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Prologue


He opened one eye. His other eye was stuck shut for reasons unknown to him. He could taste blood, acid bile and smooth waxy leather from something shoved in his mouth. His body ached horribly. He had no concept of how long he had been there nor how he had got there. With his one eye he glanced around but couldn’t make anything out. Nothing in focus. Nothing familiar. Nothing at all. Darkness and a fairy light shimmer of white filled his limited, blurred vision. It took a while but eventually the realisation that he was incredibly cold registered and this kick-started the signals rushing through his body. His brain caught up and his body screamed at him as he flexed his legs and arms, trying to move. Bindings; rope and tape, held him firm and dug deep into his skin. He could feel everything but nothing. Numbness blanketed his body. He could feel pain but not what caused it. It felt like the skin had been stripped from his body. Nerves exposed and raw.


He couldn’t look down but he knew he was naked.


His body started to act on its own, disconnected from his brain. Control mechanisms took over and started shutting down, compartmentalising and sacrificing for the greater good. He wasn’t aware enough to panic but his heart pumped double time hard inside his chest regardless. Like a circling of the wagons it was retreating. Warm blood pumped through his central core and nowhere else. The extremities were already lost and his body knew this, even if he didn’t. He shook his head side to side but could only move a tiny amount. Masking tape held his head tight against what felt like rough tree bark. His breathing was laboured through blood-clogged nostrils.


He stood still.


Tied tight to a pine tree.


Not shivering. Not moving.


Just breathing and waiting.
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James Bisset thanked the driver and stepped off the number 54 bus. He hunched himself up against the weather and walked fast down the street towards his flat. It was early evening but he was alone. Tonight wasn’t a night for hanging around. Normally at this time of the day the narrow tenement and tree-lined street would be filled with children playing. Eking out every minute of daytime before their tea was called and the day ended. Tonight the weather had washed them all away. It was deserted. Arriving at his flat he quickly keyed in the security code and stepped into the relative comfort of the shared close. There was a damp feel to the air. It smelled musty as the three-day rain storm worked its way through the seals on the exterior door. The mail inside his mailbox was curled at the edges. He could feel dampness on the paper. Two flights up, he counted the stairs as he always did to confirm what he already knew; 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, turn, 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6 turn, 2 steps and he was standing outside his flat, 1/3 23 Morningside Brae.


The new lock turned smoothly and he stepped into the warm, carpeted, dry interior leaving his shoes outside on the welcome mat.


As Edinburgh flats go James’s was at the very comfortable end of the scale. Two bedrooms. 120sq ft. A refurbished tenement flat in an upscale suburb of Edinburgh. Fifteen-minute bus journey to the city centre. He had purchased it two years ago and still enjoyed the silence inside as he closed the new door and padded around in his socks. It was his, he shared it with no one. It was styled as he liked and furnished as he wanted. Decorated plainly and sparsely, white and cream walls, light brown carpet throughout. No fuss or clutter. Visitors would sometimes comment that it was lacking a feminine touch. He would just shrug and point out he was a guy. He didn’t care. It was his and he loved closing the door on the world, loosening his tie and being himself, in his place. The only exception to the overall theme was Lindsey and Rose’s room. They had decorated it together one weekend when they were staying with him and the result was a riotous explosion of colour, dinosaurs and stickers. He kept the door shut when they weren’t there. He didn’t like being reminded of their absence nor the clutter contained within. On drop off Sunday as Lindsey called it he would return to the flat, walk around the room tidying up. Throwing toys into baskets, closing drawers, stripping the bunk beds and then closing the door.


They left a void which he preferred to keep contained within that room.


Pulling a bottle of beer from the fridge, he noticed a bill from Joanna, his cleaning lady, standing against his telephone answering machine. It was evident she had been today. James kept everything immaculate but he still preferred to have someone come, once every two weeks to make sure. Joanna had even told him she wasn’t needed but he had insisted. He smiled at the neatly placed magazines and just knew that there wouldn’t be a speck of dust to be found in the flat. A proud Polish woman, she was determined to earn her money. He placed the bill on top of the damp unopened mail and then clicked play on his answer phone. It was flashing a digital number two.


