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CHENGDU, PEOPLE'S REPUBLIC OF CHINA

        

      

    

    
      The New Century Global Center in Chengdu was enormous. The sign above the main doors proclaimed it as the biggest mall in the world, and it was easy to reach the conclusion that that was still selling it short. The building was a hundred metres tall, with a concrete pediment that had been shaped to resemble flowing waves. Video screens fixed to the structure ran colourful advertisements for the stores inside the complex on a steady loop. The place was more like a small town than a mall, with hundreds of shops and restaurants. There was an artificial indoor beach, an ice-skating rink and a sculpture garden on the roof. The story was that the government had authorised the billions involved in its construction as a way to demonstrate to the rest of the world the strength of the Chinese economy. They wanted it to be visible from space.

      It was a Saturday afternoon, and the concourse was thronged with visitors going about their business. One of those people—a woman with the operational name of He Xiangu—stood outside and watched. Her mind was busy with a confusing welter of thoughts. Ideas wound around other ideas, leading to a mess of threads that was impossible for her to untangle. The main thing—the thing that had guided her for as long as she could remember—was that it was important to please her handler, Yuan. The rest was just noise.

      General Qiang and his wife were just in front of her. There was an enormous sculpture of a panda clambering up the side of the building to the roof garden, and the two of them were obviously amused by it, the woman posing and pointing up at its backside while her husband shot a picture on his phone. Mrs. Qiang was much younger than her husband; Xiangu guessed she was in her late twenties, a good forty years younger than her husband. Xiangu had never been given the opportunity to learn about relationships, but she assumed that the general’s riches—he was reputed to have made a small fortune from the intelligence he had supplied to the Americans—was the reason the couple had come together. That was what Yuan had speculated, anyway, and Xiangu trusted his judgement on all things.

      Xiangu heard his voice now in the small receiver that she wore in her ear. “Can you still see them?”

      “Yes,” she replied. “They’re going inside.”

      “Follow them. Just surveillance. Do you understand?”

      “Yes, Yuan,” she said. “I understand.”

      She passed through the vast doors into the main atrium. A Lancôme concession was directly ahead, with two huge escalators, picked out in blue neon, delivering people to the upper levels. Xiangu cut a path through the slow-moving pedestrians and followed the couple. Their intelligence was that they had tickets to the early performance of Mozart’s Die Zauberflöte at the mall’s opera house. Xiangu had been told to follow them as part of the reconnaissance that was required before the operation was given the green light to proceed. Last year, when Xiangu had gone operational for the first time, Yuan had explained that it was important for her to get an idea of her targets before she took steps against them. It was useful, he told her, to gauge their routines, to understand how cautious they were, how observant and how aware they were of their potential threats. Xiangu’s instinct was for immediate action, but she trusted Yuan. He had worked with her for five years, and he was the nearest thing she had to a father. He knew what he was doing.

      Qiang led his wife to the InterContinental Hotel and its Phoenix Pavilion restaurant.

      “Report, Xiangu.”

      “They’re going into the restaurant to eat.”

      “Copy that. That’s enough for today. We’ll pick them up again tomorrow.”

      She frowned. “Why not proceed now?”

      “No, Xiangu. Disengage. That’s an order.”

      Xiangu stared at the window as the maître d’ led the general and his wife through the busy restaurant to a table that was visible from where she was standing. He handed them leather-bound menus and retreated with a deferential bow. They had been taken to a quieter area of the restaurant, with booths rather than open tables.

      Xiangu froze, staring through the window as the voices in her head started to get louder.

      “Xiangu,” Yuan said in her ear, “you are not to engage. Repeat—do not engage the target. Tell me you understand.”

      A waiter came across to the general’s table, bowing with the same courteous submission as the maître d’. The general said something, and the waiter laughed politely.

      “Xiangu—report.”

      She reached up to her ear, plucked out the receiver and dropped it into her pocket. Yuan would just distract her if she had to keep listening to him. She would do what she was here to do, she would do it well, and he would be pleased.

      She went to the doors of the restaurant and pushed them open. The maître d’ was at his lectern, running his finger down the list of people who had booked tables to dine that afternoon. The man looked up as Xiangu approached, his servile smile disappearing as she walked around him and through into the restaurant.

      “Excuse me? Miss?”

      The room was beautifully appointed. A vast chandelier had been fitted to the ceiling over one of the largest tables. Another huge fixture hung over the bar, endless bulbs illuminating the bottles with a soft glow. The floor was marble, and the pillars and columns that supported the ceiling had been clad in marble, too. Diners sat in horseshoe-shaped booths that were lined in purple velvet and at circular tables that glittered with silver cutlery and crystal tableware, with huge sprays of carnations in ornate china vases.

      “Excuse me,” the maître d’ protested again. “Miss? Please. You can’t just go—”

      The man reached out for Xiangu and grabbed her by the elbow. She stopped and turned.

      “You can’t just walk into the restaurant. Do you have a reservation?”

      Xiangu glanced to her right. She was next to a table at which four diners were enjoying their meals. She reached out with her right hand, collected a chopstick from the nearest setting and, with a neat pivot, plunged it into the eye of the maître d’. He shrieked, letting go of Xiangu’s elbow as both hands went up to his face. The diners at the table froze in horror; the man nearest to Xiangu pushed back his chair in an effort to put distance between him and her, but tripped over the leg and fell backwards into one of the other diners at an adjacent table.

      Xiangu ignored them all. She turned and continued into the restaurant, stepping between tables of increasingly agitated diners and following the path that the general and his wife had taken to reach their private booth. It was quieter here, but the men and women who had been enjoying their meals were now beginning to crane their necks toward the clamour from the other tables.

      Xiangu approached the general and his wife, reached into her jacket and pulled out the pistol that she wore in a shoulder holster. Qiang tried to stand, but he was sitting in the booth, and there was no space between his seat and the edge of the table.

      The general raised his hands in front of him. “Please—”

      Xiangu aimed and fired into the middle of his chest. The bullet passed through his body and into the back of the velvet-covered bench.

      Xiangu had been pumped full of chemicals to keep a lid on the rage and the fury and the insatiable lust for blood, but, lately, she had found they had less and less effect on her. It was as if the voices had once been gagged, but those gags had become looser and looser until the knots had unravelled and the gags had slipped.

      The splash of blood on the general’s white shirt reminded her of who she was.

      What she was.

      The colour of it.

      The smell of it.

      The gags fell free, and the voices were not muffled any longer. They were loud, telling her to remember.

      There were more screams, but she could barely hear them.

      Qiang was slumped against the back of the banquette, wheezing for breath, his lung perforated by the shot. She fired again, into his head, and he lay still.

      His wife shrieked. Xiangu swung to her left and fired. The woman jerked back, then toppled over to the side.

      Xiangu sensed movement behind her and braced herself as someone tackled her around the waist. She held onto the edge of the table to keep herself upright, the tablecloth slipping and dislodging plates of noodles onto the floor. Xiangu planted her feet and twisted her hips, slithering out of the grip of the waiter who had tried to topple her. The man lost his balance and stumbled to his knees; Xiangu spun into a kick and then another, her heel catching him on the jaw and then the side of his head.

      She saw another waiter eyeing her from the other side of the room and fired a shot in his direction. He ducked, and the round cracked against the marble pillar next to the bar. Xiangu aimed again and, before the man could dive into cover, the bullet tagged him in the shoulder.

      The voices in her head were deafening now. There was blood everywhere—over the general’s table, on the floor, smeared on the marble pillar—and the sight of it made her want more.

      She aimed and fired again and again.

      Two diners at a table to her left.

      A waitress before she could take cover behind the bar.

      A man in chef’s whites who came out of the kitchen with a cleaver in his hand.

      A table of three diners.

      The barman as he scuttled toward the door.

      She heard the sound of sirens from outside and, as she looked through the window that opened out onto the mall, she saw two men in police uniform. She aimed and fired, three shots and then another two, punching holes through the glass. Spiderwebbed cracks spread across the pane.

      She was lost now, pulled down into a vortex that she could no longer control. The voices were as loud as they had ever been. She was doing what she was born to do, performing just as she had been trained. One of the voices told her she should run, but the others shouted it down.

      No, they said. You can’t. This is what you’re for.

      The rest of the diners were trying to get out, but someone slipped and fell and blocked the door. Xiangu fired into the scrum. She put a bullet into the back of a woman and then, knowing that the weapon was dry, she dropped it and reached into her pocket for the butterfly knife, opening it with a flick of her wrist.

      A police officer burst into the restaurant through the kitchen door. He had a pistol, and he raised his arm to aim it; she ducked behind an oversized pot as he fired, the bullet crashing into the plate-glass window of the boutique to her right. She scurried across the open space, more bullets whining overhead, and took shelter behind an upturned table.

      She took the earpiece from her pocket and pressed it into her ear.

      “It’s done.”

      “I told you no,” Yuan protested.

      “He has been eliminated.”

      “You need to leave. Get out, Xiangu. Now.”

      She peeked around the table and saw three officers, all armed. She was penned in.

      “It’s too late. I did everything you asked me to do. The target is dead.”

      “Get out. Run.”

      “Goodbye, Yuan.”

      She gripped the knife in her fist, took a breath, and surged up and out from behind the table. She sprinted for the officer near the kitchen door. She didn’t want to get out, to run. The voices wouldn’t let her. They shrieked at her in unison that she wasn’t done, not yet… not ever.

      They told her to kill.

      She was aware of a gunshot, the sound of it, and then the feeling that she had been punched between her shoulder blades. She kept running, closing the distance to the officer even as he raised his weapon and fired in her direction. The bullet struck her just below her right shoulder, slowing her momentum but not stopping her. She kept running. She heard another shot, then another, but kept going. She reached the officer and swung the knife, burying it in the soft, fleshy part of his gut. His gun was between them, and he fired even as his own blood poured over it. Xiangu tried to pull out the knife, ready to use it again, but there was no strength in her arm, and her palm was slippery. The man fell back against the wall and slid down it; Xiangu collapsed on top of him.

      The voices yelled at her to get up, to get up and do it again and again and again and again, but she couldn’t. She rose to her knees, then fell onto her back, looking up into the crystal fronds that spilled down from the chandelier. The light became fuzzy, a glow that was then swallowed by darkness, and then, finally, for the first time since she could remember, the voices were silent.
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      They were at the range, two hundred yards deep in the woods at the clearing that Pope and Isabella had created in the first few months after their arrival at the farm. They had cut down trees and dug out bushes to create a pathway that extended for a hundred yards, ending at a wider circle where they had used the timber to build the targets. Isabella took up position twenty-five metres away from the larger target, a distance that—for her, at least—made for an easy shot.

      “No way,” Chloé said.

      “Want to bet?”

      “You can hit it from there?”

      “With my eyes closed.”

      She stepped back until she was fifty metres from the target, the range they used in Olympic competition.

      “Come on. You’re taking the piss.”

      Isabella flicked her dyed-black hair from her eyes and raised the bow, drawing back the string and feeling the tension of it against the joints of her fingers. She held it there for a moment, sighted the target and adjusted her aim, and then released. The arrow sliced through the air with a swish like a bamboo cane and buried itself deep in the centre of the straw target.

      She lowered the bow and smiled.

      It wasn’t dead centre, but it was close enough.

      “Shit!” Chloé exclaimed. “That’s amazing.”

      Chloé was a little naïve, but that was to be expected. She was a little older than Isabella, but she had none of her experience. Isabella had seen, and done, more than would be expected of any normal eighteen-year-old. Chloé was the first friend of similar age that she had ever really had, and the uncomplicated relationship they enjoyed had made the last eighteen months in rural France more bearable, perhaps even enjoyable.

      Pope had brought them to Cazevieille under new legends: Mark Graves and his stepdaughter, Bella. This part of southern France was quiet, and they were so remote that it would have been almost impossible for Isabella to meet anyone of her own age. She had told Pope that she was bored, and he had agreed to take her to Montpellier for a change of scenery. She had met Chloé in the queue for ice creams on the beach, and after they had struck up a conversation, both had been shocked to find that they lived less than three miles from one another. Chloé, like Isabella, had been bored in the countryside and had come down to the coast for some fun. They had arranged to meet and, since then, had been together most days. They both had bicycles and either met at their respective houses or cycled into the countryside where they would find quiet spots to smoke illicit cigarettes and gossip. Isabella had never had a normal life, but imagined that, if she had, it would look something like this.

      Isabella went to the target and pulled out the arrow. Navigating friendship was still difficult for her. Her mother had taught her that friends were vulnerabilities: they could be used against you, and they could betray you. Far better, Beatrix had argued, to be alone. You could trust yourself.

      She offered the bow to Chloé. “Want to try?”

      Isabella’s French was fluent now, but Chloé said that her accent still had a mid-Atlantic drawl. She looked dubious and pushed a lock of ginger hair behind her ear.

      “I’ll be awful. You know how clumsy I am.”

      Isabella laughed. “Come on—it’s not hard.”

      She found Chloé’s lack of confidence endearing. Beatrix had taught Isabella that mastering a physical skill was just a question of hard work; you plugged away at it until movements were automatic. Pope had reinforced the same message, and then Maia after him. Maia, in particular, had been able to give Isabella the additional context that helped her to understand her biology, especially since the two of them shared the same genomic anomalies.

      Isabella helped Chloé up, standing beside her and guiding her hands onto the bow.

      Chloé made an effort to pull the drawstring. “I’m pathetic.”

      “Brace the string against your left forearm so that you can hold the bow steady.” A small frown of concentration furrowed Chloé’s forehead. “Good—now nock the arrow and raise your arm to eye level. That’s it. Now draw back the arrow and bowstring, all in one motion. Then breathe out… and release.”

      Chloé was nowhere near as strong as Isabella, and her draw was less than half of what Isabella had managed. She opened her fingers, and the bowstring snapped, the arrow sailing across the range until it landed in the bottom third of the target.

      “I did it! Look! I hit it.”

      “Fantastic!” Isabella said, then bit her lip, thinking. She knew that she shouldn’t show off too much, but Chloé’s sense of accomplishment was infectious. “I’ll show you something else. Wait—I’ll be right back.”

      She jogged along the path back to the cowshed. She took the key from its hiding place beneath a stone to the right of the door and opened the padlock, pulling the door back and stepping into the murky space inside. The shed had been used for milking once, although it had since lain empty for years and had fallen into decrepitude. The slates had fallen off the roof in patches, exposing the rafters beneath so that they had now started to rot; weeds had punched through cracks in the concrete floor; iron mangers that would once have held the animals’ food now stored old paint cans and chunks of rubble. Isabella went to the manger at the far end of the shed and locked her fingers around the lip, straining her muscles as she heaved it away. The manger had been emptied of the trash that weighed down the others, but it was solid metal and heavy; it scraped against the concrete as she felt the muscles in her back complain with the effort.

      She moved it enough so that she could get to the void they had excavated beneath it. She reached in and took out the first of several waterproof bags that they had stashed. She unzipped it and took out the Beretta 92FS that she preferred and a magazine loaded with 124-grain ammunition. She checked that the safety was engaged and ran back to the clearing.

      “Here,” Isabella said, holding up the sidearm.

