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  Chapter 1




  Utrecht 2007




  “Howzit? You got here, then?”




  “Yes, Joop. I got here. At last.”




  “Uh oh. Delays?”




  “Right now I’m in a taxi from the airport. Not only did we leave Jo’burg three hours late, but I missed the transfer in Frankfurt and now we’ve just circled Schiphol for forty-five minutes, waiting for a slot.”




  Only an asshole like Joop would think it a good idea to whistle into a cell phone.




  “Joop, listen. I need to take a shower and eat something. After that, I want to crash.”




  “Shit, man. That’s all you want to do? Friday night is jol night, but if you’re creamed…?”




  Creamed? Where the hell had this guy learnt his English?




  “There’s just one other thing I need.”




  “No sweat. An SMS is on its way with the number of that agency I mentioned. It’s not cheap but you can feel the quality.”




  “I appreciate that. Meet me in the foyer at ten on Monday, OK?”




  “Don’t wanna do anything tomorrow?”




  “I got plans, Joop.”




  “See you Monday then. Sweet dreams.”




  Asshole.




  He watched the scenery, such as it was. Grey, flat and bleak, with the occasional windmill to make sure you were paying attention. The hotel was a pleasant surprise. The first of the day. Street noise left behind, he glanced up at what looked like some sort of institution in its own grounds. Classy and quiet. His kind of place.




  “Goede avond en onthaal. Welcome to Utrecht, Sir. We have good news for you. You have an upgrade today, to one of our Empire Suites. Please follow the porter.”




  A second pleasant surprise. Plenty of space, working area, two TVs, and most importantly, a vast bed. He palmed the kid a coin, who left him to explore the room in peace. Throwing off his coat, he sat on the bed. Heavy linen, an excess of pillows and a firm mattress, which would be seeing some action in the next twenty-four hours, if Joop wasn’t exaggerating about that agency. The bathroom was massive, well-furnished with towels and little bottles of wife-pleasing potions. He made a mental note to throw some into his case. And a wall of mirrors behind the bath. Better and better. His mood started to lift. There was a message on the flat screen at the foot of the bed.




  Mr van der Veld




  Welcome to Grand Hotel Karel V




  We hope you enjoy your stay.




  Flicking to Bloomberg, he started to undress, while checking the screen for any significant currency movements. As he kicked off his shoes, he noticed the ice bucket and chilled Krug Grande Cuvée. There was a card.




  With compliments of D’Arcy Roth.




  That explained the upgrade. Nice touch. Unnecessary, as there was no one else in the running, but it certainly put their potential client in the right frame of mind. So, a shower, a glass of Krug, order room service and put a call through to this agency. All needs met.




  As he unzipped his case to find his toiletries bag, he heard a discreet knock at the door. He frowned. Unexpected visitors, including hotel employees who wanted to ‘turn down’ his bed, were not welcome. He yanked open the door and his frown lifted. The neat grey suit, official clipboard and pulled-back sleek blonde hair told him she was a hotel employee. The pale skin drawn over fine bones and a high forehead, grey-blue eyes and cherub lips told him she was more than welcome. He checked the name badge. Annelise Visser.




  “Good evening, Mr van der Veld. My name is Frau Visser and I …”




  “Good evening, Annelise. Nice to meet you.” He offered his hand. A momentary flush before she recovered herself to shake it. He was well aware that conventions in the Netherlands dictate that one should use surnames in formal situations. He didn’t give a shit.




  “I am the Senior Hospitality Director, sir. I am here to check that your suite is satisfactory.”




  “The suite seems fine, Annelise, but I do have one concern.”




  The smooth dome of her forehead contracted.




  “A concern? What would that be, sir?”




  “The champagne.” He pushed back the door and indicated the ice bucket. “Can I be sure this is top quality? You see, I’m used to drinking the best.”




  “Sir, the champagne is a Krug Grande Cuvée, and was specifically selected by your company …” a glance at her clipboard. “D’Arcy Roth.”




  “They are not yet my company, Annelise. They want me as their client. But if you’ll consent to taste the champagne with me, I guess we can agree that the suite is satisfactory.”




  A proper blush now. He loved a blush on a blonde. Pink cheeks, creamy skin reddened with warmth. He wanted to turn her over, pull down those panties and spank her right there. Raise some heat in those cheeks.




  “Sir, I thank you, but I am on duty right now. Drinking alcohol would be inappropriate.”




  “This is the hotel that ‘exceeds your expectations’, right?”




  “Yes, but …” She laughed. “OK, I will taste the champagne. But then I am afraid I must go. I have to consider the needs of other guests.”




  He didn’t reply, but gestured to the sofa. She sat, knees together, the grey skirt riding up slightly. The lamp behind her created a halo effect. An angel. He smiled as he twisted the cork. She was going nowhere. As the cork popped, he caught the overflow in a flute, with a loaded glance at her to see if she picked up on the image. She returned his smile, politely. He slid beside her and handed her a glass. Before he could propose a toast, she set her glass on the table.




  “I’m sorry, sir. Champagne always gives me the hiccups. Would you mind if I take some water? I can get it.”




  He placed a hand on her knee. “Sit still. You’re my guest.”




  She jumped at the touch of his hand. And he still hadn’t made skin contact, as she wore pantyhose. He hated pantyhose.




  In the mini-bar, there was an array of different waters. He grabbed a bottle of Evian and showed it to her. She nodded. Returning to his seat, he placed the water in front of her and raised his flute.