The first message, double-glazing. He could faintly hear the familiar noise of call-centre hubbub in the background behind Andy, the salesman’s pitch. Andy had an Indian accent. He pressed delete. ‘Second message,’ the robot voice announced.


‘James! Answer your FUCKIN mobile!’ Ewan’s voice shouted out of the machine at him. ‘Call me for fuckssake. You read your email? Oh Christ. James FUCKIN PICK UP YOUR PHONE.’


He stood there, beer bottle in hand staring at the phone. Ewan’s voice was panicked and loaded with anxiety. No more messages the robot voice confirmed. It clicked and was silent.


He stood there for a full two seconds staring at the machine before doing anything.


He then pulled his laptop from his bag switching it on as he did so whilst simultaneously grabbing his mobile phone. Shit, seven missed calls, all from Ewan. His phone was on silent due to him being in a meeting all afternoon and he had forgotten to change it back. He hit call back and sat at the breakfast bar waiting for his laptop to cycle through its power up process.


The call went straight to voice mail.


‘Ewan, James. Got your message. Call me.’


He pressed the red button on the phone and keyed in his password on the laptop. As it finalised its power up he carried it through to the office desk in the bay window of his living room. He took a mouthful of beer as he walked across the long thick-carpeted living room in his socks. Once sat in the leather office chair he clicked on the email icon.


As the unread emails started filling the screen two stood out. One from Ewan re: Merry Christmas and the original message further down the screen.


He double clicked this and the message filled the screen.


SnataClaws34#27@gmail.com was the sender. Subject ‘Merry Christmas’. No text, just a Video file attachment.


James double clicked the file and waited as the appropriate program started up.


His screen turned to black.


He clicked the play button.


As the video started to play the wind buffeted the bay window in front of him. The glass rocked and the rain hit the window like gravel. He never even heard it.
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Footsteps in frozen snow make a cracking sound. Very distinct, and in a snow-muffled environment also very loud. Each footstep is a test as you move your body weight from one foot to the other. The frozen layer on top either holds or cracks. Snowshoes are designed to spread the weight and thus avoid the foot plunging down into the snow. A few steps in deep snow without snowshoes is physically exhausting and also very noisy. It would be very difficult, if not impossible, to creep up on someone at night in frozen snow.


Fortunately, though, tonight stealth wasn’t required and in any case the sound was lost. Drowned out by the wheezing and cursing Galston McGee made as he trudged, slipped and crawled his way up the hill. His beard was white with frost. His ill-fitting, cheap, ski clothes sounded like he was wearing an outfit made from heavy-duty plastic bags. Without snow shoes he slowly dragged himself and the rucksack of equipment up the hill from the snow covered road. With every exhausting step he cursed his boss. He cursed this country. He cursed his forty-five years of smoking but most of all he cursed the fucking little Fenian cunt up ahead. In his mind he had already decided he was the reason he was here having to act out this over-dramatic pantomime. Why no just dae him the now, tonight, here? He had asked a few weeks ago. Sandy was determined though to make a show of it, ‘tae put the fear o God inna them anyplace we fuckin want.’ He glared at him and that was that. Galston booked the tickets that afternoon.