      Chloé stared. “Shit. Why do you have that?”

      “My stepdad likes to shoot,” she said, using the story that Pope had suggested in the event that anyone ever saw their weapons. “I do, too.”

      “You know how to use it?”

      Isabella nodded. She pushed the safety lever forward and out of the way, remembering that she found the gesture counterintuitive and awkward, much more of a conscious effort than would have been the case on a 1911 or something similar. She gave herself twenty-five metres to the target and raised the pistol, holding it in her right hand with her left hand bracing it. She aligned the front and back sights, centring the post of the front sight so that it was between the two posts of the rear sight. She focussed on the front sight, allowing the target to blur a little. She pulled the trigger three times, one after the other. The gun jerked in her hand, but she had anticipated this and took it into account. The reports echoed through the woods, and somewhere to her right, a pheasant crowed indignantly as it threw itself into the air.

      Isabella followed Chloé to the target.

      “Fuck,” Chloé said, open mouthed.

      The bullets had punctured the paper target in a neat triangle; the three corners were grouped together tightly enough that they would have fitted within the circumference of one of the mugs in the kitchen.

      “How’d you do that?”

      “Practice.”

      “But you hardly looked.”

      “Lots of practice.”

      “Ignore her, Chloé.” The voice behind them was serious. “She’s a show-off.”

      Isabella turned to see Michael Pope standing at the mouth of the clearing. She saw the disapproval on his face and felt the guilt of someone who has been discovered doing something that they know they really shouldn’t have been doing.

      “Isn’t that right, Bella?”

      “He’s just jealous,” she said, trying to brazen it out.

      Pope didn’t hide his irritation. “That’s enough for one day.”

      She felt herself blush. She knew she had gone too far. It wasn’t as if Pope hadn’t drummed it into her enough: the whole point of their rural hideaway was to keep a low profile. He had made it very clear that if they were discovered, they would have to run again, and had made her promise to be careful in exchange for him allowing her to spend time with Chloé.

      “I’ve been to Carrefour,” Pope said. “The shopping’s in the car.” He pointed to the gun. “Give that to me and go and take the bags into the kitchen.”

      Isabella nodded and handed the Beretta to Pope. He was standing between her and Chloé, and he glared at her, his expression hidden, and Isabella knew that she was in trouble.

      “I’ll help,” Chloé said.

      Isabella led Chloé along the path to the farmhouse. She felt the blood in her cheeks and clenched her fists in annoyance. Pope was always on at her, always telling her what to do, always chiding her when she got something wrong or stepped even a little way out of line. They had argued about his insistence on observing the regimen; she told him he was paranoid, that they would never find them here; he reminded her that the people who were looking for them had unlimited resources and a determination that would never waver. It was annoying and reassuring all at once: she resented his rules but, at the same time, knew that he only insisted on them because he cared about her and worried about what might happen if they were found.

      He was the only person who had looked out for her since Beatrix had died. She loved him for it—and that was what made his strictness so infuriating.
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      Pope had parked their little Citroën in the cobbled yard at the back of the farmhouse. She took out four bags that contained bottles of mineral water, lifting two bags in each hand. Chloé took out the remaining two bags and struggled; Isabella caught herself and put two of her bags down again. Chloé didn’t seem to notice the ease with which Isabella had lifted the groceries, but Isabella knew that Pope would have disapproved if he had seen. She was so much stronger than Chloé—stronger than any girl her age had any right to be—and he had reminded her, again and again, that she should make sure not to do anything that would bring attention to that fact.

      Her physical abilities had continued to develop over the last year and a half. Pope had become alarmed when her weight training had led to the sort of rapid muscle growth that was usually seen only in weightlifters on steroids. He had scaled things back, directing her to lighter weights that would allow her to develop more naturally. She ignored him when he wasn’t around, however, and lifted as much as she could manage. Pope worked out, too, and she had paid attention to his maximums: he benched two hundred pounds and could squat two-fifty. She had tried both of those weights, and although it wasn’t easy, she had lifted them and then added more. There was no question about it: she was stronger than he was now. Her body was lean and almost without fat, narrow-hipped and wiry, yet she rippled with long, lean muscle tissue. She looked at herself in the mirror and knew that she had the body of a world-class athlete.

      Her physique might have been changing, but she didn’t feel different on the inside, at least not until she’d met Chloé. She had not been able to tell the other girl much, but even the heavily redacted version of her life that Pope had helped her to author elicited more questions than Isabella knew how to answer. And the physical differences between them were too large to ignore. She had to be careful. She knew Pope worried that those differences might attract the wrong sort of attention.

      Isabella sighed. He worried about most things. It was more than just his army training and his urge to stay out of sight in order to remain safe. He worried about her in the way that a parent might. He had lost his own family, and she knew that he was focussing his attention on her in their absence.

      They carried the bags through to the kitchen. It was a simple room with windows that looked out toward the cowshed and the low-lying peaks beyond.

      Chloé put her bags down. “Is your stepdad always so strict?”

      “He has his moments.”

      Isabella looked through the window as Pope closed the boot of the car and realised that she worried about him, too. Things weren’t perfect, but they were better than they had been for months. They were well hidden, and although Pope reminded her often that the people who were looking for them would not stop, they weren’t being chased at the moment. They had even managed to put down roots. Isabella had lived alone in Marrakech after her mother’s death, and, while she had managed well enough, it had been lonely. It was nice being part of a little family again.

      “It’s obvious how much he loves you,” Chloé said.

      “What?”

      “He’s strict, but you can tell he’s that way for the right reasons. I wish my dad were more like him. He hardly even notices when I’m not there.”

      Chloé didn’t often speak about her family, but Isabella knew from what she had shared that she wasn’t particularly happy at home. That made her feel guilty, too. Isabella might have been robbed of a normal childhood, but at least she had someone who cared for her. Chloé was right: Pope was doing his best, and she was lucky to have him.

      “Anyway,” Chloé said. “I’d better be getting back. I’ve got to persuade my mum that the flat is worth an extra fifty euros a week.”

      “What are you doing tonight?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Come back for dinner.”

      “Are you sure? Your stepdad won’t mind?”

      “He’ll be fine. Besides, we need to talk to him about you-know-what, and I’ll feel better about it if you’re here, too.”

      Chloé said that she would, and they agreed on a time for her to return. Isabella knew that Pope would want her to go out on a training run with him, and she wanted to make sure she had enough time to shower and change before they started to prepare the food.

      Isabella followed Chloé to the door. Pope had gone into the cowshed, no doubt to put the pistol back in the stash.

      “Are you sure he’ll be okay with it?” Chloé said as she collected her bike.

      “He’ll get over it,” Isabella said. “He’ll have to—I’m not changing my mind.”
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      Pope went into the cowshed and took off his aviators so that he could see in the gloom. He went to the hiding place for their small armoury and, after ensuring that Chloé wasn’t nearby, he checked that everything was still in place. He had raided a Group Fifteen arms cache outside Paris for the things that he thought they might need: the Beretta that Isabella had taken, a machine pistol, a carbine, grenades—frags and flash bangs—together with explosives and hundreds of rounds of ammunition. There was a steel strongbox, too, containing six passports—three for him and three for her—along with emergency money that would enable them to get by for a month. He put the pistol back into its storage bag and, grunting with the effort, heaved the manger back into place. It was heavy, and he was reminded again of how strong Isabella had become. He didn’t pretend to understand her genetics, that same biology that he had seen in Maia and the others who had come after them, but he knew that it was real and that it was going to be more and more difficult to keep things hidden. Isabella was a teenage girl, and the only way that Pope could keep her safe was to rob her of all the things that teenage girls enjoyed. Even if he wanted to, it was a balance that couldn’t be maintained forever; there would come a time when she wouldn’t listen to him, and he needed to have a plan for what to do when that happened.

      He walked back outside into the cloudless, sunny day. It was perfect, warm with a gentle breeze, but he couldn’t shake his sense of disquiet. She was growing up too fast.

      “Goodbye, Mr. Graves.”

      Chloé rode by him, her bicycle jarring and juddering as it ran over the cobbles.

      “Bye, Chloé.”

      He watched as the girl reached the track and then stood on the pedals to help her with the gentle climb up to the road. Chloé was good for Isabella. Pope couldn’t shield her from the world forever, and the friendship between the two offered a grounding that he couldn’t provide. He had two girls of his own—Clementine and Flora—but he had never been a substitute for their mother. There were some things—some subjects—that were outside of his experience, there would be more and more of them the older Isabella became, and she was going to need help if she was going to navigate them.

      He watched the girl as she crested the hill and tried to level out his mood for the conversation that he knew he was going to have. Not everything was perfect here, but, on balance, it could have been a lot worse. Isabella was safe and, he hoped, happy.

      “I’m sorry.”

      He turned. Isabella was standing behind him, her lips pursed, looking every inch the sullen teenager.

      “For what?”

      “Showing off.”

      “It was stupid.”

      “I know. That’s why I said I’m sorry.”

      Pope exhaled. “I know you don’t believe me, but I do understand. You want to show her what you can do. But that’s exactly the sort of thing I’m worried about. Now Chloé’s going to go home and tell her parents that you know how to fire a gun. Maybe she’s already told them how far you can run. How much you can lift.”

      “I’ve never done anything that’d make her wonder about me.”

      “Until today?”

      “I said I was—”

      “If the wrong people get to hear about it, we might have a problem.”

      “I know.” She wouldn’t look at him. “God knows you say it often enough.”

      “And why’s that? Because you forget. Do you think I like having to tell you off?”

      “It’s just…” She paused. “Sometimes I just want to do normal stuff without… you know, without you vetting me afterwards.”

      “Target practice with a Beretta isn’t normal stuff, Bella.”

      “If you were as good at it as I am, wouldn’t you want to show someone else?”

      Pope smiled; she had a point. “I probably would. I’m sorry, too, Bella. I don’t want to be hard on you. I’ll try to ease up. But you still have to be cautious—agreed?”

      She returned his smile. “Agreed.”

      “And show me next time you want to shoot. I’m always impressed.”

      She turned and headed back toward the house, then paused and turned back to him. “I told Chloé she could have dinner with us tonight. Is that okay?”

      “On one condition.”

      “What?”

      “We haven’t been out on a run yet today. We need to get one in. And I’ll tell you what—seeing as it’s just me, you can go as fast as you like.”
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      They changed into their running gear and met in the courtyard outside the house.

      Isabella went through her usual routine of stretches. “Come on, Grandad,” she teased as Pope tried to reach down and touch the ground.

      “I’m twenty years older than you.”

      “And the rest.” She grinned.

      “Fighting talk.”

      “But I can back it up.”

      “That’s what I’m worried about.”

      “Shall we make it interesting?” she suggested.

      “You think we need to have something on the line?”

      “How about this—if I win, you cook dinner.”

      He cocked an eyebrow with exaggerated cynicism. “And if I win, you cook?”

      “Right.” She grinned.

      “So I lose either way,” he said, returning her smile. “You’re still the only person I’ve ever met who’s managed to burn a frozen pizza.”

      “Harsh.”

      “But fair.”

      They set off along the track and arrived at the path that led up into the hills.

      Isabella bounced up and down on her toes, feeling the energy sparking in her muscles. “Want a head start?”

      “You have no idea how patronising that is,” Pope complained.

      “That’s pride talking. You know you need one.”

      “Fine. Give me a minute, then come after me. Up to the cairn and down again. First one back at the house wins.”

      Isabella counted down from three, and Pope set off. She didn’t know exactly how old he was, but he was still very fit. He climbed over the stile atop the barbed wire that kept the sheep in the field, and then put his head down and ran hard.

      Isabella started to count. Pope crossed the field and lengthened his stride.

      Isabella reached sixty and set off. She put both hands on the stile and vaulted over it, landing and continuing on without breaking stride. The field with the sheep led into a larger fifty-acre field where the farmer grew barley. Isabella kept to the margin between the fence and the crop and pounded up the slope.

      She looked at her watch and saw that they had been running for five minutes. The fastest that she had ever completed the ten-kilometre route was thirty-five minutes, and she knew that Pope’s best—these days, at least—would be a good three or four minutes slower than that. He had told her about the physical feats that he had needed to achieve in order to pass selection for the SAS, but that, as she took pleasure in reminding him, had been twenty years ago, at least. Time had caught up with him since then. In contrast, she felt so strong now that she doubted he would ever have been able to beat her, regardless of how much faster he might have been then, but she decided that she would be diplomatic and keep that to herself.

      She reached the plateau where the slope tapered off before another fifty-acre field and saw Pope. He was halfway through the field and approaching the second climb up to the cairn that marked the halfway point. His legs were pumping hard as he tried to stay ahead.

      Isabella put her head down and concentrated on lengthening her stride. She started to close the distance between them, from two hundred yards to one hundred yards, then fifty. Pope reached the cairn, touched the stones and started on the descent. He put out his hand, and they slapped palms as they crossed.

      “The old man’s got you this time,” he gasped.

      Isabella felt the burn in her thighs and her calves, buzzed with the endorphins that fizzed in her blood, closed her eyes and inhaled deeply, filling her lungs with oxygen.

      Her trainers sank into the soft earth at the edge of the tilled field before she reached the grassy margin, dodged through the thicket of bramble and nettles, and reached the top. She slapped her palm against the stone and set off in pursuit.

      It was never going to be close after that. Although it was all downhill back to the farmhouse, Pope had expended most of his energy on the climb. Isabella could see that he had pushed himself as hard as he could, but now it looked as if he was out of gas and struggling on weak legs.

      Isabella, by contrast, was not.

      She felt full of power, and she quickened her pace until she was at a flat sprint. The air whipped around her, casting her hair out in a fan behind her and stinging her eyes. The only possible way that she could lose was if she lost her footing, but she moved with confidence, negotiating the uneven terrain and finding flat parts of the descent so that she could run at full speed.

      She caught Pope up and then raced by him, smiling to herself as she heard him wheeze for air.

      “Come on, Grandad!”

      “Piss… off…”

      “I’ll have a cup of tea waiting for you.”

      She reached the bottom of the second field, sprinted across the plateau and then continued her descent. She didn’t look back at Pope but kept an eye on her watch. She saw that she had a chance to beat her personal best, and as she reached the track and vaulted over the fence, she was thirty seconds inside it.

      She turned left, onto the track, and ran flat out. She was gasping a little as she reached the farmyard and slapped her hand against the front door. She reached down, froze the stopwatch and checked the time. She let out a whoop. She hadn’t just beaten her personal best: she had obliterated it.

      She looked back as she saw Pope clambering over the fence and making his way back up the drive to the house.

      “Forty seconds!” she yelled jubilantly. “I beat it by forty seconds!”

      He reached her, bent double and breathed in deeply. “By how much?”

      “Forty seconds!”

      “What time?”

      She held out her watch. “Thirty-three minutes and fifty-five seconds.”

      “Bloody hell.”

      “I know.”

      “No, you don’t,” he said, panting. “Do you know the world record for ten kilometres?”

      She shook her head.

      “Just over twenty-seven minutes, and that’s on flat road. You were only seven minutes slower, and half of that was up a steep hill.”

      “Maybe it’s time I entered a race,” she said. “It’d be a shame to waste all this talent on you.”

