kind of shame. It’s like the ultimate nakedness.’

			He nodded. ‘That’s a good way of putting it.’ Samson had seen the worst of Syria on his trips to find Aysel Hisami, but the drawn-out terror in the barn had shaken him more profoundly than anything he’d witnessed in that war.

			‘When you see people like those men and what they do, it destroys some part of you. That’s a problem I deal with every day in the camp – the psychological effect on people who have lost their faith in humanity and humaneness. We both suffered that, and so now we find it hard to be casual and treat this for what it is – fun and companionship. It doesn’t have to be meaningful, Paul. My life is too damned serious!’

			‘You are, obviously, right,’ he said sarcastically.

			‘That’s cowardice. Argue with me!’ She squeezed his hand. ‘Anyway, Mr Spy, you’re the guy who lives in the moment – hundreds of racehorses and women.’

			‘Just a few of both, actually.’

			She ducked as the Maria Redan thumped into a big wave and squealed as the water trickled down her neck. When she stopped writhing, he gently took hold of her face. ‘Stop talking and kiss me.’

			‘Or what?’

			‘I will jump overboard and you will have to rescue me.’

			She frowned and thought for a second. ‘I can’t make up my mind which is worse.’ Then she offered her mouth, parted with a mischievous grin.

			‘You taste of the sea,’ he said, smiling at the pleasure he found glistening in her eyes.

			‘So, that’s settled,’ she said, jumping up. ‘We’re going to have a mad, irresponsible affair. And we will live for the moment! Come on, I’m freezing. Let’s go inside.’

			A couple of hours passed. Samson dozed and Anastasia insisted on steering the Maria Redan, having assured the skipper that seamanship was in the blood of every true Greek. They spied Venice from about five miles out and Filip slowed the boat so that they could go out and watch as the Campanile, Doge’s Palace and the Church of San Giorgio Maggiore gradually came into focus against the smudged backdrop of the Dolomites.

			‘God, it’s so beautiful!’ she gasped. ‘Wasn’t I right about coming by sea? You want to hear something?” She closed her eyes to rifle her memory.

			“‘The soft waves, once all musical to song,

			That heaved beneath the moonlight with the throng,

			Of gondolas – and to the busy hum,

			Of cheerful creatures, whose most sinful deeds

			Were but the overbeating of the heart.”’

			‘You surprise me. Where’s that come from?’

			‘Your English poet Lord Byron. He lived here when he was in disgrace, having had sex with far too many women!’ She gave him a reproving look. ‘Byron liked the Greeks, and we like him.’

			‘You know it by heart?’

			‘Yes, by my overbeating heart.’ She winked at him. ‘It’s the poem that made me want to come here. I did a course at university on the English Romantics.’

			‘You astonish me.’

			The Maria Redan made for the port of Venice via the broad Giudecca Canal, the tradesmen’s entrance to Venice, used by the riff-raff of refuse barges, muck clearers, builders’ launches, delivery boats and, on this occasion, two empty hearses. They disembarked on the first free quay and Filip was made to sign papers because the authorities suspected they had come from outside the EU, and Samson and Anastasia were marched away to immigration, where they were delayed because of their unusual and, therefore, suspect arrival in Italy. They took a water taxi to a small hotel five minutes’ walk from the Rialto Bridge. Anastasia had arranged it all – a top-floor apartment with a tiny kitchen and a small balcony that overlooked a chaotic roof-scape and from which you could just see the Campanile. There were flowers, a bottle of white wine from the Veneto and a guidebook on the table, along with a note from the manager thanking the signora for her choice.