Over the years Galston had done a lot of people. Mostly using whatever was closest to hand. Half a brick. A bin lid. A knife. In an alley or a bus stop somewhere, anywhere. Depressingly fitting places. Bleeding out amongst the fag butts and piss puddles or behind a wheelie-bin stinking of week old rotting pakora. Sometimes he was instructed to do it with a specific weapon or burn the body or take something. A wallet. A finger. It really depended on the circumstances. He never questioned the reasoning behind it, just did as he was told. This kept his life as he liked it, simple. This group were different though. They had really gotten to Sandy. They were smart and young, the sort who had been fed a diet of Lock Stock and Two Smoking Barrels where the gangsters were smiling, caricatures of the real world. They had directly rebuffed his approaches with threats of their own. This, just in itself, wasn’t an unusual occurrence given their chosen line of work. But for Sandy for some reason this was different and they had somehow managed to do something Galston rarely saw. They had managed to really fucking piss him off.
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The day Craig died was a bad day. A bad day for everyone, but, as James had just found out, a very bad one for Craig. Susan, his wife had taken it hard. Especially the way it happened. Three weeks ago his belongings and car were found abandoned in a South Queensferry car park. This came shortly after the sighting of a man standing on the bridge had sparked an alert and realistically left little doubt in anyone’s mind. There was no message or note. Just the car containing the usual in-car debris, his wallet and a picture of Susan and the kids on the passenger seat. Later that day James had spoken with the police and had given them almost all the information he knew. Yes, he seemed happy. No, no reason for this. No pressure at work beyond the normal. No he wasn’t a drug user. Alcohol? No more than the normal and it went on. The police left after an hour having completed a required step. Their investigation was already closed barring the paperwork.


James sat staring at his laptop computer screen silently.


He had just witnessed the truth about Craig and it was a long way from taking a suicidal header off the Forth Road Bridge. He watched the grainy video and half-expected it to be a joke. The balaclava man on the screen to suddenly fall over or slip. A Candid Camera moment. He willed someone grinning like a mad man to jump out behind him and point at the camera hidden in a lamp or TV. He would laugh and say something which would eventually be beeped out.


No one jumped out though and there wasn’t a hidden camera. This was real. It had happened and he just sat there watching it play out slowly on his laptop. A voice clearly and calmly explained if he didn’t from that very moment toe the fucking line and do exactly what they wanted, Ewan would be next, then Sarah. If necessary they would then move onto the kids. A heavy chill ran through him as they were mentioned by name.


‘Eventually, you had better fuckin believe me, you will dae this,’ the heavily accented voice told him.
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As Galston approached the trees he saw the man and smiled. The darkness had already descended over him. He was as he had left him; naked and tied to a tree with cheap blue plastic rope and masking tape. Steam was rising from his head and his breathing was laboured through blood-clogged nostrils. The snow at his feet had melted away. His body looked ghostly white against the dark Alpine backdrop. It was -15c.


This is the real world you stupid fucker. No trendy music and no slapstick comedy bad guys. We’re real and this is really going to hurt. Galston thought he might even start to enjoy himself. He dumped the gear with relief, stretched out his aching shoulders and clicked the muscles in his neck. As he started unpacking the video camera, the tripod and the rest of equipment he began to explain to his prisoner what he was going to do. In detail. It took him a while to setup. A mixture of thick gloves and a lifetime of avoiding hi-tech meant it took him more than fifteen minutes to get everything ready. Eventually he was ready and as the green light blinked, he reached into the rucksack to take out the last two items. A small handheld axe and a hacksaw.


The man struggled against the bindings. Most of his strength had already left his frozen body and every feeble movement only served to tighten the frozen ropes. Galston smiled and winked at him before pulling a balaclava over his face and stepping in front of the camera into a ghostly pool of light.


He carried the hacksaw under his arm. The axe hung limply at his side.


Craig stared wildly as he approached and desperately tried to move. He tried to do something, anything. He tried to speak, to plead with the man, but the leather glove shoved in his mouth started to work its way down his throat as he gasped. He was choking. He gagged and frothy saliva foamed around the remaining piece sticking out.


Galston ignored him and without hesitation crouched down and swung the axe hard against his bare ankle. Bone shattered under the impact. Skin ripped open. He pulled the axe back and for the briefest of moments saw pink bone marrow and white flesh before dark red blood filled the wound and poured down the ankle like a dam breached. Craig screamed but no sound came out. His body jerked and convulsed against the bindings. Thousands of tiny ice crystals, shaken from the tree, fell softly to earth. They glistened magically in the bright light of the camera.