      “We talked about that—”

      “I’m kidding,” she said, punching him on the shoulder.

      He pretended to laugh, still recovering his breath. “What were you saying about a cup of tea?”

      “I’ll go and do it now,” she said, then paused on the stoop. “Don’t forget—Chloé’s coming to dinner.”

      “I hadn’t forgotten.”

      “Remember—loser cooks.”

      “So at least she’ll get a decent meal.”

      Isabella opened the door and went inside. She felt a little twist of anxiety. She knew that she needed to broach the subject that had been at the back of her mind ever since she and Chloé had agreed on their plan last week, and she knew that tonight—with all of them sitting around the table—would be the best time to do it. She didn’t want it to feel like an ambush, yet, as she watched Pope wipe the sweat from his brow, she knew that he would take it that way and that there was a very good chance that there would be an argument.

      It had to be said, though. And it really had to be tonight.
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      Chloé returned at six thirty. Pope and Isabella met her in the yard, and then the two girls went to the kitchen garden to get onions for dinner.

      Pope was undecided about Chloé. On the one hand, he was pleased that Isabella had found a friend with whom she so obviously got along; he had long been uncomfortable that she had no one her own age to hang out with, and he noticed that she seemed happier in the evenings after the two had spent a day together. On the other hand, Chloé was sassy, and Isabella had occasionally shown him some of the same attitude in a way that she had never done before. Pope could have lived with that; apart from anything else he had already expected a little friction in their relationship simply because she was getting older.

      So, no, it wasn’t that that gave him pause. It was the check on Chloé’s background that he had commissioned that had provided him with the most fuel for worry. Carter had pulled as much information about her and her family as he could find, and the results were concerning. Chloé had a police record for possession of cannabis, but Pope would have been able to overlook that. He was more anxious about her brother, Jean-Claude, who had been convicted of smuggling contraband over the Pyrenees between France and Andorra. He had served three years and had recently been released. The reports that Carter had found suggested that the Gendarmerie in Perpignan were watching him carefully and that, if he put another foot wrong—and Pope knew that his type always put a foot wrong—they would be delighted to send him back inside.

      He had wondered whether he should say anything to Isabella, but decided against it. He knew it would cause a big argument, and he didn’t know what it would achieve. And it wasn’t fair to judge Chloé by the standards of her brother; he concluded that he would keep an eye on her and say something only if he had to.

      The girls brought back a basket of fresh onions, still covered in earth, and then went outside again. It was probably to smoke, he knew, but he had decided when he had first noticed the smell on her clothes not to bring it up. Isabella was an adult and could make choices for herself about whether or not she smoked.

      He washed the onions and then peeled them. He and Isabella had agreed to a deal when they moved into the farmhouse: Pope would take care of the cooking, while Isabella would keep the house tidy. It had been an equitable split of the labour, but since Isabella was scatter-brained and often forgot, Pope usually took care of the cleaning, too. He didn’t mind. He liked to keep busy.

      He decided on a simple menu: onion soup and then ratatouille with the fresh bread that he had picked up at the bakery in the village that morning. He chopped up the vegetables and then chopped and sliced the onions before frying them with butter in a pan. He wiped his hands and went over to the turntable that he had bought from a second-hand store in Montpellier on the day Isabella had met Chloé. He ran his finger across the top of the stack of LPs that had come with the player, picked out Exile on Main Street by the Stones, and slipped the first of the two records onto the platter. ‘Rocks Off’ started to play. Pope went back to the stove and added sugar to the pan to caramelise the onions.
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      Pope finished his bowl and mopped up the rest of the juice with a hunk of bread. Both girls were working on their bowls, too, and the three of them had polished off a bottle of local white. Chloé had suggested she’d like another glass, and Pope had allowed it on the basis that the girl was staying with them tonight and not cycling home.

      “How are your mother and father?” he asked her.

      “They’re fine,” she said. “I think they’re getting nervous about me going away, though.”

      “You’re leaving?”

      “Yes,” she said. “September.”

      “She’s going to Montpellier,” Isabella said.

      The two girls shared a look that told Pope that he had blundered into an ambush. “Really? What are you going to do there?”

      “I’m going to get a job. My uncle has a nail bar and hair salon there. I was thinking I might go and work for him.”

      Isabella nodded enthusiastically, and Pope’s suspicions of a trap were confirmed. “Montpellier is great,” she said.

      “What about a place to live? Have you sorted that out yet?”

      Chloé looked over at Isabella and then back at Pope. “That’s kind of what we wanted to talk to you about, Mr. Graves. We were—”

      Isabella spoke over her friend, unable to tamp down her obvious enthusiasm. “We were thinking we could get a place together.”

      The trap snapped shut.

      Pope looked calmly at Isabella. “We’ve already spoken about that,” he said, hoping that he might be able to avoid having a witness to what would be an impossibly awkward conversation. “We were going to think about finding you a college to go to next year. Remember? We were talking about the qualifications you’d need to be a personal trainer.”

      Isabella concentrated on her food as she talked, but Pope knew she was probing to test how far she could push him. “I know we did, but it would be so much more fun if I could live with a friend.”

      “What about college?”

      “Maybe I don’t need to go. I could get a job.”

      “I could ask my uncle,” Chloé suggested. “He’s always looking.”

      Pope kept his eyes on Isabella. “We decided that college was important.”

      “How would you know?” she said. “You never went to college.”

      He wanted to remind her that he had been to Sandhurst, but that was not what Chloé had been told about his background. “No,” he said. “That’s right. I didn’t. And I’ve always regretted it.”

      It was a jab that Isabella evidently regretted, and she continued quickly in order to distract him from the slight. “I know we’ve spoken about it, but it’s my life. It has to be something I want to do, right? And I can’t think of anything I’d like to do more than live with Chloé.”

      It was a reasonable request. Isabella was eighteen. She could do whatever she liked. Most girls her age were making plans. They had friends and boyfriends and social lives. They had dreams. They were thinking about what the future might hold, and moving out and living with a friend was a perfectly normal thing for her to want to experience.

      “That sounds interesting,” Pope said. “Could we have a talk about it later?”

      Isabella pouted. “That just means no.”

      Pope stared at her. “No. It means let’s talk about it later—all right?”

      “Fine,” she said petulantly.

      The atmosphere was strained, and Pope doubted it would improve until he had had the chance to sit down with her. She had every right to be frustrated. Her request would have been reasonable and normal, except that she didn’t live in a normal world. She was hunted. The code written in her genetics was worth an incalculable amount of money, and there were men and women who would do anything to lay their hands on her. They had tried before; Pope knew that they were still trying now. He was afraid of what might be lurking beyond the safe little world that he had built. He was afraid of what would happen if he allowed her the freedom to explore.
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      Pope was right: the atmosphere at the table was subdued after that. He doled out scoops of sorbet, and as he ran the taps to fill the sink so that he could wash the dishes, he noticed Chloé and Isabella sharing a conspiratorial aside.

      After a few minutes, Chloé got to her feet. “I’m just going to the bathroom,” she said.

      Isabella stacked up the plates on the table and brought them over to the sink.

      “I don’t appreciate being jumped like that,” Pope said.

      “I’m sorry. It’s just… it’s just not fair.”

      “I know it isn’t. But we can’t change the facts. We have to accept them.”

      “Accept what? That we’ll have to hide forever?”

      “Not forever.”

      “When, then? When can I do normal things?”

      “When we can be sure that they’ve stopped looking for you.”

      She shook her head with an angry frown. “But you said it yourself—they’ll never stop.”

      He sighed. He had said that, and it was true: Isabella was too valuable for them to simply forget. They would keep looking and looking and looking until they found her.

      “Michael? When?”

      He rinsed a plate and rested it in the rack. “They won’t stop. And it won’t take many mistakes like the one you made with Chloé this afternoon before you do something that gets noticed.”

      “That won’t happen again.”

      “No? What if you get into trouble with a boy?”

      “I don’t… I’m not interested…”

      “Come on. You’re eighteen. Of course you’re interested, or you will be soon enough. It used to give me nightmares when I thought about my girls leaving home. Let’s say you’re out with someone and he tries to get you to do something you don’t want to do. What if you hurt him? I mean—what if you really hurt him?”

      “I’m not an idiot.”

      “What if you get drunk and decide to show off? Maybe you decide to show someone how high you can jump. Or how fast you can run? Or maybe someone challenges you to an arm wrestle and you break their wrist. Then what?”

      “I know I have to be careful. But I am who I am. You can’t expect me to hide and let life pass me by. What’s the point? I might as well be dead.”

      She had never spoken like this before, and Pope noticed that her eyes were wet before she turned her head to look away.

      “I know,” he said gently. “You’re right. You can’t let your life pass you by. And there’ll come a point when you’ll have to make a decision—you can either have a normal life and accept the risks that’ll come with that, or you can stay safe and hide. It’ll be your choice. It’s your life.”

      “When, then?” she said. “When can I choose?”

      “Give it another six months. We’ll have been here long enough by then to have let the scent go completely cold.”

      “Six months? That’s too long. Chloé will have gone by then. It’ll just be me and you.”

      “Is that so bad?”

      “That’s not what I meant,” she said, missing his attempt at lightening the mood. “I’m an adult. I should be making my own decisions.”

      Pope was quiet for a few moments; he didn’t know how to get through to her. It was made doubly hard by the fact that he knew she was right. He wiped his hands on the dishcloth and put them on Isabella’s shoulders, turning her to look at him. “What’s happened to you isn’t fair. It isn’t. But it happened, and there’s nothing we can do to change it.”

      “I’m grateful for everything you’ve done for me,” she said. “I am—I mean it. But a life spent worrying about people coming after me—hiding away and missing out on the things I should be doing—that isn’t really a life at all. You can see that, can’t you?”

      He reached out his right hand and laid it against her cheek. “Let me think about it. Could you do that? Let me speak to my man so I can get an idea of how things are back home, and then we can decide what to do together. All right?”

      She bit her lip, forestalling another protest, and turned to pick up a plate from the rack so that his hand fell away from her cheek.

      “Bella?”

      “Okay,” she said. “But I’m not going to change my mind.”
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      Isabella and Chloé went up to her room, and after a moment, Pope heard the familiar chime as she opened Netflix. The two of them had been mooning over Henry Cavill’s The Witcher, and he expected they would still be watching it when he went to bed. One of the other unusual things he had noticed about Isabella’s physiology was the fact that she needed so much less sleep than he did. She reported that she usually had five or six hours a night, but there had been times when he was convinced she had been up the whole night with no obvious side effects the following day.

      Pope went to his desk and opened the old MacBook that he had bought on eBay. He powered it up, put in his password and waited for it to start. He and Isabella had been off the grid for eighteen months, and he had decided that the lack of intelligence about their situation was more dangerous than the risk of asking for and receiving updates. He had sent an encrypted message to a man he had worked with in Iran when he was in Group Fifteen. Ben Carter was an analyst in Group Two, and Pope had saved him from an unpleasant fate when he had been arrested by the security forces after he had been discovered in the act of fitting a data tap outside the house of a general who had been targeted for elimination. Carter would have been tortured and then killed, but Pope—in contravention of a very clear edict not to get involved—had saved his life. Carter knew that Pope had taken a risk that he ought not to have taken, and Pope was as confident as he could be that he was trustworthy.

      Nevertheless, he had been careful in what he had revealed, and had made no mention of Isabella. He knew that any search for her would necessarily involve him, so he had asked Carter to look for evidence of activity on his name only. Carter had been unable to find any suggestion that he was being hunted by MI5 or MI6 or any of the clandestine groups that comprised the Firm. That had been encouraging, but, on the other hand, he had reported that there was evidence that the CIA, the Russian Foreign Intelligence Service and the Chinese Ministry of State Security were looking.

      Pope opened Jabber, the application that Carter had recommended. The service offered a method of sending data that guaranteed privacy. Pope had Googled the service; the app used end-to-end encryption to prevent the viewing of messages by third parties on the basis that the sender and receiver were the only ones who could decrypt and read the messages. He opened the instant messaging window and checked to see whether Carter was online. His username—BILBO—was listed as present, and there was a green tick over his avatar, a blown-up grab of the hobbit in Bag End as drawn by Tolkien.

      Pope double-clicked on the avatar to open a message and started to type.

      >> Anything to report?

      The cursor blinked for a moment before Carter replied.

      >> It’s been quiet. Not much traffic.

      Pope knew that he could make Carter’s searches more effective if he gave him more information—particularly about Isabella—but that was a risk that wasn’t worth taking. He trusted Carter, but that trust was not inexhaustible, and, more relevantly, what he didn’t know could never be divulged in the event that his snooping was discovered. All that he would be able to say was that he had been in touch with Pope and that he had been asked to monitor mentions of his name. There would be nothing else: no clue as to his location, no suggestion as to the reason for the searches beyond his own self-preservation, and certainly no mention of Isabella.

      He laid his fingers on the keyboard.

      >> If there’s more traffic, or something more specific, let me know.

      >> I will.

      Pope closed the window and stared at the screen. His eyes felt gritty, and as he looked at his watch, he saw that it was coming up to midnight. He would conclude his usual tour of the farmyard and the outbuildings to ensure that everything was as it ought to be, and then he would turn in and get some sleep.

      It hadn’t been an easy evening, but tomorrow was another day.
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      The Academy of Military Science was the highest-level research institute of the People’s Liberation Army and, as such, had been lavished with funding and status. It was headquartered in a prestigious building in the government district of Beijing, but the building that housed its BĀXIĀN project had not been accorded the same quality of accommodation. The mundanity of its home was deliberate, the project was beyond top secret, and the Party wanted to be sure that the attention of the Western intelligence services was not drawn here.

      The conference room was on the top floor of the block. Zhu Wánchéng took his place at the conference table and busied himself with taking out the papers he had brought in his briefcase. Wánchéng was a small, slight man with neat black hair that was receding a little at his temples. He dressed the same way each day: a white shirt, open at the neck, and a demure suit. He was not concerned with the sameness of his appearance; not having to think about matching the clothes in his closet was a benefit when his thoughts were always busy with his work.

      Wánchéng looked around the table at the others who had gathered for the debrief: General Hao Chonglin, the president of the Academy, was at the far end of the table with two aides. Chonglin was a bear of a man with broad shoulders, grizzled hair and a face that looked like it had been assembled from scar tissue and old leather.

      Felicia Quayle sat opposite Wánchéng. She was the geneticist in charge of BĀXIĀN and, as usual, was dressed in her lab coat, fiddling with a loose thread that had worked its way free on the sleeve. Quayle had worked for Daedalus, the American corporation that was responsible for the Prometheus program, and had defected following the death of Nikita Ivanosky, the professor in charge of the project. She had not come to China to offer her services for philosophical or political reasons; it was nothing more than a financial transaction, and one that had been well worth her while. Wánchéng had made sure that she had been handsomely paid for the wealth of secrets that she had brought with her.

      But Quayle looked nervous now, and with reason; the disastrous performance of He Xiangu in Chengdu was the reason for the meeting, and they all knew that there was a very good chance that a sacrifice would have to be made in order to atone for the embarrassment caused.