			This scene Samson would later recall with formidable pain – the sight of her dropping the bags, twirling with pleasure on the tiled floor and throwing herself backwards on to the bed with her arms out. To the sound of church bells from a nearby bell tower, they made love, at first with shyness and some amusement, but then, as they moved with each other, never losing the other’s gaze, they finally expelled the memory of the mountain barn that smelled of shit and old hay and cele­brated life and the absence of terror. The image of her below him, smiling and urging him on and taking her own pleasure, would never leave him. He was enthralled, and afterwards he mused how very different she seemed to when he saw her unblushingly shower in front of him in Macedonia. He kissed her stomach and traced a line with his fingertips from her pelvis to a breast and then to jaw and chin, and was in awe. His grave expression made her giggle and tweak his nose. Whether he fell in love at that moment, or this was simply the summation of all he’d felt since they’d lain together on her bed in the rackety seaside villa in Lesbos when they first met, was moot. It would churn in his mind long after she had left him and he was inconsolable without her. He would try to pinpoint exactly when he fell for her with the bitter hope that, if he identified that moment, he would somehow be able to reverse it and move on with his life. But this was the first real love of a man who’d coolly run his life as he wanted – his first complete acquiescence. As he approached his forties, he told himself that it was pointless to deny it.

			Afterwards, as it grew dark, they talked in the light from the illuminated bell tower that permeated the room, casting fantastical shadows on the ceiling, and they drank the wine that was left for them and teased each other, which was how their relationship would be conducted over the next year or so. In Venice, they spoke seriously about their lives, but rarely afterwards. He was her light relief and he was to discover that he was unable ever to broach the subject of their future together or suggest a change in her rigid terms and conditions because she would cut him off and withdrew into herself.

			It was that evening in bed that she began to call him by his second name, because her father had been called Pavlos – the Greek version of Paul – and she admitted that she disliked the name almost as much as she did her two-timing, hypocritical bully of a dad. So, Samson it was. And in his mind, Delilah she became.

			They walked out and dined in an old-fashioned restaurant with sparkling glass lamps, starched white table clothes and solemn waiters. It was filled with a noisy local crowd that Anastasia criticised – a little piously, he thought – for their wealth and ignorance of how life was for the people she saw every day. The place had been recommended by her friend Gianni, who, the next day, was to take them on a tour to visit locked churches and monasteries that held seldom-seen masterpieces, and she wanted to be able to say that they’d been. She conceded that the food was for the gods. They drank more wine and stared at each other across the table with pride and disbelief. They told funny stories of their past, taking delight in everything about each other, and at some stage she leaned forward and said she would never find anyone she wanted to fuck more than him. ‘You are the lover of my life,’ she whispered gleefully. He knew that she was unquestionably something more to him – the love of his life.

			Much later, he’d remember that she dropped Hisami into the conversation that evening, not about the intervention that saved them both – they kept off that subject. She told him he had been in touch with her and had offered money – a lot of money – to extend her work on Lesbos, with a proper clinic and more therapists, and she was taken with the way he had acted on their chat in the hotel before the rescue in the mountain farmstead. The money was great, but what really impressed her were his follow-through and his grasp of detail after such a brief conversation. She went on about that, saying it was the mark of a really successful individual. Samson should have seen the threat, but he was no more aware of Hisami’s intentions than of his ability with a gun. As they had climbed the mountain to the farmhouse looking for her two weeks before, Hisami had asked him about his interest in Anastasia and, though Samson had thought nothing of it at the time, the man couldn’t have been plainer about his own ambition and he was, in fact, already plotting to win her.

			Those three days and four nights in Venice changed Samson for ever. As they went about holding hands – something he’d never done before – and were stopped in their tracks one morning by the sun coming through the mist over the Grand Canal and poked about deserted churches with her elegant friend, Gianni, he wrongly assumed their time would have the same effect on Anastasia. But it was in one of the more obscure churches, to which Gianni had gained access by ringing a bell in the priest’s house, that Samson saw her take what, in retrospect, seemed to be a firm decision about him.