Galston swung the axe harder the second time, he was aiming for the centre of the open wound. He missed and the axe stuck deep into freezing bone an inch above. Cursing he pulled it out and swung a third time. This time it cracked through what was left of the anklebone and dug into the calf muscle behind. It was stuck in what felt like rubber and he had to work the blade out side to side to remove it. Reaching down he picked up the hacksaw and quickly sawed through the remaining muscle. The foot fell to the snow and blood-covered forest floor with a dull thump. Blood flowed freely from the stump and melted the snow below. Grass and pine needles were clearly visible mixed with the steaming red liquid and the severed foot.


Galston stood up breathless and kicked it out of the way. He dropped the bloody saw and looked closely into Craig’s bruised and swollen face. It was barely recognisable as the young man he had walked down the forest path with less than an hour ago, screwed up and contorted as it was with pain.


Galston showed no emotion and turned around, picked up the axe and swung it again. This time he aimed just below the knee. His swing was a lot harder this time.


Craig swallowed half of the glove and lost consciousness.
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James clicked pause on the laptop and leaned back into his seat. The last seconds of Craig’s life were frozen on the screen in front of him. Having watched it through once he now knew what was coming and didn’t need or want to put himself through that again. He just sat there and looked at Craig, his best friend, a few seconds before he died.


This was now three weeks after it had happened. He had genuinely cried with grief as he hugged Susan at the bodiless funeral. His best friend had taken his own life and he was at a loss as to why. Now, any grief he might have had was utterly lost in fear and panic. He just sat there staring at the screen. He was acutely aware of the noises around him, his world condensed down to that time, that place. The cars passing outside. The wind and rain against his windows. The quiet ticking of his desk clock. His mobile phone ringing.


His heart was pounding inside his ribcage. He could feel his shirt move in time with the beat. A metallic taste filled his mouth. His lips tingled and his brain worked on overdrive as he tried to figure out what to do.


What to do to make sure the same thing didn’t happen to him.










Chapter 1


The radio alarm was as old as its owner, and as the black paper Rolodex display flipped over from 6.59 to 7.00am it burst into life.


The dark room was instantly filled with news and static, white noise and an unintelligible mix of jingles and voices. It served its purpose and James wearily climbed out of bed, padding naked in its direction. It was purposely placed away from the bed on the window ledge, the other side of the room. He stood for a second stretching in front of it before turning the volume down. The urge to turn it off and climb back under the duvet was close to irresistible but he knew he couldn’t that morning. Instead he glanced out the window to the dark street outside. It was very dark, middle of the night dark, and for a very brief moment he thought he might have set the alarm wrong or it was simply not working but as he stood there he saw some signs of life. A car passed by and in the tenement building opposite there were some lights on. He checked his watch, 7.02am.


He walked through to the kitchen, clicked the switch on the coffee machine and then headed for the bathroom. Standing in front of the mirror he studied his stubbly face. He was tired but then after only four hours of sleep he couldn’t expect anything else. Apart from his current bed-creased weariness he was relatively content with his appearance. After thirty-eight years his body was still holding up reasonably well. His slim physique had filled out a little since his early twenties but not to the extent he even really noticed or cared. The only real signs of age were the flecks of grey peppering his short dark hair and a few lines on his face. Everyone gets older he thought to himself idly as he lathered shaving foam over the stubble and started his morning routine. Twenty minutes later he was sat drinking the coffee in his kitchen. A small TV showed Sky News as he scrolled through his emails on his laptop. Nothing interesting but he still scanned through, accepting meeting requests and deleting the rubbish.


His mobile phone started ringing. It was Craig.


‘Morning!’ Craig was his usual cheery self. ‘Ready?’


‘Aye, when you here?’


‘Ten minutes, see you outside.’ Craig hung up. James placed the phone back on the counter and continued scanning the overnight emails before powering the laptop down, double checking his bag and switching the electricity off in his flat. Fifteen minutes later they were working their way out of the city, flowing easily in the opposite direction to the rush hour traffic as they headed towards the airport.