      Lieutenant-General Luó Bai came through the door with his aide and took his usual place at the head of the table. Bai was the Academy’s commissar, the man responsible for the political education of the operation and the Politburo’s eyes and ears. He was a man it was wise not to disappoint. The stories of the discipline that he had administered in order to maintain the purity of the projects to which he was assigned were legendary. There were rumours that his grandfather, a noted Party official who had been present for the Long March, had placed the infant Bai on the knee of Mao Zedong in the week that ended with the chairman’s death. Bai’s aide had a laptop with him, and as Wánchéng watched with discomfort, he connected it to the projector that sat at the end of the table.

      “Let’s start,” Bai said without preamble. “Comrade Wánchéng—perhaps you could give us an update on the deployment of the assets last week?”

      Wánchéng shifted uncomfortably in his chair. “Thank you, Comrade.” He arranged his papers on the table, using the delay to gather his thoughts. “As you all know, we learned of the existence of a network of CIA informants late last year. The decision was taken that the elimination of this network should be undertaken in order to ensure the continued security of the state, but also to send a message to the Americans that this behaviour would not be tolerated.”

      Bai nodded. “And to show our own comrades who might have been tempted to betray their country that such a course of action would be unwise.”

      “Indeed, Comrade. It was agreed that this would be an excellent opportunity to test the BĀXIĀN program.”

      He cleared his throat.

      Bai stared at him. “Get to the point.”

      Wánchéng cleared his throat again. “We deployed all six subjects. Guojiu, Xiangzi, Zhongli, Dongbin and Guaili were successful. Their targets were identified and eliminated with tact and discretion. Dongbin’s target, for example, was Ma Yongzheng. He was in Beirut, where he said he was meeting with the government to discuss the sale of a missile defence system, although we know that was a pretext to meet with his CIA handler. Yongzheng always travelled with two bodyguards. Dongbin neutralised both of them before he dealt with Yongzheng. The Beirut authorities have reported they have no idea what happened. By any account, it was successful. The same can be said of the operations against Chang Jianyu, Zhang Shaoqing, Fang Geming and Han Hong.”

      Bai looked unimpressed. “We’re not here to discuss them.”

      Wánchéng clenched his fists so tight that he could feel his nails pressing into the flesh of his palms. “Well, yes, of course—the final operation did not go quite as well. Xiangu encountered some troubling problems.”

      “‘Problems.’ What does that mean?”

      “We’re describing them as cognitive issues.”

      Wánchéng noticed that all the blood had drained away from Bai’s face. He had worked under him for long enough to know that he had a terrible temper, and that bloodlessness was a reliable indicator that a detonation was imminent. The lieutenant-general nodded to his deputy, and the man pressed a wireless clicker to wake his laptop. A tight white beam from the projector displayed a grisly vista against the wall. The high-resolution images showed muddy brown blood sprayed across a velvet booth and pools of dark red on a marble floor. A dozen bodies lay around the room, arms and legs splayed with the carelessness of the dead.

      Bai stared at the screen in angry silence for a moment before speaking. “Are these the ‘cognitive issues’ you mentioned?”

      Wánchéng put his hands together, his palms slippery with sweat. He turned to Quayle. “Doctor—please? Can you explain?”

      Quayle must have known that Wánchéng would try to pass the buck, and now, as she was thrust into Bai’s fierce gaze, she looked ready to vomit.

      “As you know, we’ve encountered difficulties with the gene known as monoamine oxidase A. We call this the warrior gene—it is responsible for the production of a protein that breaks down chemicals like dopamine, noradrenalin and serotonin, all of which we can manipulate in order to regulate the behaviour of the subjects. We have found that it is particularly difficult to work on this gene and, in particular, that our technology has occasionally led to the subjects producing less of the protein—which means, of course, that they have an excess of the chemicals that I mentioned. We’ve already seen what can happen when these chemicals are allowed to build up.”

      “You mean Guoloa and Tieguai? What they did?”

      Quayle nodded. “Exactly that.”

      At least the general didn’t ask her to go over that old ground again. Guoloa had stabbed six passers-by on a pedestrian shopping street in the eastern city of Anqing before slitting his own throat. Another mass stabbing—this time in a small city in the northeastern Liaoning province—had left seven people dead and another fifteen injured. Tieguai had been responsible for that atrocity and had been shot and killed at the scene by police. The behavioural psychologists employed on the project had described both episodes as psychopathic breaks.

      Bai gestured to the screen. “You think what happened to Xiangu is the same?”

      “I believe so.” Quayle nodded. “We’re analysing the intelligence from the scene, but it would appear to be the same issue as the others.”

      “And Xiangu?”

      “Shot and killed by the police.”

      “Our comrades in the publicity department have suggested that this was an atrocity committed by Uighur separatists,” Wánchéng said. “It has been reported as such in the West.”

      Bai gestured angrily to the screen. “Turn that off.”

      His deputy did as he was asked, and the image of the massacre disappeared.

      Chonglin shook his head angrily. “This is unacceptable.”

      Wánchéng licked his lips nervously. “I agree. It is a setback, but it’s one we are working to correct. We had projected some incidence of instability in the subjects, but what we have seen is a little farther outside the parameters than we had anticipated.”

      Bai snorted derisively. “You have a gift for understatement, Comrade. ‘Instability.’ ‘A little farther outside the parameters than we had anticipated.’ Your agent executed a dozen people.”

      He ignored the exaggeration. “It was unfortunate. But it is easy to be fixated upon failure and to ignore the positive—”

      “‘The positive’? What positive?”

      “The target is dead.”

      “You think that makes it a success? I could have sent my cleaning woman to do that.”

      Chonglin chuckled without humour.

      “I’ll be frank,” Bai said. “The Party is disappointed by the failures that we have seen in this project. We have invested billions of yuan to get where we are, and it is obvious that we still have far to go.”

      Wánchéng shook his head. “We can’t stop now. We’ve made progress. We’re close.”

      “No one is suggesting that we stop. We can’t stop—the Americans won’t stop, will they? The Russians won’t stop. It isn’t that, Comrade. But certain members of the Politburo are questioning whether you are the man to lead the project.”

      “With respect, I disagree,” Wánchéng said. “What we are doing has never been done before. The Americans’ Prometheus was a failure on physical grounds—they all developed cancers. We have surmounted that hurdle—better than that, we’ve amended their genetic make-up to make cancer less likely. Our challenge is the psychological. I am painfully aware that Xiangu failed, but please consider the bigger picture. BĀXIĀN is breaking new ground every day. A few setbacks are inevitable on the road to progress.”

      Bai eyed him. “You promised the committee a team of functional agents before the decade was out. Your work has cost the state billions, and all we have to show for it is a collection of psychopaths. I’m pleased to see you still have a little fight in you, Comrade, but I fear it won’t be enough. There is a meeting of the Politburo next week. They have asked me to provide an update on our progress. I don’t believe I have any option but to record my disappointment with your work.”

      Bai stood.

      Wánchéng stood, too. “Comrade Lieutenant-General. Please. We’re close.”

      Bai shook his head. “I’ve heard that before. And I no longer believe you.”

      Wánchéng felt an icy nub of panic in his gut: everything would collapse if he was removed from the program. He could control things from his position, direct attention away from some of the things that he had done that went beyond the brief that he had been given. But if he was replaced, he would lose all of his influence. His behaviour would be revealed. The things that he had done—his larceny—would be exposed, and he knew what would happen to him then. He tried desperately to think of something to tell Bai that might give him the benefit of a few extra weeks, but his thoughts were slippery, and he couldn’t alight on anything.

      Bai turned his back and left the room, his aide unplugging the laptop and following him.

      Chonglin glared at Wánchéng from the other side of the table. “You have failed, Zhu. And you know what happens to failures.”

      He stood, straightened his jacket, and left the room.
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      Quayle said that she needed to visit the gymnasium to observe Han Xiangzi’s training, and Wánchéng found himself following her.

      “If I’ve failed,” he said as they made their way along the main corridor that split the facility, “then you’ve failed, too. There will be enough punishment for us both.”

      “They can’t see the progress that we’ve made,” Quayle protested.

      “And whose fault is that? I know it isn’t mine.” He was scared, and with fright came anger that he had been put into this position. “Find out what happened to her. Find out a way to fix it.”

      “In a week?”

      “Yes,” Wánchéng snapped. “In a week.”

      They arrived at the gymnasium. It was a large space that had been generously equipped with treadmills, stationary bikes and rows of free weights. Two of the subjects were working: Han Xiangzi was on one of the treadmills, while Cao Guojiu was working with the weights. Quayle went over to stand by the treadmill and looked at the monitors that recorded Xiangzi’s vital signs. Wánchéng looked, too: Xiangzi was running at a speed of twenty miles an hour, yet his pulse was steady at just over one hundred beats a minute.

      “Look at that,” she said. “He can keep up that pace for two minutes before he’ll need to slow down.”

      Wánchéng was irritated that she wasn’t taking their problems seriously. “No one is criticising the physical condition of the subjects. They’re obviously very impressive. But that doesn’t matter. They’re useless until we can stop the psychopathic breaks.”

      “We both know that a week is unrealistic. There’s no point in promising something that we won’t be able to deliver.”

      Her calmness was infuriating. “Unless you want a one-way ticket to a re-education camp, you’ll find a way to get it done. Understood?”

      Quayle stopped and turned to him. “That’s enough. The threats need to stop. I’m an American citizen—”

      “You can’t be that stupid. You’re a traitor. The moment your old friends have a chance to get to you, what do you think they’ll do? You have no choice. You stay here, and you fix this!”

      Wánchéng turned and made for the door. He had hoped to feel better after chewing out his deputy, but he just felt the same empty sensation of hopelessness. Quayle was right, of course. They had been trying to fix the mental issues for as long as he could remember, and there was nothing to suggest that they would be able to do in a week what they had so far failed to do in years.

      And if they couldn’t…

      That didn’t bear thinking about.
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      Wánchéng had an apartment in Haiyuncang Hutong, a district two miles to the north of the Forbidden City that mixed the modern amenities of the cosmopolis with tradition. He could easily have afforded a more modern apartment in Sanlitum, but he had been here for years—ever since he left home—and he couldn’t imagine leaving. He loved his walk to work in the morning, the narrow hutong alleyways full of parents sending their children to school, the elderly residents returning with string bags of vegetables from the early markets and others practising Tai Chi in the park.

      He passed the mah-jong room that he occasionally visited and crossed the road to the market. He filled a basket with the ingredients he would need for the beef noodles he planned to cook for his dinner, and crossed into the park. It was a longer route to his apartment block, but he didn’t mind; he enjoyed walking beneath the willows that lined the river, and he needed time to think.

      “Hello, Zhu.”

      He stopped, taken aback by the familiarity with which he had been addressed. The man was sitting on a bench beneath one of the trees. He was dressed in patched jeans, an unironed shirt and a leather jacket. He had a tatty ball cap on his head, and his eyes were covered by dark glasses despite the late hour.

      “I’m sorry. Do I know you?”

      “No. Not yet. But you’ll be pleased to make my acquaintance. What do you prefer? Zhu? Or Comrade Wánchéng?”

      The man spoke Mandarin, but he wasn’t Chinese. “Who are you?”

      “I’ll call you Zhu, I think,” he said. “Yes—Zhu. I’d like to be a friend.”

      “I’m sorry. I’ve no idea who you are.”

      “No,” the man said, his voice accented with a bland mid-Atlantic drawl. “You don’t. But I really could be just what you need at the moment.”

      He set off again. “Goodbye.”

      “I know what happened this afternoon,” the man called after him.

      Zhu stopped. “What did you say?”

      “You’re about to be removed from the project you started. BĀXIĀN. Right?”

      He turned and lowered his voice. “How do you know that?”

      “Doesn’t matter. It’d be best if we concentrated on how I can help you make sure that doesn’t happen.”

      Wánchéng had a premonition of danger. His first thought was that this man was from Western intelligence and that he was about to make an attempt to turn him. And then he wondered whether that was too grandiose, and that perhaps this was some sort of trick. Might Bai be trying to set him up? Did he want more than to remove him from the program? Was he trying to frame him, to suggest that Wánchéng’s loyalty was in question? Was this a test?

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “Whatever it is you think you know, I’m not interested. Please—leave me alone. I need to go.”

      Wánchéng started away again.

      The man got up from the bench and caught up. “You need me. You don’t know it yet, but you do.”

      “Didn’t you hear? Leave me alone.”

      Zhu looked up and saw a police officer approaching from the other side of the park. He raised his hand and waved it to attract the officer’s attention.

      The man didn’t seem fazed. “We both know what’ll happen when they remove you. They’ll audit the books, and then they’ll find out how much you’ve been siphoning off. Your account in the Cayman Islands? The one in Switzerland? You’ve taken a small fortune over the years—five hundred million yuan the last time I checked.”

      Wánchéng tried to speak, but his mouth was dry.

      “Don’t worry—it’s still there. I haven’t touched it. But it won’t matter—you won’t be able to spend it. Your life’s over when they get rid of you. What do you think it’ll be? Internment at Xinjiang with the Uighurs? What is it they call it? Vocational education and training?”

      The officer arrived. “Good evening, Comrade. Do you need me?”

      Wánchéng stood there, open mouthed, then realised that this was not the sort of thing that the authorities could possibly help him with. “No. It was a misunderstanding. I’m fine.”

      “Are you sure, Comrade?”

      “Quite sure. This is an old friend. I didn’t recognise him in the cap and glasses.”

      The officer nodded his understanding, bid them good evening and continued on his rounds.

      “Smooth,” the man in the cap said.

      Wánchéng felt sick. “How do you know about me—about the money?”

      “I know everything about you. I know you were born in May 1964 in Xixia County. I know you graduated from Wuhan University in 1987 with a bachelor’s degree in genetics. And I know everything you’ve done since, specifically BĀXIĀN, your research, your failures—everything.”

      “That’s not possible.”

      “It doesn’t matter if you believe me or not. You just need to focus on your immediate problem and the ways in which I can help. We both know that you need a big success to turn things around, or you’ll be taken off BĀXIĀN, and everything will come out. That’s what I want to talk to you about.”

      “There’s nothing you could offer me that would make any difference.”

      “I wouldn’t be so sure.”

      “I’m quite sure.”

      The man smiled. “What about Phoenix?”

      “What?”

      “You must have heard of her?”

      “Of course I’ve heard of her. But she’s dead.”

      “No,” the man said, “she’s not.”

      “I don’t believe you.”

      “I know you have Dr. Quayle on your team. I’m sure she’s told you what happened—how Phoenix was captured. They put out the story that she was killed when she tried to escape, but it’s not true. She did get away.”

      “No. No, no, no. I don’t believe a word of this.”

      The man took out a folding phone from his pocket and opened it, tapping the screen and scrolling through a gallery of images. He selected one and turned the screen around so that Wánchéng could look at it. It was a still from a video. He tapped the screen, and the video played. Wánchéng watched as a teenage girl and an older man walked through what looked like a supermarket. The man was pushing a trolley, and the girl took a six-pack of bottled water and lowered it inside.

      “The man is Michael Pope. The chaperone. The girl is Phoenix.”