  “To a very pleasant stay in Utrecht.”




  She tipped her glass to his and looked at him. “To a pleasant stay in Utrecht.” She sipped at the fizz and closed her eyes. “Mmm. I don’t wish to prejudice your opinion, but in my view, that’s lovely.”




  Her voice was soft, intimate and breathy. He wanted to hear her say those words again. Mmm, that’s lovely. Preferably as she drew her fingernails down his back. He hadn’t even registered the taste, but his glass was two-thirds empty.




  “I don’t know, Annelise, the jury’s still out. Maybe the second glass will clinch it.” He refilled his and she didn’t stop him replacing the tiny sip she had taken. A good sign.




  “Now, what time do you finish tonight, Annelise?” His tongue felt thick and his speech sounded slow.




  She swallowed some water and caught a stray droplet with the tip of her tongue. Shit, he wasn’t sure if he could wait till later.




  She avoided the question. “Why are you in Utrecht, Mr van der Veld? Is it just business, or pleasure?”




  He took another slug and leaned towards her. He felt hot, horny and even a little drunk.




  “Until five minutes ago, strictly business. But now, I’m not so sore.”




  That struck him as funny, because he wasn’t sore at all. But he was as sure as he’d ever be. He started to laugh, but her eyes were looking into his, with intent. Was it too soon to …?




  She smiled and reached for the bottle, refilling both glasses. Her voice was low, full of suggestion. He watched her lips.




  “Have I satisfied your concerns regarding the champagne, sir?”




  That was flirting. No doubt at all. His body felt warm and heavy and soft, with the exception of his cock, which hardened as she placed her hand on his thigh. She lifted the flute to his lips.




  “Satisfy my champagne yet.” His lips buzzed and he seemed to be slurring. It didn’t bother him. He felt euphoric, completely relaxed. This was turning out to be quite a hotel. Who needed an agency when room service was laid on? She dropped her gaze to his crotch and up to his eyes. Pupils dilated. She wanted him.




  “I guess you wanted to freshen up before I arrived?”




  He nodded, and managed to mumble the word, “Shower.”




  “How about I run you a bath? More fun.”




  No mistaking that. She moved to the wardrobe and opened the door. He tried to tell her the bathroom was behind the other door, but she’d already found it. He laughed again. You’d think the staff ... He reached for his glass, barely able to lift it to his lips. His arms were leaden as hell and he felt fantastic. No idea if he’d be able to perform.




  Here she comes. Pulling him to his feet, helping him undress, just like a nurse, what with the gloves and all. Easing him into the bath. Beautiful; soft hands, warm water. He sinks up to his chin, smiling. He can’t recall feeling better in his life.




  She’s smiling too. And singing. He recognises the tune and tries to join in. He wants to touch her face but he can’t move. He’s happy, stroked and caressed by this beautiful woman.




  The patterns are hypnotic. Crimson clouds twisting and swirling in the water. He watches as clear water loses the battle, dominated by red. She reaches for his other arm and turns his wrist, as if she’s trying to see what he has hidden in his hand. It’s funny and it makes him laugh. She’s not laughing. Her face is sharp with concentration as she draws the razor blade along his vein, from wrist to elbow. More red joins the fray, and the clear water doesn’t stand a chance. Now she smiles and puts the blade in his right hand. He can’t hold it and it falls into the redness. He watches it fall, helpless. He heaves his head up to look at her reflection in the mirror and attempts a smile.




  It’s not working. He looks like an old dog with wind.




  





  Chapter 2




  London 2012




  As the theme tune faded, Beatrice was not surprised to hear the doorbell ring. Family and friends knew that little couldn’t wait until after The Archers. So her bright greeting into the intercom was in expectation of a welcome, familiar voice.




  “Hel-lo?”




  “Stubbs?” The voice was familiar, but as welcome as gout.




  “Yes, sir.”




  “Need a word.”




  “Yes, sir.” She buzzed him in. Hamilton visiting her at home? There were several explanations, and none was positive.




  “Evening, Stubbs.” He came straight into the flat and sat at the dining table.




  “Good evening sir. Can I get you anything? Cup of tea? Glass of wine?”




  Eyeing her half-empty glass of Chablis, he shook his head. “I never drink alcohol during the week. Now, I want to discuss a possible project for you. Highly confidential, see, hence my decision to come all the way out here.”




  Beatrice smiled. One would think that Hamilton had struggled through hail and wind to a remote Hebridean island rather than enjoying a chauffeured drive from Westminster to Shoreditch. Although it was raining, to be fair.




  “I see. Must be something difficult in that case, sir.”




  “Look here, Stubbs, would you be prepared to leave home for a while? Work on a secondment sort of thing?”




  “Without knowing the exact terms of ‘for a while’ and ‘secondment sort of thing’, I’d have to say no, sir.”




  “Right. Good. So if the terms suit, you’ll do it.”




  Beatrice did not respond.




  “Need to identify someone to leave London in a week or so, possibly to remain in another location for some months. In addition, must be able to lead an international team, deal with a complex cross-border case, and crucially, remain discreet. I thought you might fit the bill.”




  “Thank you for considering me, sir, but …”




  “I will have that tea, thank you. Wouldn’t say no to a biscuit, either. Nothing fancy.”