Edinburgh airport is located eight miles west of the city. Close to the Firth of Forth and its famous bridges, it’s windswept and clearly has ambitions well above its station. It proudly claims everywhere you care to look to be an international contender but the reality is only just. The bulk of the volume passing through its halls are domestic. Small propeller planes hop north to Inverness or west to the islands carrying mail and a few passengers. The larger jets sit waiting to fly their passengers south to one of London’s many airports or Manchester for transfers. Daily there are a few direct international flights to European destinations and in the summer months charter flights fly holiday makers further afield to the Spanish Balearics or some other sunny holiday destination. In comparison to its European peers it’s a small pretender and it looks that way.


The overall appearance of the airport is one of an out of season holiday resort. A bit worn, a bit threadbare and in need of a good clean.


Craig parked his car in the short-term car park and they walked towards the garish yellow terminal building.


Ewan was waiting for them outside. Standing alongside a group of smokers sucking up industrial quantities of nicotine to last them their journey. He was dressed similar to both James and Craig with a dark overcoat on top of his dark suit. His large frame and dress gave him an imposing air. He stood waiting next to a black and silver trolley bag looking decidedly out of place next to the huddled smokers and the worn terminal.


James and Craig both nodded at him as they approached and he fell into line as they walked three abreast into the departures hall. They had already checked in and were travelling hand luggage only so within five minutes were sat in the relative quiet of the BMI business lounge opening up their laptops.


‘It go through?’ James asked Craig as he clicked keys.


‘Hang on would you?’


James was impatient, always had been. Christmas night was always a sleepless one for him as a child and when Lyndsey, his first child, was overdue it drove him insane. Patience and downtime weren’t happy bedfellows within his psychological makeup.


He got up to join Ewan at the coffee machine and made two, one for himself and one for Craig. The lounge was quiet. Apart from the three of them there was only one other occupant, a young man reading a newspaper.


‘There you go,’ Craig said, pointing at the screen as James took the seat next to him.


James followed his finger tracing down a long list of numbers, each one had no indication where they were from but the dates and the values were sufficient proof.


‘You sure?’ he asked.


‘Look,’ Craig said pointing at the top of the screen. ‘First is always £20,000 aye? With early payment discount that’s the £19,000 there,’ he tapped his finger on the first number in the left hand column. He seemed a little irritated he had been questioned at all. ‘What else would it be?’


‘Ok.’


‘Tell me about last night? What happened?’ Craig asked him.


‘What happened last night?’ Ewan asked both of them sitting down on the opposite seat.


‘Jee-mac here,’ Craig started patting James’s knee, ‘had a hot date last night, didn’t you?’ he said sarcastically.


‘Really? You?’ Ewan said picking up a newspaper. ‘Nice personality?’


‘Fuck off would you,’ James responded, then continued. ‘No, horrible. Nice tits though.’


Ewan smiled at this. Craig turned the screen on his laptop to face both of them.


‘It worked guys,’ he said grinning widely and patting his fingers over the numbers on the screen. Craig always the optimist sat holding the laptop. For Craig it was a logical thing, he plans it and mostly Ewan and James execute it. This was their division of labour and it was working. Never any thought to what happens if it doesn’t work. Of course it will work, why wouldn’t it? Positive things happen to positive people would have been his mantra had he felt the need for one. He didn’t though, things never went wrong for Craig so why would he need to work at it?


James smiled and nodded. Ewan looked over and then continued reading his newspaper largely unimpressed that they had just managed to successfully overcome the checks, controls and balances of a FTSE100 company. £19,000 had just been transferred to their holding account and would be followed by many more. The first transfer was the litmus test, once it was through the rest would be relatively easy.


This was their fifth company.


Craig turned the laptop around again and the room fell quiet. James sat there sipping his coffee. Ewan munched on a shortbread finger supplementing the gap between breakfast and his morning snack. He read the sports pages and Craig clicked away on his laptop, moving the funds quickly and assuredly, exactly as James had shown him. Leaving no trace as they waited for the flight to Zurich to be called. Ewan glanced up at the television monitor.


‘So tell me about her?’ he asked James.


‘Like I said. Shit personality, nice tits.’


Their flight was called.