      “When was this taken?”

      “Last month.”

      “Where?”

      “In the south of France. I know you won’t believe me, but this will help.”

      He swiped the screen and replaced the video with a photograph. This one was taken from above the checkout. A cashier was scanning a newspaper while the girl arranged groceries that had already been scanned into plastic bags. Wánchéng saw that the bags were marked with a red and blue logo that he didn’t recognise. The man used his fingers to enlarge the screen enough so that Wánchéng could pick out a little of the detail on the newspaper’s front page. It was a copy of Le Monde. The date of the newspaper was too small to see, but the headline was legible: Mort de Jean-Paul Belmondo: un hommage national le 9 septembre aux Invalides.

      “What’s your French like?”

      Wánchéng shook his head.

      “‘The death of Jean-Paul Belmondo,’” he read. “‘A national tribute on ninth September at Les Invalides.’ Belmondo died on the sixth. This was printed on the seventh.”

      There was another bench on the other side of the path. The man walked over, sat, and, his fear superseded by the sense that this might be something important, Wánchéng followed him and sat down, too.

      “Phoenix is alive,” the man said. “And she’s stable. She doesn’t have any of the problems suffered by the others in the Prometheus program. No cancer. Pure genes. Metabolically dominant.” He tapped his forehead. “Not a fruitcake, like yours. She’s only just discovering what she can do. Just imagine what Bai and Chonglin would say if you were able to bring her here. Just think what that would mean to BĀXIĀN. You’ve made progress, but it’s not enough for them. Think what you could do if you could use her DNA. It would change everything.”

      “She’s in France? Where?”

      The man chuckled. “I’m not that easy, Zhu. You at least have to buy me dinner.”

      Wánchéng leaned back so that the slats of the bench pressed against his shoulder blades. “What do you want?”

      “I’m a simple man. Money usually does the trick—a lot of money. I know what she’s worth.”

      Wánchéng chewed his bottom lip. He couldn’t pretend that he wasn’t tempted, and his mind had already started to wander: how much could he find without having to go to the generals?

      “Why me? Why not give her to the Americans or the Russians?”

      The man shrugged. “Because you need her more than they do. And you? Personally, I mean, come on—you’re desperate. And I think you’ll be prepared to pay more. We can work out the details later. I just wanted to introduce myself and see whether you would be as interested as I thought you might be.”

      “Introduce yourself, then. What do I call you?”

      The man pointed to the logo on the brim of his ball cap. Wánchéng recognised it; it belonged to a video game company that he recalled from a research trip he had made to America in the 1980s.

      The man tapped his finger against the logo.

      “Call me Atari,” he said.
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      Pope had been in the barn all morning, working on the car. The belt had been squealing for the last fortnight, and he had been meaning to find the time to take a look at it. He suspected that it was worn, and, as he popped the bonnet and looked inside, he could see that it wasn’t that. He started the engine and sprayed a stream of water over the ribbed side of the belt before it wrapped around each pulley. The noise grew louder, and Pope was able to diagnose the fault: the belt was slack. He tightened it and tested it again; this time, the noise disappeared and didn’t return.

      He took a rag and wiped the grease from his hands. He tossed the rag onto the workbench, and when he turned around, he saw that Isabella was standing in the open doorway.

      “We need to talk.”

      Pope glanced in the direction of the house. “Is Chloé still here?”

      “Yes.”

      “Not now, then. Later—when she’s gone home.”

      “Now!” Isabella said, her eyes flashing. “You keep putting it off, but I’m not just going to forget about it. I want to go to Montpellier with her.”

      “I know you do. You said.”

      “We found a flat online last night, and we had an offer accepted on the rent this morning.”

      “You did what?” This had gone farther and faster than Pope had feared. “We said we’d talk.”

      “That’s what we’re doing now,” she said stubbornly.

      “We can’t discuss a fait accompli.”

      “Chloé’s my only friend, and I want to go with her. That’s that.”

      Pope winced at the slight.

      Isabella noticed. “That’s not what I meant,” she said, waving a hand in irritation at her own gaucheness.

      “Fine,” Pope said. “Let’s play it out. What are you going to do there?”

      “We spoke about this last night, and I still don’t know. College.”

      “You have no record of education. In fact, it’s worse—if any admissions tutor really started to dig, it wouldn’t take them long to find out that practically everything about you is false. Our stories are good, but only on the surface. They don’t have any depth.”

      “College was your idea!”

      “It would be possible, but only with proper preparation. We’d need to do more work on your legend. It’s possible, but it’s not something you can do in five minutes.”

      “I’ll get a job, then. I’ll work in a shop. Or a café. Something. I just want to be with her.”

      “She means a lot to you?”

      “You know she does.”

      Pope didn’t want to play all his cards, but she wasn’t giving him any other option. “What do you think being with you might mean to her? Are you prepared to put her in danger? Because if they find you, she’ll just be in the way. And we both know they don’t leave witnesses.”

      “That’s blackmail,” she said. “That’s not fair.”

      “No, Bella, it’s not—it’s the truth.”

      “So I’ll tell her about me and what that means and let her make up her own mind.”

      “Now you’re just being foolish. You can’t do that. And if you did, what do you think she’d do? She’ll run, Bella. She’ll run as far and as fast away from you as she can.”

      She bit down on her lip.

      “I’m sorry,” Pope said. “I know it’s not fair, but you can’t go. Not yet.”

      He could see that she knew he was right, and that she was trapped; her frustration flared.

      “You don’t get to tell me what I can do. Listen to how paranoid you sound. My friendship with her is the only normal thing in my fucking life. There’s a normal world out there, and I want to be part of it.”

      “We don’t live in the normal world. There are monsters looking for us. You’ve seen them. I’m not saying this is forever. All I’m asking is that you wait a bit longer until I can be certain we’ve dropped off their radar. Another six months—twelve at most. If everything looks okay, you can go and live with her next year.”

      “You don’t get to decide for me. I’m not wasting another year hiding from something that may never happen.” She was becoming heated now. “I have seen the monsters. I lived with one of them for a year, and she looked after me. I’ve also seen what hiding like this does to people. You want us to spend the rest of our lives looking over our shoulders, always being on the move, never getting close to anyone in case we give away too much. Look what it’s done to you—I don’t want to end up the same way.”

      Pope grimaced. “All I’ve ever tried to do was to keep you safe.”

      Isabella crossed her arms, her face flushed red. “I don’t need babysitting. You’re not responsible for me. I’m grateful for everything you’ve done, but I’m not your daughter. I’m not a substitute for your family.”

      His mouth fell open. “What did you say?”

      “You’ve become obsessive about protecting me because you couldn’t protect them. Maybe you need to forget about me and go and find them.”

      He stared at her, dumbfounded that she would say something so insensitive. “Right.”

      She saw immediately that she had gone too far. “I’m sorry. That’s not what I meant.”

      They both turned as Chloé pushed the door open, the atmosphere inside the barn was frigid, and it must have been obvious to her that words had been exchanged.

      “I’ll leave the two of you to it,” Pope said.

      Isabella reached for him. “Wait…”

      “I’m going for a walk,” he said. “I might be an hour or two. Goodbye, Chloé.”
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      It was a warm day, and Pope set off, following the drive down into the bottom of the small depression through which a small stream ran, and then taking the animal track that led into the woods.

      He thought about what Isabella had said. Perhaps she was right, he thought. Perhaps he had been too heavy-handed with their security. And she was an adult. He could do his best to guide her, but, at the end of the day, she could make her own choices now. He had no right to impose his decisions on her, even though he was sure that his strategy was the best way to keep her safe.

      His breathing grew deeper as the path continued to climb, and beads of sweat formed on his brow. He thought about what she had said about his family. It had been nearly two years since he’d last seen them. Clementine and Flora were older now, and he found himself wondering how much they would have changed. His wife, Rachel, had taken them away after deciding that they would never be safe if the family stayed together. Pope hated her decision while knowing that she had been right. He knew too much for Bloom’s co-conspirators to leave him alone. There had been moments when, caught in a pit of self-pity, he had wondered whether he could have abandoned Isabella or even handed her over to them. That thought never lasted, and each time, he chided himself for even considering it. It would have meant Isabella’s death just as surely as if he had put a gun to her head and pulled the trigger himself, but to them it would be the death of a lab rat. They would take her to pieces to try to figure out how her cells worked, how she had avoided the flaws that had afflicted Maia and the others. It would be vivisection, and Pope would have no part of it.

      But knowing he was doing the right thing didn’t make the consequences any easier to swallow.

      He had missed so much.

      He reached the top of the hill and sat down against the stone cairn that marked the halfway point for their runs. The rocks had been warmed by the morning sun and were pleasant against his skin through the thin fabric of his T-shirt. He looked out over the valley, from the farmhouse to the outbuildings and the rolling countryside beyond.

      He was a long way from home. The urge to see his family felt like an emptiness in his stomach, and he knew then that Isabella was right.
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      Pope returned to the house and hopped over the stream just after Isabella and Chloé passed by on their bicycles. He watched them as they started the climb up the drive to the road at the top; Chloé was struggling with the ascent, but Isabella handled it with ease. Both girls were slender, but Isabella was built differently; she had enormous strength compared to her size, and it had been all that Pope could do to beat her when she had challenged him to an arm wrestle during the winter months. He was six two and sixteen stone, a good eight inches taller and eight stones heavier, yet he had struggled. He wouldn’t have been particularly confident that he would have been able to beat her now, either; she was getting stronger, faster, gaining more endurance. The limits of her physiology seemed to be shifting all the time, the process baffled him, but he had seen enough of it—from her, and from Maia and the others before—to know that it was real.

      He made his way along the track, unlocked the kitchen door and went inside. He went to his desk and opened his laptop. He opened Jabber and messaged Carter.

      >> I’m here. What’s up?

      Pope typed.

      >> Anything?

      >> Nothing since the last time you asked.

      >> Nothing??

      >> It’s been quiet for weeks.

      He rested his fingers on the keys, wondering again whether he should go through with what he had decided. He knew that if he made the request, he would potentially be setting events in motion that he wouldn’t be able to stop: on the one hand, it was possible that Carter’s investigations might be noticed and bring attention onto him and then, eventually, onto Pope; on the other, the fact that he had crossed a Rubicon that he had told himself he would never cross would mean that he was committed, too. He wouldn’t be able to pull back again afterwards.

      But he had already decided.

      He typed.

      >> I need another favour. I need to know my family is safe. Do you know where they are?

      >> No. Want me to look?

      >> What do you need?

      >> Photos, names, ages. Anything I might be able to use.

      >> I’ll do it now.

      >> Upload everything you’ve got, and I’ll start to look.

      >> Thanks.

      There was no reply, and after a moment, the picture of Bilbo was greyed out to show that Carter had gone offline.

      Pope took out his wallet and pressed out the stick drive that he kept there. He inserted the drive into one of the laptop’s ports and navigated to it on his desktop. He opened a folder that contained pictures of Rachel and the girls. The pictures were out of date, but they were all he had, and they would have to do. He looked at the pictures of his children for a moment; there were snaps of them on the beach, playing football together and catching their breath in the yard outside their house after they had returned from a run with him. He gazed at them, closed his eyes and tried to imagine what they might look like now. How tall would they be? Would Clementine still only dress in red, or had she decided that other colours were acceptable? Did Flora still swim? Was she still afraid of spiders? He tried to remember the feeling of his fingers on their faces and the smell of their hair, but couldn’t.

      He looked at the picture of himself and Rachel that the photographer had taken on their wedding day. He looked much younger then; they both did, but their happiness was unmistakeable. Pope had always considered that he had been lucky to end up with her. His army friends had taken great pleasure in reminding him that he was out of his league, and that, eventually, she would come to her senses and bin him. She had, eventually, but not for any reason that they would have been able to predict.

      He copied the contents of the stick and dragged them across to the secure server that Carter had told him to use. The cursor hovered over it, his finger on the button; he hesitated for a moment and then, accepting the consequences of whatever might happen next, he released his finger, and the files dropped and began to upload.
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      Alistair Latimer made his way through St. James’s Park to the Tin and Stone Bridge. The park was busy: tourists wandered along the paths, and a group of schoolchildren in bright orange tabards were tossing stale bread out to a gaggle of hungry ducks. The park was located between the Ministry buildings on Whitehall and Buckingham Palace and, as such, had always been a prime meeting spot for British intelligence. Latimer had met Vivian Bloom here during his recruitment in the nineties. His mentor had always been a stickler for tradition, and Latimer had been left with the firm impression that Bloom had been meeting spies and potential spies here for decades.

      Bloom was dead now, murdered in a London hotel room, and Latimer had worked the angles to make himself his replacement. It wasn’t a formal position; Bloom had operated in the shadows since the Cold War and had, over the years, accrued enough power and influence to have been an important player in foreign affairs. Latimer was shrewd and had a nose for power; he had recognised Bloom as a valuable patron and had ingratiated himself with him so that he had effectively become his protégé. While he mourned his passing, he also recognised the opportunities that his death provided. There was a vacuum where once Bloom had schemed and plotted, and Latimer knew that he was the only man to fill it.

      He reached the bridge but, before he could walk out to the middle, was intercepted.

      “You couldn’t think of somewhere a little more discreet?”

      The man was dressed scruffily: dirty jeans, scuffed leather boots, a leather jacket and a threadbare cap on his head.

      Latimer slowed and stopped. “What’s wrong with it?”

      “It’s a cliché. I know dear, departed Vivian favoured it, but he always was one for tradition. You, on the other hand, are the new broom. You don’t have that excuse.”

      “Shall we take a stroll, then?”

      They set off, ambling west toward the Victoria Memorial. Latimer glanced across at his companion. He had no idea who he was and had been told to refer to him simply as Atari.

      “You wanted to see me?”

      “I did,” Atari said. “I have an opportunity for you.”

      “Delivered out of the goodness of your heart?”

      “Of course not,” he said. “It’s a quid pro quo, as usual, but I think you’ll come out of the arrangement ahead.”

      “I’m listening.”

      “What do you know about Michael Pope?”

      Latimer raised an eyebrow. “Beyond the fact that he killed Bloom?”

      “Beyond that.”

      “Ex–Group Fifteen. Joined after serving in the SAS, did well enough to make Control after Harry Mackintosh was killed. He was there when the Houses of Parliament were attacked, and then Bloom sent him to investigate the network behind it. He went rogue. The details were never shared, save that the suggestion was he believed Vivian had double-crossed him. Pope murdered him and then disappeared. He’s been on the run for the better part of two years.”

      “And he’s still wanted?”

      “He’s a murderer and a traitor. Of course he’s still wanted.”

      They reached a bench that overlooked the memorial.

      Atari sat down. “How would you like to be the one to bring him in?”

      Latimer stopped. He and Pope’s replacement as Control had been locked in a battle for supremacy ever since Bloom’s death. Latimer had managed to wrest the upper hand after the farrago with John Milton—his interference in Colombia and then the nonsense with Tristan Huxley—but she was a slippery foe, and he knew that she would wriggle out from under him if he took his eye off her. He had managed to wound her, but the killing blow had been difficult to strike. But if he was the one to secure Michael Pope, then he would have enough credit in the bank to push for a reorganisation of the Firm with himself in command. Vivian had had power, but it was never official. Staying in the shadows might have suited the old man, but Latimer wanted more. He wanted recognition. He had been sneered at and passed over when he had joined the service, suffering barbs and snide comments from those who had received Firsts from Oxbridge, while he had scraped by with a patchy degree from red-brick Leicester. He knew his resentments were weaknesses, but he wanted their respect.