  Sacrificing her last three ginger nuts, Beatrice placed the tea tray in front of her boss. He made her wait; he always did. Round and round the roses. She gazed out at the rain. Rush hour over, Boot Street enjoyed the lull before people headed out to the pubs, the galleries and the attractions of Hoxton. Warm lights in windows opposite reminded her of Edward Hopper paintings. Glimpses of other lives.




  Hamilton sniffed, before taking a cautious sip of tea. His large nose and side-swipes of grey hair evoked an American eagle. He was ready to speak.




  “Thing is, a series of cases may, or may not, be related. Remember Brian Edwards?”




  Beatrice scanned all her mental filing systems for a match. A classic Hamilton technique. No clue as to whether the name was a colleague, criminal, or hurricane. She shook her head, allowing Hamilton’s grin to spread.




  “Sorry, sir, I don’t think I do. Not unless you mean the Brian Edwards of Watermark, committed suicide in France, 2009?”




  Hamilton’s smile dissolved.




  “2010. And the suicide part is suspect. No note, you know.”




  “Is there a connection between Edwards and this sensitive case?”




  “Possibly none whatsoever. Fact is, Stubbs, we need to know if the evidence of the Swiss police has any bearing on the Edwards incident. Your job is to establish whether there’s a case to open.”




  “The Swiss police, sir?”




  Hamilton ate a biscuit. “Indeed. The Swiss police have worked closely with the force in Liechtenstein on the death of Jack Ryman.”




  This one Beatrice recognised immediately, but Hamilton got in first.




  “American banker. Plastic bag ... oh, you do remember. Given the chap’s position, the investigation was jolly thorough. Some DNA found at the site could indicate that his death was not accidental.”




  Beatrice considered.




  Hamilton continued. “Search of Switzerland’s DNA database threw up a connection. You may recall the Australian newspaper magnate who froze to death in St Moritz?”




  “Dougie Thompson. Of course. The ‘death by misadventure’ hoo-ha. A major news item and much controversy over the coroner’s verdict.”




  Hamilton sipped more tea and sniffed. “And rightly so. Not only in my view but that of the Swiss police. Foreign DNA on his flask, you know.”




  “They kept that out of the papers. Two deaths in a similar region, the chances of the same DNA …” Beatrice muttered.




  Hamilton nodded, and polished off the second ginger nut. Only one left.




  “The combined opinions of the Swiss and Liechtenstein forces saw it as an unusual link, so they put it through Interpol.”




  “And the DNA was registered?” Beatrice asked. “Not with the Brian Edwards case?”




  Hamilton swallowed some tea. “Not only Edwards, but a South African diamond dealer, name of van der Veld, who topped himself in a Dutch hotel. The key issue, see, is that all these deaths were apparently self-inflicted. Yet no suicide notes and now the same DNA at each incident? Bottom line, Stubbs, Interpol want to open a non-investigation. They’re putting together a team, based in Zürich, to find out if this leads anywhere. Discretion is essential. As far as anyone else knows, we’re simply tidying up loose ends.”




  “I see. Hence the foreign job you mentioned. Can I ask, sir, why you described this as a secondment?”




  “Fair enough, good question. Situation here is, you’ll be on loan. Answerable to the General Secretariat in Lyon. This is not one of ours.”




  “And the time-frame is presumably as precise as the case itself.”




  “Quite. Well put. My rider was that we can spare you no longer than a six-month. If you’ve got nowhere by then, you might as well come home.”




  “May I have some time to consider, sir? I have various ongoing projects I would like to assess before deciding.”




  “Regarding your work assignments, all bases are covered. As for your personal life, that’s up to you.”




  Typically, he didn’t meet her eyes. Both points skirted dangerously close to a topic which made him most uncomfortable. Naturally her work was covered; she’d had nothing more than light administrative duties for the past eight months. That reference to her personal life was clear. He wanted reassurance she was stable enough to take this on. There was a certain irony to the situation. Less than a year after she’d attempted to take her own life, her first major investigation would revolve around a series of suicides. Offering her such a case was a sign Hamilton trusted her once more, and he wanted confirmation of her capability. She remained silent, unsure of the answer herself.




  Hamilton spoke. “Very well, Stubbs, think it over for the weekend, but Interpol want someone top notch, and if you really feel you can’t step up to the crease, you’d better have some damned good ideas of who can.”




  Beatrice nodded once, aware of both compliment and threat.




  “I’ll get back to you first thing on Monday, sir.”




  “Make sure you do. And you are aware that one can listen to Radio Four anywhere in the world these days?”




  Any suggestion of a smile was hidden as he swallowed the final biscuit.




  “Good evening to you, Stubbs.”




  “Same to you, sir.”




  “By the way, those ginger nuts were stale.”




  Beatrice checked her watch before dialling Matthew’s number. On Thursday afternoons he usually had a faculty meeting on campus, which could drag on into the evening. Academia was notorious, he’d told her, for enjoying the sound of its own voice.




  Thankfully he was home and she launched into her explanation without preliminaries. Predictably, he did not react at all how Beatrice might have expected.




  “What a marvellous opportunity. Not only will you take on a fascinating case, but what a location in which to do it! You can climb mountains, boat round lakes, visit chocolate factories and the Swiss have some impressive collections of art, you know. In Gruyère, there’s the H.R. Giger museum. Gave me nightmares for weeks. You’d love it.”




  “Thank you. That would be worth a trip. But I’d be going there to work, Matthew. My chief concern, rather than how I might spend my weekends, is whether I’m up to the job.”




  “Yes, of course, naturally. Hamilton is notorious for selecting utter incompetents to represent Britain in European investigations.”