It was particularly violent turbulence which woke James up some time later. He had dozed off as they taxied and snored his way through take-off. Ewan was sat beside him shifting uncomfortably in his seat.


‘Statistically speaking…’ he started.


‘I fucking know OK.’ Ewan interrupted him a little too loudly. Some of the other passengers looked around disapprovingly.


‘I fucking know the statistics,’ he continued in a hushed voice, ‘but stats mean nothing when you are six miles up.’ Ewan gripped the armrests as he spoke.


Ewan was of a nervous disposition. James and Craig had thought long and hard about bringing him in in the first place. It wasn’t a trust thing, they trusted him. It was more a confidence thing. Would he be able to perform under pressure? This was the question and over the last two years he had categorically proved them wrong. Ewan’s nervousness seemed to be restricted to only certain things, flying, girls, public speaking, conflict, to name just a few James was aware of. When it came to defrauding a company out of millions Ewan was the ultimate iceman, cool as you like. Whilst Craig and James were sweating, Ewan was calm and confident. Proof, if any were needed, he thought slouching in his seat that the brain is about as rational as Daffy Duck.


James smiled sleepily at this as he watched Ewan staring out the window watching the wing wobble. The seatbelt sign came on with a bing, the plane rolled and bumped violently again and he fell back to sleep leaving Ewan alone with his irrational terror.


An hour later and much to Ewan’s relief they landed smoothly. The aircraft taxied to the modern glass and steel terminal building and with the usual Swiss efficiency they were collecting their bags from the carousel as soon as they had arrived there.


‘You gotta love the Swiss eh?’ Ewan said, much more relaxed now as they walked towards the green ‘nothing to declare’ door at customs. They nodded at the customs officials and entered Switzerland proper.


A short but expensive taxi ride took them to their hotel. The air temperature was -6c with bright sunshine, a perfectly clear January day.


The Drei Schwan Hotel is located in the old town of Zurich, on the southern bank of the Limmat river. It’s situated close enough to the business heart of the city to charge a premium and just far enough away to charge a little bit more. The building it occupies has been a hotel in some shape or form for over 500 years but it only became the Three Swans recently after significant investment. It is a small private boutique hotel, offering thirty rooms. Modern, quiet and discreet. It is very popular with the super-rich, the rich and the sort of people who value anonymity over price.


They pulled up outside and as Craig settled the fare James and Ewan headed straight to the reception. Inside they were welcomed back by name. They had stayed in this hotel many times but whether they were recognised or the reception team had been briefed in advance was a moot point. They took pride in the small things in this hotel and they knew it was the doing it that counted, not how they did it. James smiled pleasantly at the receptionist as she checked him in while two other hotel staff dealt with Craig and Ewan with a similar absence of fuss.


That evening, after dinner, they sat drinking in the hotel bar. The fire was roaring and giving off enough heat to warm a room three times larger than the small bar they occupied.


‘Think they are serious?’ Ewan said to no one in particular. Over dinner they had skirted the subject, talking about anything and everything but. It was Ewan who blinked first.


‘The threats?’ Craig said turning to him and then shaking his head he continued without waiting for an answer. ‘Naw doubt it, I’ve never heard of them and I’m sure Tony has sorted it. Minor players. I’m more concerned how they found out.’


James sat staring at the fire. ‘It could be really serious you know?’


‘Not a lot we can do about it though is there?’ Craig said directly to him. This topic had been discussed too much and they needed to move on.


Craig was the leader. No one said it, no one acknowledged it outright but they all knew if there was an official hierarchy then Craig would be sitting at the top. Three equal partners was the construct but even a three-piece band needs a lead singer and Craig was the front man in all senses.


They fell silent. He was right. Tony had apparently dealt with it and given them the all clear. Tony was their Mr Fix-it. He was there just in case they had to sort out something beyond their capabilities. They had kept him on a cash retainer for the last two years and so far they had never had to call on his services. That was until last month. Since then he had earned every penny. This topic had been uppermost in each of their minds for the last few weeks. It was all consuming but Tony had given them the all clear and so they were back in Zurich. Craig was keen to put it behind them all and move forward.