			They were in front of an elaborate baroque stone monument when Gianni called over to the priest hovering in the aisle and asked if he could play some music he believed his friends should hear in a church that had a slight association with the composer Antonio Vivaldi. The priest nodded and wandered over to them good-naturedly, saying that the place needed to be stirred from its slumber. Gianni translated then took out his phone and searched through his playlist. ‘This little piece is known by very few people, and yet it is the best musical description of love that has ever been composed.’ He raised a finger. ‘Only in this recording by I Solisti Veneti is the piece executed correctly by the violinist Piero Toso.’ He repeated the title so they wouldn’t forget it – Andante from the Concerto in B-flat major for violin and double orchestra. Then he played it through the phone’s speaker, holding the phone up so that the music sounded in the cold, still air of the church. Samson, who didn’t have a particularly developed musical taste, was deeply moved by the two themes circling each other, parting, meeting again and, after a heart-piercing solo by the man Toso, rushing together in triumphant climax. The old priest nodded wistfully, while Samson put his hands together in a single clap. But Anastasia, avoiding his eyes, threw her head back and let out a little mocking laugh then turned on her heels and walked from the church.

			He asked what she thought of the piece that evening. Oh yes, it was fine, but wasn’t that church freezing and didn’t the priest look sad and weren’t those paintings gloomy? What she was doing was ruling out the possibility of a serious relationship. She knew he was annoyed and a little hurt and, later, he was rougher with her in bed than before and she seemed to like it when he held her down with all his strength. It was the sex she was there for, not, it turned out, love, or even romance.

			About eighteen months later, after she had told him about Hisami and said their relationship was over, he reluctantly opened his heart to Macy Harp, his racing companion and the owner of Hendricks Harp, the firm that had sent him into Syria to find Hisami’s sister, Aysel. Macy looked pityingly at him and said, quoting Wodehouse, his favourite author, that Samson had an ‘air of crushed gloom which would have caused comment in Siberia’. Samson should have known better than to damn well fall in love in Venice, which was, to put it bluntly, such a bloody cliché, because it had no more meaning than a carnal fortnight in Majorca. After that, Samson pulled himself together, tried to forget his ‘overbeating heart’ and grimly applied himself to the business of earning a living, which, after a disaster on the racecourse and his mother’s sudden death, was an urgent priority.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			Anastasia woke up in complete darkness. She remembered she’d been dragged into the van and that one of the Italians had held her with his hand clamped over her mouth while the other stabbed her viciously in the thigh with a needle, but nothing after that. How long she’d been unconscious, she had no idea. She was aware of a headache and a raging thirst, and her body ached all over. Her hands were tied behind her back and her legs were bound. She wriggled and found she was lying on a wooden pallet. She could feel the slats by brushing her cheek back and forth.

			The space was cool and echoed like the inside of a tank, and she thought she sensed some kind of motion, though she wasn’t sure because she couldn’t see anything and there was no point of reference. But the nausea in her stomach told her she was moving. She held her breath to listen. There was a faint rhythmic hum, like an engine, and inside this space she was in she could smell fuel or engine oil, which might explain why she was feeling sick.

			She yelled out, but the sound of her voice just echoed in the tank. She shouted again and again and, because no one came, it made her feel even more desperate and alone.

			She needed to calm herself and bring order to her mind. Yes, she had stopped for the two migrants and they had been part of the plan to abduct her, yet they had both been gunned down. But the two Italians hadn’t killed her, which they easily could have, and that meant she was probably not in immediate danger, though this was little consolation and did nothing to ease the horror that kept sweeping through her. She had to think. She’d told Denis and George Ciccone where she was and they would act immediately to inform the Italian police. And the registration plate of the Mercedes – had she read it out to Denis’s voicemail or merely filmed it with the phone she dropped into Louis’s pocket which had gone over the side of the road when they shot him? She couldn’t remember. But if she hadn’t read the number out – and thinking about it now, she was sure she hadn’t – they’d find Louis’s body soon enough and they would have a complete record of the car and images of the two men who had kidnapped her. She worried that they wouldn’t be able to unlock the phone because Denis didn’t know her passcode. She hadn’t altered it since changing it in Venice to Samson’s damned birthday – 09/10. She told him she was never likely to forget it that way, but of course she had ignored his birthday for the last couple of years and that code was now the only part of Samson in her life.