  “Sarcasm is lazy.”




  “Insecurity is boring. So, do you intend to swot up the entire weekend, or are you coming down? I would understand perfectly if the former held greater appeal.”




  He really could try and sound as if he would miss her. No need to gush, but ...




  Beatrice made up her mind. “Swotting can be done on the train. And seeing as I have no idea when I am likely to see you again, you may meet me from the eight-fifteen tomorrow evening.”




  “Ooh, you sound awfully Celia Johnson.”




  “Not quite yet, darling. Not quite yet. Will your girls be there?”




  “Not this weekend, we’re on our own. Regarding dinner, would sausage and mash suit?”




  “Oh definitely. With red onion gravy?”




  Matthew chuckled. “I thought so.”




  “Perfect. We’ll eat sausage and mash, drink red wine and light a fire. And on Saturday, we’ll walk, and buy scallops from that stall by the beach. Eat them flash-fried, with home-made chips. On Sunday, let’s read the paper and have a pint at The Toad, before I catch an afternoon train back. That should give me some ballast to weather the week ahead.”




  “Sign me up for all of the above. Have you spoken to James?” he asked.




  “Not this week. I only see him every fortnight now. Why?”




  “Just wondered how you’ll manage the dogs while you’re away.”




  “The dogs are under control. Don’t worry. Meet me at quarter past eight tomorrow. If you forget again, my revenge will be hot and furious. Do you want me to bring anything?”




  “A smile?”




  “See you then.”




  “Can’t wait. Don’t forget your wellies.”




  





  Chapter 3




  Zürich 2012




  The taxi emerged from another tunnel into dazzling sunshine. Looking up from her notes, Beatrice absorbed her first view of the city. To her right, a river ran beside the street, with a park beyond. Bright clumps of snowdrops and primulas dotted around the green space made her smile. Tall apartment buildings in shades of sober grey rose to her left, whose austere architecture was softened by scarlet geraniums on the balconies. Zürich presented itself with discretion and charm. The city’s spires ahead stood out sharply against blue sky and distant mountains.




  Like a film set, she thought. Odd how the power of Nature at its most impressive could only be compared to its imitator. None of the people striding along the streets seemed to notice the awe-inspiring backdrop. Business people, tourists, roller-bladers, students, and lots of dogs. The taxi driver, who had answered her initial German enquiry in English, looked in the mirror.




  “This is the Hauptbahnhof. The main train station, late-night shopping, emergency doctors. But be careful, keep your wallet safe, huh?”




  “I will. Thank you. How far is the apartment from here?”




  “Only two minutes. But the street is one direction, so we make a loop.”




  They turned away from the station with its enormous rack of bicycles to drive alongside another river. Beatrice liked the look of this. Lots of greenery, water and a compact city centre. As they stopped at the traffic lights, a blue and white tram clattered past at surprising speed. A cheerful bell rang out. The feeling of a clean, efficient, friendly place calmed her nerves as they pulled up in front of the pale yellow building housing the Apartments Züri.




  The apartment was twice the size of her own flat. It had a living area complete with balcony, a kitchenette with a proper coffee machine and a huge bedroom, with enormous amounts of storage space. Beatrice cautioned herself against becoming over-excited. Instead, she washed her face and brushed her hair and stared into the bathroom mirror, going over it once again. The intranet photograph was clear in her mind. Dark hair, thick moustache and bright blue eyes. The man looked like one of the Gypsy Kings’ grandfathers. She knew this speech by heart.




  “Good morning, Herr Kälin. I apologise for my early arrival. I know the team are not due to meet until lunchtime. But the truth is that I wanted to meet you first. A thorough reading of my notes tells me that this whole investigation arose out of your own work. I respect that. I also respect that the Kantonspolizei cannot release you to work solely on this investigation. But I wanted to come here to say that I have a great deal of admiration for what you and your team have achieved. Therefore, I would like very much to lean on your expertise, up until the point where it encroaches on your daily responsibilities. Herr Kälin, I have been given a role. Which is to lead this team. I am here to ask you to help me to do that, as I fear I will be less effective alone.”




  Grab the goat by the horns. All unpleasantness washed, aired and dried. And if she wanted to catch him before the meeting, it would be wise to leave now.




   




  “Grüezi?”




  A serious young woman sat behind the reception desk at the Zeughausstrasse police building.




  “Grüezi. My name is Beatrice Stubbs, from Scotland Yard, London and I am here to meet Herr Kälin.”




  The woman did not answer, but turned to her computer screen. After some tapping, she nodded.




  “Yes, Frau Stubbs. You have an appointment at 12.30. You are too early.”




  “That’s true. But I hoped to speak to Herr Kälin before the meeting. Would that be possible?”




  The girl looked dubious. “I can check. Please sit yourself.”




  Beatrice smiled her thanks and manoeuvred her little wheelie case beside her. She studied the various posters on the walls, attempting approximate translations. In such a country, the graphics naturally spoke louder than words. Translating each hard-hitting slogan into three or even four languages would strain the most creative ad-man. The woman tapped on her glass window.




  “Frau Stubbs, Herr Kälin is at lunch. Do you wish his assistant?”




  “Lunch? Already? Oh. I suppose I could talk to his assistant, yes. Thanks.”




  Lunch at half past eleven? Or was this a deliberate rebuff? Don’t be so negative and suspicious, she reprimanded herself. Positive, co-operative and effective, remember? And it’s your own fault for not calling first.