‘Anyway guys, that’s me,’ he broke the silence. ‘I’m off to bed. Knackered, 8.30 tomorrow ok?’ he said, placing his bulb shaped glass on the heavy oak table and standing up stretching.


James and Ewan nodded. He picked up his overcoat and laptop bag and left the small bar.


With Craig gone Ewan leaned over. ‘What do you think?’


‘Dunno, it’s pretty serious. I think. I mean, they looked serious to me but I haven’t got a fucking clue.’


‘I know. You trust Tony?’ his voice had a tension which the liquor hadn’t subdued.


Shaking his head, ‘Dunno, trust Craig though,’ James replied.


‘Aye,’ Ewan said nodding.


There wasn’t anything else to say which hadn’t already been said. The problem had been analysed from every conceivable angle. Initially they had all panicked but eventually it had become just another problem to solve. It could have been a business issue and Tony led them through it one evening. Firstly they looked at whether they were a real, a genuine risk or not. They then outlined every possible action they could take, its likelihood of success and the possible reactions. Tony facilitated this in his own unique way but he was very thorough nontheless. Then they moved to how they had found out and came to the conclusion –unless it was one of the four persons present in the room that evening it must have been one of the target companies. They wrapped the evening up by walking again through the various potential responses and settled on a visit by Tony, ‘The fire with fire solution,’ he wrote this down on the whiteboard theatrically with a smile. He seemed very pleased with this outcome.


This visit had taken place two weeks ago and it was all sorted according to Tony.


James sat there cupping his drink, not sure what else to say. He then quite suddenly drained his glass and stood up, ‘Don’t stay up too late, busy day tomorrow. Heading out?’


‘Dunno. Maybe.’


‘Ok, well see you tomorrow.’


Ewan nodded and continued to stare at the roaring fire.


James left the bar and walked through the reception area towards the lift and his bed. He was very tired and the heavy dinner plus the strong booze allowed him the luxury of falling dead asleep almost instantly. He had barely managed to drag his clothes off. Outside the dark river glistened.


Ewan drained his glass and stood up.


He looked around the room. There was only an elderly couple sharing the bar with him now. They sat apart not talking. It was a quiet night in the hotel. Ewan walked from the bar, pulling on his overcoat as he strode past reception. He stepped out of the hotel into the bitterly cold night.


The Limmat river is the main body of water running through the city of Zurich. Its fast-flowing crystal clear waters separate the old town from the main shopping district. Churches, cafés and restaurants line its banks either side as it takes a direct route through the city towards the Zurichsee, one of Switzerland’s many lakes. In the summer months the river, and the riverside area is a magnet for tourists and locals alike to swim, have dinner, jog or simply amble along its banks. As city-centre rivers go it is remarkably free of shopping trolleys and the other flotsam and jetsam which would ordinarily find its way into the water.


James sat in the breakfast room staring out over the water as early morning commuters passed by, hunched up against the biting early morning cold. The river looked dark despite the bright morning sun. Even with all the discussions and a good eight hours of sleep the issue was still bugging him. It wouldn’t go away. Something told him it was anything but sorted, regardless of Tony and Craig’s assurances. The evening they had spent with him wasn’t reassuring. It was as if they had missed one big piece of the puzzle but they were all too happy to accept it and move on. The dots were there but somehow he couldn’t join them up. He knew the answer must be simple. They usually were.


They expected a call from a procurement manager or chief buyer or even the finance director. This was all part of the longer term plan but to date they had heard nothing. Their encounter with two low-level heavies from Glasgow’s underbelly came as a total surprise. Out of the blue. It didn’t make any sense. The only weak link James could think of was Tony but Craig was adamant he wasn’t the reason. Tony didn’t really know enough anyway and these two thugs had known exactly what to say. They had too much information for it to be Tony. Was it really one of the four companies as they had decided? It was logical but still didn’t sound right to him. How did they find out and why did they enlist the help of the men they met? This didn’t seem right according to James. He felt the real answer was rattling around somewhere in his brain. He sat there staring at the river willing it to come to him.