      Latimer sat on the bench next to Atari. “We don’t know where he is.”

      “You don’t know where he is.”

      “And you do?”

      Atari smiled. “Maybe.”

      Latimer sighed impatiently. “Come on. No games. You either have him or you don’t.”

      “I don’t have him, but I have a way to flush him out. I can get him to come to London of his own accord.”

      “How would you do that?”

      “The method isn’t important—you’re going to have to trust me.”

      “I was worried you’d say that.”

      “When have I ever let you down?”

      Latimer grunted and gazed into the park.

      “Are you in or out?”

      “It depends what you want in return.”

      “Just a little information. I have a relationship with a certain somebody in Russian intelligence. He’s very concerned about someone in the FSB who he says is being run by the British. I’ve had a look, and the agent’s codename is TICKLE. All I need is his name.”

      “And then what—you give it to the Russians, and he ends up in the Lubyanka?”

      “Please,” Atari said. “Don’t pretend to be squeamish. You didn’t have any concerns about the names I’ve given you. And we both know what’ll happen to Pope when you bring him in.”

      “I’m not squeamish. And that’s not what I meant.”

      Atari grinned. “No, of course not. Look at me, pretending you have a conscience. What was I thinking? You’re worried that it’ll get out that you burned TICKLE. You’re worried about them finding out and punishing you. Don’t be—that’s not in my best interests, is it? I’ve helped you get where you are—why would I spoil that work now? No.” He shook his head. “No. I want you to climb as high up the slippery pole as you possibly can so we can have a mutually beneficial relationship for years to come. The better the information you can give me, the more I can send back the other way—more intelligence, more kompromat, more money.”

      Latimer shuddered a little. He knew that this was always going to be a Faustian pact, but to have Atari spell it out like that put it into fearful perspective. It was the most tenuous of relationships. Atari was a ghost. He appeared and disappeared at will, making himself visible only when it was in his best interests to do so. Latimer did not have that ability. The arrangement could only ever really be one way. Atari appeared when he wanted to, and would provide Latimer with the intelligence to maintain his position, but he only did that to further his own agenda. Latimer could never threaten Atari if he were to decide that their bargain had run its course because he didn’t know anything about him beyond what he looked like; but Atari, if he so chose, could ruin Latimer by either cutting off his information or exposing him. Latimer’s power and influence were held at the whim of a man he didn’t know and couldn’t trust, whatever he might say to the contrary. It was a precarious place to be.

      Atari got up and tutted, reaching down to rub at a patch of dirt that had adhered to his jeans. “Is that a yes or a no?”

      “Yes,” Latimer said.

      “Excellent. Find out everything you can about TICKLE.”

      Latimer stood, too. “And you?”

      “I’ll lay the trap and see what we can catch.”
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      Latimer walked back to the building near to the Thames where Vivian Bloom had worked until his death.

      He couldn’t help but think of Atari and what he had said. Latimer’s rise had been spectacular, and he knew that there had been discussion within the intelligence community about how he had managed it. His career had begun inauspiciously; he had started as a clerk in a minor department that specialised in cross-checking bills of lading for ships in the Baltic for links to arms trafficking networks. It was painstaking administrative work that involved translators and analysts and hours and hours of trying to find patterns in the reams of paperwork that needed to be examined. He would score a success once in a while—perhaps identifying a cargo of Russian AK-12s bound for Afghanistan or a consignment of weapons to a small African nation—but they were minor triumphs in the grand scheme of things. Other recruits who had joined the service at the same time as him were already doing real intelligence work: recruiting new sources, running agents, working undercover in hostile foreign countries. Latimer had looked at them jealously and got back to his papers, hoping that he might find something that would shine a light on him and give him the boost he needed.

      His rise, when it finally began, had been fast. He had received an anonymous tip that a German-flagged freighter was en route to Liberia with a shipment of Russian-made R-77 Vympel missiles. The buyers had used a series of questionable end-user certificates to acquire the weapons that would help them to destabilise Sierra Leone. The arms runner who had supplied the weapons was arrested and handed over to the Americans; Latimer had been involved in making the case against him and had gone to New York to watch the trial. The man had been convicted, and Latimer had returned to London with the gratitude of the CIA and a newly found reputation for doing good work.

      Further coups had followed that one: Latimer had caught the dour, middle-aged woman who worked as a clerk and who had been leaving weekly updates for the Russian embassy in a dead drop in Hyde Park; he had uncovered the test engineer who worked for a defence contractor and supplied details of the electronic countermeasure systems in the Typhoon FGR4 to the Russian government; he had identified the diplomat at the embassy in Berlin who had planted listening devices and stolen classified documents.

      Bloom had noticed him after the Berlin discovery and brought him under his wing. Further scoops had followed, including the discovery of the plot to blackmail his departmental chief over his entanglement with a young Ukrainian fashion model. Bloom had been installed as the head of the panel to find the disgraced man’s successor and, although Bloom had confided that he would have chosen Latimer anyway, Latimer’s success in discovering his boss’s indiscretions had given him the cover he needed to persuade the others to reach the same decision.

      Latimer climbed the stairs to the fourth floor, ignoring the lift in favour of a little additional exercise. He made his way along the magnolia-painted corridor to the office that he had inherited from Bloom. He unlocked the door, went inside and took off his coat. He reminded himself that he really ought to speak to the maintenance department so that they could arrange for someone to come up and redecorate. Bloom had been distinguished by his slovenly appearance, and that lack of interest in how he looked had also manifested itself in his office. The furniture was ancient, with a desk that was only usable with a paperback copy of Our Man in Havana holding up one of the legs and an armchair that emitted a cloud of dust whenever Latimer sat on it.

      Latimer sighed. He had never told anyone—not his colleagues, not his wife, certainly not Bloom—how he had done what he had done. All of his successes were because of a twenty-five-year-old relationship that had begun when he’d answered an email from a man who said he had information that would help him identify the Liberian arms runners. The anonymous correspondent had provided details of a shipment as proof of his bona fides and then, when Latimer had said he wanted more, had insisted that they meet to discuss how a mutually beneficial arrangement might look.

      And that was that.

      He had been bound to Atari ever since.

      Latimer woke his computer. He knew all about TICKLE. The woman who had been given that cryptonym was a thirty-year-old translator who had caught the eye of the Russian president and had, she said, become his lover. She had access to his inner circle and had provided a reliable stream of intelligence about their business interests, including the property transactions that they used to launder the vast sums of money that were purloined from the state. She was the closest person to the seat of power that MI6 had; to betray her would end a fruitful source of intelligence and undoubtedly doom her to the gulags and an unpleasant death. Latimer wrote her name on a piece of paper, folded it up and put it in his pocket. The dead drop they used was a bench that overlooked the Thames near his flat in Barnes. He would affix it to the underside of the bench on his way home and wait for Atari to deliver Michael Pope in exchange.
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      Pope decided to take the longer route for his morning run.

      The atmosphere between him and Isabella had been tense ever since their disagreement yesterday. They would normally have gone for a run together, but, when Pope went to knock on her door at six, he found that she was already out. He decided to wait until she got back, and she eventually returned as he was having breakfast, covered in sweat and panting hard. She often pushed herself harder when she was anxious or angry or distracted, and Pope could tell she had done just that. She didn’t say a word, taking a bottle of water from the fridge and going into the bathroom. Pope finished a small bowl of cereal as Isabella turned on the shower; he washed up his bowl and put on his own running shoes, setting off before she emerged again.

      Pope knew what it was like to have difficult children, and although Isabella was older than both of his girls, he decided that the best policy would be to treat her just the same. She would talk when she was ready.

      He put his head down and tried to ignore the burn in his lungs as he ascended the sloping path to the top of the hill that dominated the landscape near to the farm. It was a warm morning already, and he was dripping with sweat as he reached the summit; he stopped by the cairn and used the back of his hand to wipe the moisture away from his eyes. Isabella would have come this way, he guessed, and he knew that she would have managed the climb with more speed and less effort than he had. She didn’t usually press too hard when they were out together, but he would still struggle to find the breath to speak while she had no problem with carrying on a conversation. He rested his hands on the stone and shook his head in wry amusement as he remembered the race two afternoons ago. She had reeled him in and then sprinted away like a deer, leaving him to struggle after her in pointless pursuit. Her time had been ridiculous, and it looked as if she still had more in reserve.

      He started down the hill, allowing his momentum to carry him as he picked his way along the paths that would bring him back to the rear paddock. He reached the boundary of the property just as Isabella emerged from the barn with a pistol in her hand and set off into the woods in the direction of the range.

      Pope went into the house, took off his sodden clothes and stood under the shower until he felt fresh. He dressed and sat on the edge of the bed, reaching for his laptop from where he had balanced it on the edge of the bedside table. He had found sleep difficult last night and had given in and spent an hour going through the rest of the photos that he kept on the stick. He woke the screen, opened Jabber and saw that Carter had pinged him. He double-clicked to open a new chat window and typed:

      >> I’m here.

      The cursor blinked for a moment, and then Carter started to reply.

      >> I found something.

      >> My family?

      >> Look and listen for yourself. I’m sending the files now.

      Another message appeared and then another and another and another. Each contained a file, a mixture of images and audio.

      Pope opened the images first. He saw his wife and both daughters. It looked as if they were passing through an airport, with their images captured by overhead CCTV. Rachel’s head was raised, and, as she looked in the direction of the lens, Pope could see that she was upset and angry. The two girls had their faces pointed to the floor, but he was in no doubt whatsoever that it was them.

      He opened the next collection of images and saw three documents, each bearing the headline Record of Custody. Photographs of Rachel and the girls had been added to the forms.

      Pope minimised the photograph and forms and, with a sickness in his gut at what he might find, opened one of the audio files and waited for the media player to start.

      He heard Rachel’s voice.

      “How many times do I have to tell you? I have no idea where he is. No bloody idea. I haven’t seen him for two years. We’re separated. Do you know why? Because of this bullshit. I tried to shield the children from it, but I knew that it would catch up with him, and it did. That’s why I left, not that it’s done any good.”

      The second voice was male, the tone hard and unyielding: “But you must have heard from him?”

      “Not a word. We were in Vietnam the last time I saw him. I told him I couldn’t take it anymore, that it wasn’t safe for the girls, and that I had to get them away from him.”

      “I’m sorry, Mrs. Pope. I just don’t believe you. Why have you been hiding?”

      “Because of this! Because I knew you bastards would put pressure on us to get to him.”

      “We just want to talk to him—that’s all. And I’m afraid I find it impossible to believe that you haven’t been in touch with him. It would be easier if you just told me the truth. You’re not leaving here until you do.”

      The recording had longer to run, but Pope stopped it. He found that he was gripping the mouse so tightly that his knuckles bulged. He looked at the filename and saw that it had been named for his wife and dated three days earlier. There were two other audio files: ClementinePope.mp4 and FloraPope.mp4.

      He closed his eyes. He didn’t want to listen to the files, knew that doing so would fill him with fury and desperation, but knew that he wouldn’t be able to stop himself.

      He pressed play and listened to the voice of his elder daughter.

      “I don’t know where he is.”

      The man’s voice again: “Why isn’t he with you?”

      “My mum said they didn’t love each other anymore. He left when we were in Vietnam.”

      “And you haven’t seen him since then?”

      “No.”

      “I don’t believe you. I think you’re lying to me.”

      “I’m not.”

      “Yes, you are. Your mother has told you to say that you haven’t seen him, hasn’t she?”

      “No.”

      The conversation continued, but Pope pressed stop. His teeth were clenched, and he could feel the blood throbbing through a vein in his forehead. He took a moment to gather himself for fear of tossing the laptop against the wall.

      The cursor flashed as another message arrived from Carter.

      >> Have you checked them?

      Pope clicked to close down all of the windows, then typed:

      >> Yes.

      >> I’m sorry.

      >> Do you know where they are?

      >> London.

      >> Where in London?

      >> I couldn’t find anything.

      >> Keep looking.

      >> I will. Of course.

      >> Anything else? Still quiet?

      >> Nothing at all.

      >> Thank you. Keep your eyes open.

      >> I will.

      Carter signed off.

      Pope opened the download folder again and clicked on the photograph of his wife and children. He stared at it, but knew that it wouldn’t make any difference to the decision that he had already made: he couldn’t ignore what had happened.

      He was to blame for the situation that they were in, and he would need to fix it.

      He closed the laptop and stood.

      He needed to talk to Isabella.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            VALLETTA, MALTA

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            17

          

        

      

    

    
      Atari sat with his feet on his desk and took a sip from the bottle of beer that he had snagged from the fridge in the kitchen. He had arrived back in Valletta three hours earlier and taken a taxi back to the dour building where he based his operation. The staff who had worked there over the years had given it many names: the Troll Factory, the Propaganda Kitchen, the House of Puppets. Atari had heard them all. The two dozen full-time workers had been chosen for their brilliance, and, together, they formed an intimidatingly impressive operation.

      Atari knew about Putin’s operation at 55 Savushkina Street on the outskirts of St. Petersburg. What they did there was prosaic in comparison to the code that his staff crafted and deployed. Putin would have his trolls write negative comments about Ukrainian politicians, pay for complicit social media companies to amplify them and then monitor the damage that was caused. That was all well and good, Atari thought, but a little too obvious for his taste. Rather than wasting time by casting aspersions on the mental acuity of Volodymyr Zelensky, far better to invest in code that could infect millions of computers and use them in denial-of-service attacks, or executable files that could take over someone’s phone without them having any idea that they had been compromised. Atari had tools that ran the gamut, from blunt-force cudgels to the most subtle, precise, invisible scalpels. He had something for every eventuality, and, although he knew that his was not an objective opinion, he was confident that his armoury was the match for any state-sponsored cyber operation anywhere in the world.

      It was one of these more sophisticated tools that he had used to create the bait to tempt Michael Pope. The best exploits still needed the target to engage with the code, and, with that in mind, Atari had spent time ensuring that his lure was irresistible. Rachel Pope had messed around with a YouTube channel before she had separated from her husband, and the several hours of content that he had downloaded had provided ample material to clone. One of the members of his operation was especially skilled in making deepfakes, either audio or video; creating Rachel’s ‘interrogation’ had been child’s play. The two girls were a little more challenging, but they had managed: there was video footage of Clementine speaking about her school in a promotional video, and a voicemail that Flora had left for Pope was still stored on his service’s cloud server. The lack of material meant those clips had to be shorter, but they were still good enough.

      The fakes, together with supporting photographs and documentation, had been uploaded onto the servers used by Group Fourteen and a few breadcrumbs scattered around that would lead anyone who might be snooping around back to them. The first person to take the bait was an analyst by the name of Ben Carter who worked for Group Two. Carter had searched on Pope’s name and found a classified bulletin stating that Rachel Pope and her children had been located and brought back to the United Kingdom for questioning. It wouldn’t have been too hard to find the faked evidence after that.