  “Frau Stubbs? My name is Xavier Racine. I am joining your team, I hope.”




  Beatrice’s spirits lifted. Well dressed, with strawberry blonde hair and an open, enquiring look. And freckles. Beatrice liked freckles.




  “Nice to meet you, Mr Racine. I’m sorry to disturb you. I had hoped to meet Herr Kälin for a preliminary chat. But it seems he’s already gone to lunch.”




  A blush. All the proof she needed this was indeed a snub.




  “Oh, yes, of course. Herr Kälin wanted to have an early lunch in order that he is ready for you.”




  But Beatrice was tenacious, and would say her piece, whatever it took. “How very thoughtful. Tell me, Mr Racine, is he in the police canteen? Perhaps we might join him there? I would very much like to speak to him before the briefing.”




  “No, no, Frau Stubbs. He always eats in one of the local restaurants. I cannot say exactly. He changes every day. I am sorry. Maybe you would like to have lunch here? I can arrange it.”




  Don’t get at him, he’s only the messenger. “Thank you. But it’s a little early for me. Do you think we could have a cup of coffee and then you could show me the briefing room? I would like to set up before the others arrive.”




  “It is a pleasure.”




  Nice lad. Even bought the coffees. As Xavier departed to get some food, Beatrice paced the briefing room. It was a setback, but a minor one. So she would do the briefing first and talk to Kälin later. The important thing now was to be prepared. She opened her wheelie case and withdrew her materials.




  By 12.35, no one had turned up. The projector hummed quietly, the first slide glowed blue and every chair stood empty. Heat began to rise up Beatrice’s throat. This was not Swiss. She’d read all about the cultural habits of this country, and in particular, this region. Lateness was extremely rude. But why all of them? Kälin may have wanted to make a point, but all four of the others? Including Xavier Racine? She stood up, furious, and dug in her bag for her mobile.




  “Frau Stubbs!” Xavier burst through the door. “This is the wrong room. Everyone waits for you upstairs.”




  “But … you showed me this room. I thought …?”




  “Yes, I am sorry. Herr Kälin changed the room. He thought it would be better if we meet in our working room on the top floor. He sent me an SMS and left a notice at reception for everyone else. I just realised you would not see it. You are here since 11.30. I’m sorry. But we have to go. Everyone waits.”




  Lugging her wheelie case up the stairs, Beatrice felt wrong-footed and harassed. She intended to speak to Herr Kälin about this. It was most unprofessional and if she didn’t know better, she would suspect him of doing it deliberately to unsettle her. Xavier, carrying all her handouts and charts, tripped on the top step and scattered her presentation across the landing. Her breathing was laboured as they collected everything, especially as she had to repeatedly assure Xavier it didn’t matter.




  Xavier opened the door to silence. Feeling itchy, warm and out of breath, Beatrice entered to face her new team. Two women, two men. The black woman with the erect bearing and deep blue suit would be Interpol’s forensic DNA scientist. The relaxed long-limbed individual to her right must be the Dutch chap, information technology genius. So the psychologist had to be the delicate blonde in the white shirt. So young! Stony faced and sitting apart from the team was Herr Karl Kälin. Beatrice’s image of him evaporated. The sparkle in his eyes she’d seen in the photograph was absent, replaced by a cold antipathy.




  She heaved a deep breath to apologise, but he spoke.




  “Ms Stubbs. It is unfortunate that you did not get the message intended for the team. All the others received the information without difficulty. And it is always a good idea to make an appointment when you expect to meet someone. I would like to make one thing quite clear. I am not a member of this team. I am a consultant, advising on any case that might arise. I have many other responsibilities in terms of my daily police work. So I would appreciate it if you treated my time with respect.”




  An awkward silence hung in the room, amplifying Beatrice’s heavy breathing.





  Chapter 4




  St Moritz 2008




  “M’sieur? Bad weather comes. It can be dangerous. Maybe you prefer to wait for tomorrow?”




  Dougie found the chair lift attendant presumptuous. “Maybe I prefer to go now. Cheers all the same.”




  He pulled the bar down over his hips, lifting his skis clear as the chair moved upward. The attendant shrugged and turned to the other couple behind him. Dougie twisted over his shoulder and saw the gloom-monger had persuaded the others to turn back. One girl gesticulated at his own ascending form in enquiry.




  “Why me? Good question. Because I can.”




  He threw back his head and laughed, out to the open sky. The idea of tackling the run alone, with no amateurs to limit his manoeuvres, shot adrenaline into his system. The weather was a stroke of fortune. A rare opportunity to pit his skills against a hostile environment. And Dougie took every opportunity, in nature as in life. He smiled, recognising the bad habit of writing his own epitaph.




  Of course, he shouldn’t waste time. As that lumpen idiot had observed, it could be dangerous. The mountainside rushed up at him, as his poles and skis dangled below. The sharp edges, the blacks and whites, the geographical clarity challenged him, and he began to twitch like a hyperactive child. Going off piste accounted for only a part of his excitement. After almost a week of persuasion, Ana-Maria had finally agreed to a date. In fact, it was she who suggested this run; ‘only advisable for the truly talented’. They had arranged to meet at the tree-line; it would not do to be seen leaving together. Opportunities, yes; risks, no. The reservation at the lodge was made in her name. After they’d checked in, he would send a text message to his wife. Julia would understand his decision not to take on the storm, and accept his stay in a mountain lodge as an example of her husband’s good judgement. Win-win.