‘Alright?’ Craig broke his thoughts as he put his jacket and on the back of the seat opposite. ‘No Ewan?’


‘Not yet, be here shortly I guess,’ James replied.


‘Better be, I want to get this done quickly and head off,’ Craig said as he headed towards the self-service table offering an assortment of bread, cheese and cold meats.


James just nodded and sipped his coffee as he watched his friend enthusiastically help himself. Craig was dressed immaculately as usual wearing a light brown suit and dark tie. His dark hair was cropped short, neat and functional. He wore dark-rimmed glasses. With classical good looks and a slim physique he looked the consummate professional. James was dressed in similar fashion but somehow didn’t carry it off as well and he knew this. Craig always looked immaculate and just right, regardless of what he was wearing.


They had business in town today that required the suits. A perfect camouflage in a city full of bankers and finance people. Once done they were driving up to the mountains for a weekend’s skiing and fun.


They, or rather the company, owned a ski-apartment up there.


Fifteen minutes later Ewan turned up looking a little tired and ruffled. No one asked why, they simply drained their coffee and left. Ewan grabbed a banana and a muffin, to go.


Their destination was the Alt-Yverdon Bank which has a small physical presence in downtown Zurich. A larger office simply wasn’t required with most of their clientele residing outside of Switzerland. The office is situated at the end of Bahnhofstrasse on the banks of the lake. It takes up the whole ground floor of an 18th-century building which had been converted to apartments some fifty years earlier. As Zurich city residences go it’s as good as it gets. A quiet and leafy street five minutes’ walk from the centre of town. Other than the brass plaque next to the buzzer there is no outward sign of the bank’s existence. At first glance it appears to be just another well-to-do apartment. Financially and relatively speaking it’s a small bank. Its assets being only a tiny percentage of the larger, more public Swiss banks like Credit Suisse or UBS. Since it was founded by Andre Yverdon in 1847 it had grown steadily, acquiring clients, retaining a certain proximity to them and taking full advantage of the range of specific Swiss banking laws. It is the sort of Swiss bank which has particular clients; it caters to people who value anonymity and a personal service. It is also very specialised.


It continued its steady growth up until the 11th September 2001. Since that day the bank has seen the demand for its services soar exponentially.


Andreas Rogenmoser met them at the door with a strong handshake and a friendly smile. He had been their banker almost since the beginning. James had made the initial contact and Andreas managed their finances ever since. They all walked inside. It was quiet, they could have been forgiven for thinking Andreas was the only employee. The office had the ambiance of a very, very, quiet library. A few jackets and scarves on the hanger next to the door were the only indication there actually were other people in the building. Certainly the services Andreas and Alt-Yverdon offered were not unique but these services were also not easy to find, nor commonplace and the silence in the office reflected the bank’s quiet, unassuming approach to doing business. For their services they charged a significant premium over their high street counterparts. Their rates were the equivalent of a backstreet money launderer, but they earned it. And they dressed better on the proceeds James thought as they all followed Andreas inside.


He led them to a modern-looking meeting room. It was small, eight seats and a polished wooden table. A projector hung from the ceiling. Andreas looked exactly as he should, a small man, probably in his mid to late 40s James would have guessed. He was dressed in a dark suit, muted tie and wore small round glasses. He looked like a banker, nothing out of place and everything understated. He spoke with a German accent, not Swiss. James had wondered if he was actually German even though he carried a very common Swiss surname. In any event they were not friends and it was highly unlikely they would ever socialise to give James the chance to ask such a personal question. Discretion is fundamental in his line of work and thus small talk never progressed beyond the weather.


After they had all agreed the weather was perfect for skiing, Andreas opened up the meeting and then proceeded to carefully and methodically walk them through the spreadsheets which he projected against the white wall left blank for the purpose.


Two hours later, Ewan blinked as he stepped outside the office back into the sunlight and stretched his arms out, ‘Can we go have fun now?’


‘Abso-fucking-lutely,’ was the response.
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