			Those calls to Denis and George at the village were vital. Her kidnappers didn’t know that she’d used her phone, so she had that one tiny advantage. The police would be on to it much sooner than they were expecting and Denis would put everything he had into finding her. But what was this about? Money! It could only be money. They knew how rich Denis was. Her husband would pay up quickly and she’d be released very soon – that was the only thing that made sense.

			She waited and listened for a long time, wishing she hadn’t taken off the hooded jumper she’d been wearing that morning. She shouted out a few times more – but nothing came back except the sound of her voice in a ringing reverberation from the metal walls that surrounded her. No one answered. She had no clue where she was.

			She breathed slowly, making her body relax, which was difficult because she was hurting all over, particularly on the right side of her pelvis, where she must have landed when they threw her into the tank. And the binding cut into the skin above her ankles. She worked her toes inside her trainers – thank God they hadn’t taken those – and fluttered her fingers to keep her circulation going. She told herself she must take control in some way, however small. She felt her watch biting into her back. Yes, the watch! She must find out the time and date; she desperately wanted to see its luminous face in the dark. Now all she had to do was free her hands. That was going to take time, but she was sure they were bound by rope, and rope, however thick, could eventually be worn away by friction. She began to rub her wrists against the wood of the pallet, changing angles so that the rope did not blister the skin on the underside of her wrists. She worked at this for an hour or more and, by curling her fingers into her palms, began to feel the frayed edges of the rope. In the end, she didn’t need to get through it all because the action loosened the knots and she was able to pull her right hand free, then her left. She rubbed her wrists, pushed up to a sitting position and worked her shoulders. It was 5 a.m., the day after her abduction, which meant she had been unconscious for over twelve hours. She swept the bindings on her legs with the tiny light from the watch. She could see almost nothing but determined that there were two lengths of thin cord. She started to pick at the knots with her thumb and fingernails and at last one succumbed, but her legs remained bound together until she wrenched up a slat and sawed at the rope with the rough end of the wood, driving splinters into her fingers and ankle in the process.

			After rubbing her calves and stretching, she felt her way along the wooden slats until she reached a metal wall. There were horizontal ridges in the structure and a very small vertical crack through which came a draught. Not only was this fresh air but it smelled of the ocean, and in an instant she understood she was in a sea container on board a vessel that was steaming through the night. That explained the slight motion in her stomach and the distant thrum of the ship’s engine. She sank to her knees, appalled. Where was she being taken, and why? If the kidnappers wanted money, it would have been far simpler to hold her in a location in Italy and exchange her for the ransom. But now she was on a boat going hell knows where. She got up, inhaled slowly and moved to her right, feeling for any mechanism to open the door from the inside. Her foot encountered something on the floor of the container and she stopped. She crouched down, reached out and felt a head of hair and before she had time to withdraw her hand she was touching the stubble and cold, dead skin of a man’s face. She recoiled with a scream and for several minutes sat hunched and shivering, the wildest thoughts flooding her mind. For some reason she remembered those containers and lorries packed with dead migrants that were discovered across Europe by customs officials, but that couldn’t be the case here. No matter how hard she thought, she couldn’t work out what was going on.

			Her need to survive overcame her revulsion. Was this Louis? Had they retrieved his body? If so, he might still have her phone in his pocket. She moved forward and began to frisk the body, her hands working efficiently while she stared up into the dark, trying desperately to detach her actions from her mind. She quickly determined that it wasn’t Louis – the individual was too big and, as far as she could tell, his clothes were different. She moved from the trousers to a light jacket and found nothing, but then her hands encountered some hard objects in the top pocket of his shirt, which had been wrenched round to the man’s side – a packet of cigarettes, a lighter. She flicked the lighter on and looked around. Another body was sprawled on the floor and she now recognised them instantly as the Italians who had abducted her. They had been summarily executed, just like the two migrants, probably just after they had dumped her unconscious into the container. But still the thought was there: whoever was behind this wanted to keep her alive.
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