  The car ratcheted up to the platform and Dougie disembarked with grace. Another jobsworth advised him against taking the run; ‘one must respect the weather’, but Dougie dismissed him with a look. The scene was undoubtedly dramatic. The valley below reflected late-afternoon sunshine, while the blue sky and various pointed roofs completed a ridiculously cute Alpine village setting. Yet behind him, the remainder of the mountain sat; dark, huge, and unassailable. Grey, violet and yellow clouds – the colours of a bruise – moved to obscure the white tip, and a flash of fear stopped him. He had nothing to prove; his prowess as an expert, all-terrain skier was established. There was no need to take on millennia of ice, stone and snow. A second’s decision would take him back down to Julia and the kids. He knew Rui and Katia would be ecstatic. They could have a raclette, play some games and he could do this run in the morning with fresh snow. The girl could wait. He hesitated.




  No.




  Dougie Thompson never backed down in the face of a challenge. He checked his boots, surveyed the piste, and with a glance back at the threatening storm, took off.




  The snow was firm to hard. After adjusting to the terrain, his first few slopes were pure pleasure. Only advisable for the truly talented. She was right. He would never have known about this run had she not let him into the secret. The luck of the devil, his mother used to say, while his brothers called him a jammy bastard.




  As he approached the trees, his route became less evident and he slowed to assess each stage. The sky darkened and the landscape became monochrome. It was an increasing challenge and he balanced pace with diligence. A mistake would be unacceptable, possibly lethal. A previous skier’s trail indicated a sharp turn toward the edge of the forest. He followed, his pulse a bass-line in his ears. Something lay under the tree. The ski-suit was white, with blue and pink flashes; Ana-Maria. Prone, skis detached, surely not a fall? She was an instructor, for God’s sake!




  Dougie slowed and drew up beside the body. Her goggles covered half her face and a ski-mask took care of the rest. He crouched and watched her chest. No movement. He removed his gloves and lifted her goggles. Her eyes were closed. Convinced she was already dead, he reached his right hand to her neck for a pulse. Her eyes opened and he jumped.




  “Hello. I’ve been waiting for you.”




  He exhaled, fear turning to irritation. “That was a damn silly thing to do.”




  “Sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you. It was a joke.”




  “I wasn’t scared. And I’m not laughing.”




  Sitting up, she reached for her rucksack. “Don’t sulk. I brought us some Kaffee Fertig to warm us.”




  “Café what?”




  “Kaffee Fertig. It means ‘fixed coffee’. The Swiss version of Kaffee Schnapps.”




  “No thanks.” He pulled on his gloves. “We should move on. The weather’s getting worse. Get up. Let’s go.”




  She didn’t argue and put the flask away. Dougie waited impatiently, surveying the slope through swirling flakes of snow. Silly bitch. If she thought that was funny, she had a bloody weird sense of humour. A shadow crossed his vision and as he turned, her hand hit his neck. A sharp prickle pierced his ski-mask in addition to the blow. He stumbled sideways, snatching at the place she’d struck him. She ran off into the trees, leaving her rucksack behind. Christ! Another stupid game? What the hell was she playing at? He attempted to chase her, before tripping over his skis. Releasing both clips, he lurched after the girl. The snow was hard-packed and as firm as concrete. But his legs seemed to think they were in deep wet slush. One of the fittest men in his empire, with a sportsman’s thighs, he could move no faster than a turtle. He stopped and fell backwards, onto his arse. As he stared into the shadowy forest, he saw her emerge. She waved. Dougie’s attempt to wave back toppled him over.




  The figure in the white suit worked at speed. After heaving him across the snow, she propped the man against the trunk of the tree where he’d stopped to ‘rescue’ her. His head fell back, and she tipped a little of the liquid from the thermos flask into his mouth. He swallowed. Unzipping his jacket, she struggled to pull his arms free. Between giving him sips of liquid, she removed all his outer clothing, folding it in a neat pile beside him. The flask empty, she replaced the stopper and retrieved the lid from a plastic bag in her rucksack. She set it beside the pile and crouched to stare at his face. Nothing.




  She glanced upwards. The sky loomed lower and blacker, as if it disapproved. Snow flew across her goggles. But the pastel-trimmed figure took several risky minutes to explore his mobile phone, before switching it off and placing it on top of his clothes.




  Large white flakes floated onto the body and settled on his eyelashes, his hair and his cheeks as the figure replaced her skis. She smiled at him and whispered, “It’s all in the public interest, you know.” With one last glance at the scene, she skied with great caution down the mountain, her pale suit disappearing into the landscape like winter ermine.




  





  Chapter 5




  Zürich 2012




  Placing her bag at her feet, Beatrice allowed herself a slow scan of the room while she regained her breath. The two women appeared bemused and looked to her for a reaction. The Dutchman raised his eyebrows with a small grin of sympathy. Xavier did not meet her eyes, but his high colour gave away his discomfort. Only one way to go, she decided. A cold stillness settled on her and she walked directly to Herr Kälin, extending her hand.




  “Beatrice Stubbs, Scotland Yard. Pleased to meet you.”




  His face hardened still further, yet he stood and gave her hand one brisk shake.




  “Detective Kälin, Swiss Federal Criminal Police.”




  Beatrice smiled as if she had received a polite welcome and turned to the team.