      Atari had no idea where Pope’s wife was hiding. He supposed it would have been possible to find them, but he didn’t see the need; Pope just had to think that they were in trouble.

      Atari opened a window for the secure internal messaging client and typed.

      >> Anything?

      It took a moment for a reply, and Atari occupied himself by checking to see if anything tasty had been snagged by the exploit he had installed on the servers at MIT years ago. The window flashed with an incoming message. It was Wraith, the Belorussian hacker who had worked with Atari for the longest.

      >> The files were opened half an hour ago.

      >> Where?

      >> South of France.

      >> Send the IP address to me.

      His machine bleeped to signal an incoming email. Atari opened his client, found the email and double-clicked. There was a link to a Google map. He opened it and found the pin dropped atop a farm to the north of Montpellier.

      The message box pinged with another incoming message.

      >> What do you want me to do?

      >> Start a sweep of all the cameras near that farm. I want more evidence.

      >> There are hardly any. I already checked.

      >> They get their groceries from somewhere. Start there and then go wider if you have to.

      >> Yes, boss. Anything in particular?

      >> The girl. Get everything you can.

      Atari closed the message and maximised the map so that he could examine it properly. He opened Street View, dropped the icon and navigated the narrow one-lane tracks around the property. The place looked remote, with no other properties within a mile of it. He opened another window and took advantage of the exploit he had installed at the US National Reconnaissance Office to find the footage of the most recent satellite overflight. He zoomed in and saw a car parked in a yard between a house and outbuildings, and, as he zoomed in again, he saw two people who appeared to be walking toward the car. The resolution wasn’t good enough to be able to make out more than their shapes.

      Michael Pope and Isabella Rose?

      He closed the window and typed a message to Zhu Wánchéng. He told him that he was making progress, and that he should send his team to Montpellier, where they should await further instructions.

      Atari was pleased. Latimer would get Pope, and Isabella Rose would be left on her own. It would be a simple enough thing for Wánchéng to snatch her.

      Atari would deliver on two transactions at once and would get what he wanted in return: money from the Chinese and a favour owed by senior players in the Kremlin. He knew that he had a reputation for smugness, but he didn’t care. It was spectacular work.

      He pressed send.
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      Isabella wasn’t in her room. Pope had installed a small gym in one of the barns and knew that there was a good chance that she would be there. He could hear the thump-thump-thump of the speedball before he was halfway across the yard. He reached the open doorway and waited there. She was facing away from him, dressed in a singlet and a pair of shorts. He watched her step nimbly around the ball, her fists a blur as the ball beat out a steady rhythm on the wooden backboard. The sinews of her arms and shoulders stood out like wire as she doubled up her punches.

      He shook his head in admiration: the evidence of what she could do never ceased to amaze him. Was it possible that she was even quicker than the last time he had watched? He made sure that she ate well and exercised, putting together a regimen that was not at all dissimilar to the routine that he had followed when he was training for selection into the SAS. There were regular runs, five and ten kilometres, with the aim of continuing to shave seconds off the time they took her to complete. They usually took in the undulating terrain around the farm, but when he wanted to change it up, he drove her out to Le Bosc for hill runs up to Lac du Salagou. Some of the runs included a rucksack, loaded—just like during selection—with nearly fifty kilograms of filler. Pope ran with her; she had beaten him easily on the unladen runs and, while he had managed to keep up with her when they were both fully loaded, that parity had not lasted long. She was faster now in all disciplines. She was stronger, too; Pope had used some of the debris that he had found in the barn to put together a circuit of weights, and she was lifting the same as him and managing more reps.

      She glanced up into the mirror that was fixed to the wall and let the ball slow down and stop.

      She grunted something in greeting.

      “Looking good.”

      She grunted for a second time and then started again, machine-gunning rights and lefts, and then loaded up with a big right cross that hammered the ball against the backboard with a loud clap. She took off the light gloves and unwrapped the bandages that she had wound around her knuckles. The fabric was stained with fresh blood, and as she held up her hands and turned them around to look, he saw that the knuckles were blistered.

      “Let me have a look at those,” he said.

      She shook her head. “It’s fine.”

      “Are you done?”

      “Just the tyre left to go.”

      She went out into the yard. There was a large tractor tyre on the ground, and she went to it, bending down and sliding her fingers underneath it.

      “Straight back,” Pope said.

      “Jesus, Pope. I know.”

      Pope had never weighed the tyre, but he estimated it would have been around three hundred pounds. She lowered herself into a crouch and, with her head up and her back ramrod straight, she started to push from her quads. It wasn’t easy—her thighs bulged, and she grunted with the effort—but she raised the tyre six inches off the ground and then pushed it up until it was balanced on its tread.

      “Well done,” Pope said.

      She laid her hands against it and shoved, toppling it over to land with a heavy thud on the rough cobbles.

      There was simply no way around it: Isabella had become a world-class athlete.

      “Here,” he said, taking a bottle of water from the small fridge and holding it out for her.

      “Thanks.”

      She drank deeply of the cold water, then picked up a towel and wiped the sweat from the back of her neck. She still wouldn’t hold his eye.

      Pope drew a deep breath. “Look,” he started. “Bella, what we talked about yesterday, about you and Chloé—”

      She drained the bottle. “You can’t stop me. I told you—I’m an adult now, and I’m not going to be told what to do anymore.”

      “Please, Bella. Just listen to me for once. I don’t want to argue.”

      She bit down on her bottom lip. “I don’t want to argue, either, but you’ll just tell me I can’t go.”

      “No,” he said. “I’m not saying that. I’ve given it a lot of thought. I’m not going to try to stop you. That’s what I came to say—if you want to go, you can. And I think you should.”

      Isabella looked up at him for the first time. “Really?”

      “Yes, really.” He sat down on the tyre. He paused and tried to remember how he had decided to say what he wanted to say. “You’re right. I’ve been too preoccupied with staying safe, and I wouldn’t blame you if you thought I’ve been a bit overbearing.”

      “A bit?”

      She was going to make him work hard. “Fine,” he said. “More than a bit. I’ve probably been a massive pain in the arse.”

      The corner of her mouth kinked up. “Massive might be going a little too far.”

      He smiled and shook his head. He had been dreading the conversation and realised that he had been rehearsing it for months. He had always known that she would eventually want to leave and get on with her life. He knew, too, that she had been right: he was trying to protect her as a substitute for the children he could not protect—his own. That wasn’t fair to her.

      “You were right. We can’t run forever. I spoke to my contact, and he can’t find anything that would suggest that they are actively looking for you. That doesn’t mean that they’re not, of course, but… well, maybe the time out of the limelight has helped. Provided that you are very, very careful, I won’t object if you want to go with Chloé.”

      “Thank you,” she said, and before he could react, she wrapped her arms around his neck and hugged him.

      Pope had never been openly paternal with her and found it difficult to show affection, but he hugged her back.

      “Try to keep a low profile,” he said. “Don’t go out too much in the first few weeks, and be cautious about new friends. If you have any doubts, tell me—I’ll have them checked. Okay?”

      “Yes,” she said. “Promise. I’ll be careful. And it’s not like Montpellier is the other end of the world, is it? It’s only twenty miles away.”

      She spoke quickly, and her eyes danced with excitement. He realised that she looked like any normal teenager and that he had been right to let her go.

      “I’ll keep in touch every day. You don’t have to worry. And if I need you, you’ll still be here.” She looked at him and saw his little wince. “What? Won’t you?”

      “There’s something else we need to talk about.”

      The excitement in her eyes disappeared to be replaced by concern. “You’re not leaving?”

      “Not forever. But I do need to go back.”

      “Why?”

      “My family have been arrested. They’re being held in London.”

      “Why? You haven’t seen them or spoken to them—”

      “—in two years,” he said. “I know. But they probably don’t know that. They won’t believe that my wife and daughters don’t know where I am.”

      “So—what? They’ll do what?”

      “They’ll hold them there. It’ll be frightening. My girls are still young. I can’t let it happen.”

      She shook her head. “You can’t go back.”

      “And I can’t stay here and ignore them.”

      “So let’s go and get them out. Me and you. We’ll do it together.”

      “No, Isabella.”

      “Chloé can wait. I’ll go later.”

      “No—you don’t have to do that.”

      “I know I don’t. I want to. I’m not leaving you to go there on your own.”

      “And then what? Let’s say we get them out—what next?”

      “You find somewhere that they won’t find us. We hide again. We’ve done it once—we can do it again.”

      “We can’t do it forever. You… my girls would have no life.”

      He stopped, realising that he had unconsciously included Isabella in that number. She realised it, too, and wiped a hand across her wet eyes.

      “What, then?” she said. “What are you going to do?”

      “Hand myself in.”

      “No. No, Michael—no, you can’t. You can’t.”

      “They don’t want them. They don’t even really want me—they just think I can lead them to you. If I surrender, they’ll let them go.”

      “But…” She bit her lip again, and the tears ran down her cheeks. “What about me, Michael? I need you, too.”

      “They’ll hold me until they’re sure I don’t know where you are, and then they’ll let me go.”

      “But…” she began. “But you do know where I’ll be. What if…”

      “You’re right. I am concerned about that. I can’t know where you are. I won’t know where you are in Montpellier, but it’d be safer if you could persuade Chloé to go somewhere else. Perpignan, maybe. Marseille. I can’t tell them where you are if I don’t know, can I?”

      “But if you don’t know where I am, how would you be able to find me?”

      “There’s a way. We’ll use a cut-out. I have a friend in Andorra—Maria. You’d go to her, and she’ll pass a message to me.”

      “I don’t understand—how would you be able to get in touch with me?”

      “I’ll explain everything,” he said. “It’ll be easy, and, more importantly, it’ll be safe. I won’t know where you are until you need me to know.”

      She wiped her eyes again. Pope saw that her lip was quivering. “I don’t want you to go.”

      “I don’t either, but it’s the only way. I can’t leave them. I just… I just can’t.”

      She hugged him again, harder this time, and he felt the strength in her arms and shoulders.

      “I’ve been a shit,” she said. “You don’t deserve the things I’ve said.”

      “It’s okay—”

      She cut him off. “I don’t remember my dad.”

      “I know.”

      “You’ve been the nearest thing I’ve ever had. I don’t have anyone else.”

      “You’ve got Chloé,” he said. “And you won’t be able to get rid of me that easily.”

      “Promise?”

      “Promise.”

      “Good,” Isabella said. “Because if I haven’t heard from you by the end of the month, I’m going to come and get you myself.”
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      They spent the rest of the day getting ready. Isabella could see that Pope wanted to be on his way, but at the same time, he was much too thorough to leave without all the preparations in place.

      He explained that they would have to abandon almost every aspect of the lives they had shared over the last two years. He told her that he would most certainly be interrogated, and, even though he spared her the details, she could tell that he expected treatment that he would only be able to withstand for a limited time. He would hold out for as long as he could, but, once he had given up, anything that he knew about her and their life together would be completely compromised. They would never be able to return to the farm.

      Neither of them had travelled with anything of great value, and, once they had packed their clothes into their cases, there wasn’t much left to take. Isabella had developed a love of reading over the course of the long winter nights when there had been nothing else to do, and she selected a handful of her favourites from the bookshelf in the sitting room. She had churned through the Harry Potter books and then, at Pope’s suggestion, had moved into science fiction and fantasy. She took her copies of Tolkien’s Fellowship of the Ring, Asimov’s Foundation and Herbert’s Dune. She added the book that she was reading at the moment—William Gibson’s Neuromancer—and, with a wince of regret, left the rest.

      There was a framed photograph of Pope and Isabella that a farmer had taken during a long walk they had shared at the start of their stay. Pope had his arm around Isabella’s shoulders, and they were both smiling. She remembered the afternoon well: it was at the end of September, the last days of summer, and the sun had shone down on them from an untrammelled blue sky all day. She remembered how she had felt, too: safe and comfortable in Pope’s presence and happy that they would be able to stay here for as long as they liked without looking over their shoulders for the people who were searching for them. She had realised that afternoon that Pope cared about her and that, under his gruff taciturnity, there might even have been paternal love. Her own father had died when she was little, shot by the men who had come to kill her mother. She had never had a male presence in her life after that, and, even though Pope had always assured her that he wasn’t trying to be her father, it didn’t change the way she felt about him. She felt a flush of guilt about the way she had spoken to him over the last few days; at least she had tried to make amends, she told herself. She picked up the frame and opened it, sliding the photograph out and slipping it between the pages of her copy of Dune.

      She picked up her case and took it and the books out into the yard. Pope had the car’s boot open and was loading his own case inside.

      He turned and took her case. “You good?”

      “I’m fine,” she said. “Sad to be leaving.”

      He pushed the case into the boot. “Me too.” He rearranged the cases. “But we couldn’t really stay here forever.”

      “What would we have done?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “If it wasn’t for this—where would we have gone?”

      He scratched his head. “I don’t know. Moved around. Found somewhere else. I was thinking about taking you to South Africa. I did some work there once—it’s beautiful. Find a place in Cape Town, do some fishing, stick around for another year or two and then move again. We could’ve done that forever.”

      “Sounds nice,” she said, blinking back tears again.

      Pope frowned, then reached over to rest his fingers against her cheek. “Come on. No need for that. This is only temporary.”

      “I know. I’m just… I’m just sad.”

      “It’s not goodbye, Isabella, I promise. And you’ve got a lot to look forward to—did you speak to Chloé?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good. And you have a plan?”

      She nodded. “We’re thinking about—”

      “Hush.” Pope stopped her with a raised hand. “That’s all I need to know. Remember what I said. I can’t tell anyone anything I don’t know.”

      “Sorry,” she said. “You’re right.”

      “But you’re happy with it?”

      “I’m happy.”

      “That’s all I need to know. You remember how to get to Maria?”

      “Leave a message in the newspaper. La…”

      “La Vanguardia.”

      “La Vanguardia. I hadn’t forgotten. Leave the message in the classifieds for Maria and tell her where to meet me.”

      “And then be there an hour before to make sure that no one comes with her. She’ll take care of it from there.”

      “I’ve got it. I know what I’m doing.”

      “I know you do.” He closed the lid of the boot and turned to the farmhouse. “Have you got everything you want to take?”

      “I think so.”

      “Time to go, then. I’ll drop you at Chloé’s, and then I need to get to the airport. My flight leaves in three hours.”
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      Su Ai put his eye to the scope atop his rifle and watched the man and the teenage girl as they made their preparations to leave. The two of them had packed the car with their cases and shared a conversation in the farmyard; Su was much too far away to be able to hear what they discussed, but there was an affection between the two of them that was impossible to mistake, even at a distance.

      There were four men in the team, and they had each taken up positions in the fields around the farmhouse. They were members of the People’s Liberation Army Special Operations Force, rapid-response elite troops who stood ready to be deployed at short notice anywhere around the world. They had arrived in France late yesterday evening under the cover of diplomatic passports and had been driven out to these coordinates.

      Su had been here for two hours. He watched as the man opened the door of the car and got into the driver’s seat. The girl cast a last look around the yard, then went around and lowered herself into the seat next to him.