  “I apologise for having kept you. I’d like to thank Herr Kälin for that reminder on how important it is that we use our time efficiently. So rather than my using more valuable time by restarting my presentation, perhaps we can kill two birds with one blow. I would like you to introduce yourselves, tell us why you were seconded to the team and give us your thoughts on this case.” Kälin was looking out of the window. “You all received a briefing pack, and I have no doubt you have read it with care. From what you have read, does anything strike you?”




  The uncertain silence of a new team stretched out. Beatrice let it continue.




  The tall man spoke. “OK, I’ll go first. Detective Chris Keese, Europol, The Hague. I specialise in e-crime and IT forensics.” He leaned back in his chair. “The obvious thing is what these guys have in common. We don’t need to bother with the question Did they have any enemies? but instead we should be asking, Did they have any friends?”




  Beatrice acknowledged the comment with a smile. The Dutchman’s attitude was relaxed to the point of indolence and she was aware of the contrast he demonstrated to the rest of the team.




  “You’re right, Mr Keese. All the men in question had either made highly unpopular decisions, or were involved in morally dubious business. Identifying those who may wish to harm them would be time-consuming and, in my view, unlikely to prove fruitful. If we are talking about homicide rather than suicide, suspects will be legion. I am inclined to agree with Mr Keese. We need to be searching for the links between these individuals. Who indeed were their friends? This is certainly one line I would like to pursue. Any … yes, Ms Tikkenen?”




  The three men in the room took full advantage of the opportunity to stare at the speaker. Cheekbones as sharp as ski jumps, white-blonde hair and strong eyebrows arching outward, she reminded Beatrice of a Russian model. A lovely creature; just the type who might cause all sorts of unnecessary tension.




  “Sabine Tikkenen. Central Criminal Police, Tallinn, Estonia. I am a crime analyst. I agree that we have some background to research, but we already have the most concrete lead to finding out how these men died. My question is this – how far can we go with the DNA?”




  Beatrice was puzzled. “I’m not sure what you mean. We will exploit any available information we can glean from the samples we have.”




  “Yes, that I already know. But can we test this DNA for features that are not standard? For example, where does he come from? Does EU protocol allow us to find out everything we can about this person?”




  “No, Ms Tikkenen, it does not.” If Sabine Tikkenen drew all eyes, this voice commanded all ears. The lightness of a Portuguese accent coupled with West African gravitas, the black woman spoke with a voice you could never interrupt.




  “European law dictates that ethnic group profiling could be counter-productive on several counts. We can only assume so much from these samples.”




  Sabine frowned. “That is disappointing. Having some information on this person’s cultural background could make a psychological profile much more informed. But as the Interpol representative, you are telling us that we have the same investigative powers as the local officers; which is to say, none.”




  Kälin stared at the young woman in evident disbelief, but said nothing.




  “Ms Tikkenen, I must explain. My name is Conceição Pereira da Silva.”




  Beatrice allowed a sigh of relief to escape. Now she knew how to pronounce the woman’s first name; Con-say-sow. Rhymes with cats-say-miaow.




  “I am a junior DNA advisor, supervised by MEG, and have no authority in this situation. My contribution could be on the side of how to extract all the information we can from a strand of DNA. And to consult on the legal issues relating to such a case. If we were to identify a suspect through legally questionable processes, we would be wasting our time. And I want to clarify: I am not an Interpol mole. We’re all simply advisors here.”




  Beatrice spoke. “Thank you, Ms Pereira da Silva. Your attention to correct procedure whilst handling forensic evidence of this kind is essential. Ms Tikkenen, I appreciate that the more information you have, the better criminal profile you will create. I hope we will be able to contribute much more evidence to assist you. Personally, I would like to add that it is of overriding importance we follow the letter of the law, particularly now. The harsh truth is this. Despite the fact you are each a brilliant asset to this team – otherwise you would not be here – our job is going to entail a lot of dull, everyday police legwork. And we must be beyond reproach. Herr Racine?”




  “Thank you. My name is Xavier Racine. Herr Kälin and I are both members of the Federal Criminal Police. Herr Kälin is our main Zürich investigative officer. I am on loan from Task Force TIGRIS, a specialist operations unit. My opinion on this case is we may only scratch the surface, with what we know. I believe it would be worthwhile checking any other similar ‘suicides’. High-profile men who left no explanation or indication as to why they chose to end their lives. We may find a bigger pattern.”




  “Fair enough.” Chris Keese replied. “Makes sense. So how are we going to start on this?”




  “By playing to our strengths. I suggest that you, Mr Keese …”




  “Ms Stubbs? I don’t mean to tread on any toes, but I’d feel a whole lot better if you called me Chris.”




  Beatrice winced internally, in the sure knowledge Kälin would hate the idea.




  “I see. Does everyone else feel comfortable using first names? It’s quite usual in Britain. But I can understand other countries find that rather informal.”




  “For me, it is no problem.” Ms Tikkenen raised her shoulders in a tiny shrug. “You can call me Sabine. We will have to work closely together, so we can be relaxed with names.”




  “How do you feel, Herr Racine? Ms Pereira da Silva?”




  The young Swiss officer gestured toward his colleague to go first. She smiled.




  “I have a feeling that although Conceição will be harder for people to pronounce, it is the right approach. I’m happy with first names.”




  “Me too. You can call me Xavier. It is the modern way.” His smile spread more slowly than his blush.




  Kälin shook his head. “No. I’m afraid that’s completely unacceptable to me. Herr Racine and I work together on a professional basis. We use formal address. This team is operating in Switzerland, and Swiss prefer formality. Not because we are old-fashioned, but to indicate respect. We are forced to speak English as it is the only common language. However, I fail to see why you should impose your cultural habits on us.”




  Beatrice took a deep breath. “So, Chris, it seems you have your wish. First names are fine with everyone except Herr Kälin. My first name is Beatrice. However, equally acceptable forms of address would be Boss, Ma’am and Your Ladyship.”




  Chris led the laughter and Beatrice had a feeling the chap could well prove to be the team glue.




  “Now let’s get to work. As I understand it, the Kantonspolizei have given us equipment and space on this floor, in preference to downstairs. Is that right, Herr Kälin?”




  “I have my own office. You can work downstairs or up here. I don’t care.”




  Xavier jumped in, face aflame. “I think Herr Kälin means he doesn’t mind. We often make this mistake in English.”




  Kälin turned his scowl on his colleague. “Herr Racine, my English may be inadequate. But I will not accept corrections from a non-native speaking junior officer. As I said, Frau Stubbs, I don’t care where you work.”




  Beatrice moved on to spare Xavier’s embarrassment.




  “So upstairs it is. All those stairs might help keep me fit. Xavier, I’d like you to work with Chris on looking for links. We need to know if there was anything at all which might connect these men. Did they use the same bank, airline or masseuse? Who were their golf buddies? Was there any connection between their wives? Did the companies have any dealings with one another? Had these chaps ever met? Fine toothcomb, cross-referencing, your sort of thing, Chris.




  “Sabine, here are all the at-the-scene details. You may wish to liaise with Chris and Xavier on details of the deceased. Your task is to profile the kind of person who could and would want to perform such efficient disposals.




  “Conceição, all the forensic equipment you need is provided. You will need to check all the samples and ensure there’s no possibility of error. I’d like us to be thorough. No stone unturned. But first, Xavier, could you show everyone where the canteen is located? I would like a word with Herr Kälin.”




  The room emptied surprisingly fast.




  Beatrice closed the door and fighting her instinct to put the briefing table between them, took a seat beside him. She half turned to him and opened her palms.




  “Herr Kälin. I had a speech prepared for you. I arrived an hour early so I could say my piece and clear the air between us. My plan did not work and it seems we got out of bed on the wrong foot. Would you like to tell me why you are so angry?”




  “Ms Stubbs, if we are to have any kind of working relationship, I must ask you not to patronise me. This is not a conciliation meeting with a badly behaved junior. I am the Fedpol senior detective here. The case, such as it is, arose out of my report. From the work of my officers. However, Interpol find it appropriate to use me only as a ‘consultant’ and to bring in a foreign woman to lead this investigative team. A woman who seems to have little respect for the demands on my time.”




  “I see. If I understand you correctly, you are unhappy about the fact you are not in charge of the team, because your work has led us this far. You are displeased with me because I did not go through the correct channels in terms of arranging a pre-meeting with you. Is that right, or have I forgotten something? Are the words ‘foreign’ and ‘woman’ in any way relevant?”




  He stared at her for a beat, then glanced down at his watch.




  “Is there anything else, Ms Stubbs? Because I cannot see us making any progress.”




  “Nor can I, Herr Kälin. You’d better go.”




  He wrenched open the door and left, his footsteps thumping down the stairs. Beatrice closed her eyes and tried to stop shaking. She repeated the mantra James had taught her: Convert defeat into opportunity. Every failure carries the seed of success. Kill negativity.




  She dwelt awhile on the last.




  





  Chapter 6




  Utrecht 2012




  Flight LX 728 to Amsterdam began its descent to Schiphol airport at 13.45. Chris skimmed his notes once more.




  Jens van der Veld, (57). South African (Afrikaner) based in Kimberley, South Africa. Married to Antjie Heese (34), two sons Uys (5), Henk (3). Active in South Africa, Europe and the US.




  Business interests: breweries, real estate, and diamond dealing.




  Died in Utrecht, Feb 2007, suicide. Slit wrists in bath.




  Forensic assessment: Victim unclothed in bath. No evidence of struggle or forced entry. In main room, two champagne flutes, one with victim’s fingerprints and DNA. The other with no fingerprints and unidentified DNA. Do Not Disturb sign on door, thus body undiscovered until Monday.




  Mobile call log as follows:




  Friday 27 Feb




  21.50: Outgoing call. Amsterdam. Call traced to Joop Kneppers, associate and colleague. (duration, 2 mins)




  21.56: Incoming SMS. Amsterdam. Business card from Kneppers, with tel. no. of escort agency.




  22.59: Incoming SMS. Kimberley, RSA. Message from wife, checking victim’s safe arrival.




  Van der Veld had confirmed meetings for the Monday morning, and according to colleagues, expected to finalise two significant deals in the Netherlands.




  Kneppers came to hotel for a pre-arranged meeting at 10.00 Monday, and raised concerns when van der Veld could not be reached.




  No visitors registered at reception.




  Chris folded the papers into his briefcase and tucked it under the seat in front. So van der Veld drank champagne with someone before getting naked into the bath, and slitting his wrists. The champagne drinker. Someone he knew? Or wanted to know? Was it possible his visitor had provoked such an almighty attack of conscience? Wheels hit tarmac, and a powerful reverse thrust tilted him forward. He looked at his companion. Absorbed in The Financial Times, she gave no reaction to their landing.
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