      “Do we take them now?” asked Han over the radio from his position in the woods.

      “No,” Su said. “The orders are clear—the male target is to be allowed to leave. We follow the female target. That’s it. Duan—are you ready?”

      “I am,” Duan Bai reported. He was parked down the road and ready to follow. They had two other cars nearby so that they could change the tail car as necessary to reduce the risk of being made.

      The man turned the car around and then accelerated gently away, bumping over the cobbles of the yard and then onto the rough dirt track that led to the road.

      “They’re on the move,” Su reported. “The car is a red Citroën, registration AC-613-ET.”

      “Copy that,” Duan said.

      Their briefing had suggested that the man had military experience. Su could well believe that; he had the confident bearing of a soldier. The girl looked like a perfectly normal teenager. He guessed she was eighteen or nineteen. She had an athletic build, but there was nothing else to suggest that their pickup would be difficult.

      “I have them,” Duan said.

      Su pushed himself to his knees; he had been lying down for hours and was stiff. “Everyone, move out.”

      The others radioed their acknowledgements. Su leaned down, picked up the rifle, and started down the slope to the spot on the road where he had left his car.
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      Latimer sat in the back of the car as his driver raced along the fast lane of the southbound M23 in the direction of Gatwick. Atari had told him that Pope was on his way, and that he should be ready to intercept him on short notice. He had no idea how he knew what he knew, but he knew to take him at his word. He had called his contact at the Anti-Terrorist Squad and arranged for a team of officers to be deputed to him.

      The driver raced up the ramp that led to the terminal and stopped outside the entrance. Latimer got out and walked briskly to the arrivals hall. It was busy, with relatives waiting alongside the metal barrier and private taxi drivers holding up signs that bore the names of the passengers they were here to collect. The police officers were waiting for him next to the branch of Costa Coffee.

      “I’m Latimer,” he said. “Who’s in charge?”

      One of the men nodded. “I am,” he said. “Detective Sergeant Denning. Who are we here for, sir?”

      “This man.”

      Latimer took out his phone and scrolled through to the picture of Pope that Latimer had taken from his personnel file.

      “Name?”

      “Michael Pope.”

      “Could you send that to me, sir?”

      Latimer tapped out Denning’s number and attached the photograph to a message. Denning forwarded it to the rest of the team and waited as they checked it, each officer familiarising themselves with Pope’s appearance.

      “Do we know when Mr. Pope is due?”

      “He’s on the easyJet flight from Montpellier.” He pointed up at the arrivals board. “He should be landing in fifteen minutes.”

      “Anything else we need to know?”

      “He’s been on the run for several years. As far as we know, he’s come back to hand himself in. I’m not expecting him to put up a fight, but we shouldn’t assume that he won’t.”

      “Understood.”

      Denning instructed the others to take up positions so that they could cover the hall without risking the possibility that Pope might be able to leave without being noticed. Latimer was nervous. Delivering Pope to justice would be a significant milestone in his career and would provide him with a key advantage in his struggle for influence against Control; it might even be the final push he needed to move her out of his way.

      He checked the board, saw that the easyJet flight had landed on time, and then gripped the rail and stared into the faces of the passengers as they made their way by him. His thoughts flicked back to Atari and the price that he had demanded for delivering Pope. Latimer hated that he was beholden to him, but couldn’t ignore the fact that this was just the latest in a long line of coups that had enabled him to make such fast progress through the intelligence service. Latimer was able to put his concerns to one side; the prize of delivering a man like Michael Pope trumped the prick to his conscience, such as it was.

      “That’s him,” he said to Denning, pointing at the man who had just emerged through the sliding doors.

      Denning nodded and signalled to the others. They waited until Pope emerged from between the metal barriers and then formed up around him, two to the rear and two to the front. Pope noticed them as they approached and did nothing; he made no attempt to escape. Rather, he held his ground and waited for them. Denning said something to him, and Pope nodded, holding out his hands so that they could be cuffed. The people waiting by the rail watched what was happening with open mouths, some of them taking out their phones to record proceedings.

      Latimer approached. “Captain Pope.”

      “That’s right. Who are you?”

      “My name’s Latimer.”

      “How did you know I was here?”

      “That doesn’t matter.”

      Pope held up his cuffed hands. “I understand why you’d want to do this, but it’s not necessary. I’m not here to cause trouble. I want to hand myself in.”

      “I’d still prefer to be cautious.”

      “Where’s my family?”

      “We’ll get to that and everything else once we’ve got you safe and sound in London. That all right with you?”

      Pope held up his manacled hands. “Do I have a choice?”

      “Not really,” Latimer said. “Shall we make a move? There’s a car waiting outside.”

      “Lead on,” Pope said.
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      Pope had dropped Isabella off at the bus station in Montpellier on the way to the airport. Chloé had already arrived in the city to move into the flat that they had rented. They hadn’t made any plans as to when Isabella would join her, so she caught a bus on her own to the flat on Rue Henri René. It was an old building, with wrought-iron balconies on the second and third floors and a pair of ancient wooden doors that opened onto an entrance hallway. Isabella climbed up to the third floor and turned into the corridor, making her way along it until she reached the right numbered door.

      She knocked. “Surprise!” she said, grinning, when Chloé opened it.

      Chloé broke into a wide smile. “What are you doing here?”

      “I thought you’d be pleased to see me.”

      “I am pleased,” Chloé said, hugging her. “But I thought that your stepdad wasn’t keen.”

      “He wasn’t,” she said. “But we talked about it, and he came around to my way of thinking.”

      “Awesome,” she said.

      “Is it still okay?”

      “Is it okay? Of course it is. It’s brilliant. Come on—come inside. I’ll show you around.”

      Chloé took her on a quick tour. There were two bedrooms, a small kitchen, a sitting room and a bathroom. The apartment was tiny, and when Isabella went into the second bedroom, she was able to reach out and touch both walls at once.

      “I got some furniture from a second-hand shop down the street,” Chloé said. “My mum and dad had some bits and pieces as well.” She swept an arm around to indicate the space. “It’ll take a while to get it just as we like it, but I think it’ll be okay—what do you think?”

      “I think it’s perfect.”

      “What bedroom do you want?”

      Chloé had already put her things in the larger of the two rooms, and Isabella didn’t want to rock the boat. “The smaller one will be fine for me,” she said.

      “Sure?”

      “Definitely.”

      The room had been furnished with a futon, and there was a single rail for her to hang her clothes. It was basic, but Isabella didn’t mind that in the least; she found that she was excited to be able to do something that felt normal for a girl of her age.

      “All okay?” Chloé asked her when she came back into the sitting room.

      “It’s great. How much will I have to pay?”

      “What? Rent?” Chloé waved a hand to dismiss the question. “We can talk about that later. It’s not due until the end of the month.”

      “But what about the deposit?”

      “I’ve taken care of it. It’s fine.” Chloé went to the fridge and took out a bottle of milk. “You want to go out tonight?”

      “To do what?”

      “There’s a gig in town, and I know the drummer from the band. He’s put me on the guest list with a plus-one.”

      Isabella wanted to say yes, but the mention of Pope had reminded her of what he had told her he was going to do when he got back to London. She felt uncomfortable that she was here rather than with him, and the idea of going out to have fun made her feel worse.

      “What is it?” Chloé asked.

      “I don’t know if I’m in the mood tonight.”

      “Why not? They’re great. And we get to go backstage.”

      Isabella forced a smile. “I don’t have anything to wear.”

      “Don’t worry about that. You can borrow something from me.” She came closer and took Isabella by the shoulders. “We can get drunk and dance like maniacs. It’ll be fun.”

      Isabella still wasn’t sure, but, she reasoned, being able to do this kind of thing was precisely why she had pushed Pope so hard to let her come and live with Chloé. It seemed churlish to say no to the first opportunity to go out.

      “Okay,” she said. “Sounds like fun.”
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      The meeting took place in one of the anonymous buildings off Whitehall where the business of the intelligence services was done. The Intelligence Steering Committee was the body responsible for the oversight of the Firm and the fifteen separate Groups that constituted it. The Committee was comprised of members that were drawn from across government and the security services. Vivian Bloom had served on it for years, and Latimer remembered the sense of pride he had felt when he had taken his place at the table for the first meeting convened after Bloom’s death. He looked around the table now and felt the same; there were senior cabinet ministers, civil service mandarins and several who served as Controls in the various Groups.

      The meeting had been one of the monthly catch-ups, and now, after an hour and a half of discussing developments in Russia and Iran, it was drawing to a close.

      Sir Benjamin Stone, the chief of the Secret Intelligence Service, was in the chair. “Any other business?”

      “I have something,” Latimer said. “It’s about Michael Pope.” He watched Control’s face for any sign of a reaction. She raised her right eyebrow just a little, a frown creasing her brow.

      “Remind me who that is,” Stone said.

      Latimer pointed at Control. “Pope was her predecessor in Group Fifteen. He’s the main suspect in the murder of Vivian Bloom. He’s been missing for nearly two years.”

      “Of course,” Stone said. He turned to Control. “You’ve been looking for him?”

      “We have, sir. It’s been a source of worry to have an agent with his experience out of contact for so long. I should add, though, that the events that led to his disappearance took place before I took up my post.”

      Latimer bit down on his lip to stop himself from grinning. He had nothing but disdain for Control, and, personal animus aside, her remaining in position made it more difficult for him to continue to increase his own influence. He had looked forward to surprising her with his news and watching her squirm.

      Elizabeth Cheetham, the director-general of MI5, looked up from her pad of notes. “We’ve been looking for him, too. Is there a development?”

      Latimer nodded. “I’ve found him.”

      Control leaned forward. “How?”

      “It was a tip-off,” he said, not willing to reveal anything about the real operation for fear of having to admit that he had received help from outside the intelligence community. “He made contact with an old connection, and they reported it to me. He’s been in the south of France. It appears he has been hiding at a farm near Montpellier.”

      “Then shouldn’t we be speaking to the French?”

      “Not necessary. I have him in custody. He arrived at Gatwick earlier today, and I had a team of Special Branch officers ready to pick him up.”

      Control struggled to master her emotions. It was exquisite. He had caught her unawares and embarrassed her in front of the others.

      “Where is he now?” Stone asked.

      “I have him in a holding cell,” he said.

      “Very good, Latimer,” Stone said.

      “I’ll send a team,” said the Control for Group Fourteen. He was a polite and genteel man, which was odd given his position as head of the Group responsible for interrogation and coercion. “We’ll transfer him to one of our facilities.”

      “When?”

      “Tonight. Can you hold him until then?”

      “Of course,” Latimer said.

      “Well done,” Stone said.

      “Hear, hear,” Cheetham added. “Very good work.”

      “Thank you,” Latimer said with a smile.
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      It was a short walk to the club. Chloé explained that Montpellier had a large student population and, because of that, the nightlife was more vibrant and busier than might have been expected. The clubs and bars were found around Place Jean Jaurés in the Old Town, and as they neared their destination, Isabella could feel the buzz of the atmosphere.

      Rockstore was impossible to miss: the rear half of a bright red Cadillac was suspended above the entrance, looking for all the world as if the front half had been absorbed into the building after a head-on collision. There was a queue of people waiting outside. Chloé led the way to the front of the line behind a clutch of four girls who were dressed in clothes that were skimpy, even given the warm weather. Isabella could hear the music from inside the club; it was grungy, with distorted bass and heavy drums that rumbled through the open door.

      The girls spoke with the doorman, and after a moment of negotiation, the rope was pulled aside, and they went in. Chloé stepped up and gave the bouncer her name so that it could be checked against the guest list.

      “You’ll like it here,” Chloé said to Isabella. “And the band’s really good.”

      “What kind of music?”

      Chloé nodded to the open door and the sounds that were audible from inside: heavy guitar and pounding drums. “Like that.”

      Chloé’s name was ticked off the list, and the bouncer gave them two adhesive labels with the band’s name and logo to stick to their clothes. Chloé slapped hers onto her thigh, and Isabella did the same. She looked down at the label and saw that it was marked with ATA.

      “What does that mean?” she asked, pointing at the letters.

      “Access all areas,” Chloé said with a grin. “Come on.”

      They went inside, passed through two sets of doors and entered a large auditorium. There were strobes and lasers and a PA that was so loud that Isabella could feel the bass vibrating through her body. It was as if she had been swallowed by the noise. The space was busy with concertgoers in their late teens and early twenties, with shifting queues waiting to be served at the bar and others taking up spaces near to the stage in anticipation of the band. A drum kit sat on a riser, and a trio of roadies were making sure that everything was correctly connected.

      Chloé leaned closer and cupped her hand around Isabella’s ear. “You want a drink?” she shouted.

      “Just an orange juice.”

      “No. I am not buying you an orange juice.”

      “What are you going to have?”

      “Vodka and cranberry.”

      Isabella wasn’t into drinking, but she could see that she wouldn’t be able to stop Chloé from pressuring her. She asked for a vodka and orange, intending to pretend that any subsequent drink she had was the same while ensuring that it was virgin.

      The atmosphere was electric, and Isabella felt a tickle of anticipation across her skin. Four silhouetted figures made their way out of the wings and crossed the stage to the instruments that had been left for them. The drummer thumped the kick drum twice, and the microphone squealed with feedback as the singer wrapped his hands around it. The drummer tapped his stick against the rim of his snare, and then the first song started, a howling skirl of guitars and a machine-gun beat that led to a crescendo before the singer barked out the first verse. The lights pulsed, violent strobes that kept time with the staccato rhythm.

      Chloé returned with their drinks, suggesting that they finish them quickly so that they could dance. Isabella did, wincing at the unfamiliar taste of the alcohol, then deposited the empty glass on a table and followed Chloé into the crowd. It was packed in tight, and since everyone was jumping and swaying with the beat, it was impossible for her not to do the same. It was her first time at anything like this, and she loved it. The floor was sticky with spilled drink, and she was quickly slick with sweat—her own and the spray from those around her. The thundering music was infectious. She wouldn’t have said that the style was her thing—she preferred the ’80s cuts that Beatrix had listened to with her in the months that they’d had before she passed away—but this was propulsive and angry, and she found it impossible not to follow the example of the others and leap and jump with unselfconscious abandon.
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      Pope didn’t know what time it was. He had been driven across London in the back of a meat wagon, and when the doors were finally opened and he was dragged out, he found himself in an underground car park that could have been anywhere. The agents had dragged him along a corridor with cell doors on either side, opening the one at the end and shoving him inside. He had been there ever since.

      He knew they would come to talk to him eventually, and ran through the strategy that he had decided to follow for the hundredth time. He would answer their questions honestly, all the way up to Isabella. He proposed to give them the story he had prepared on her only when they had confirmed that his family had been released.

      He heard footsteps and then looked up to see the Judas hole in the door slide open. “Stand back,” a muffled voice called out before the hole was closed again.

      Pope stepped back to the rear of the cell. The door opened to reveal one of the officers from the airport.

      “Captain Pope, you need to come with me, sir.”

      “Where are we going?”

      The man pointed down the corridor. “They want to speak to you. There’s an interrogation room at the end of the corridor.”

      “Fine.”

      The man held up a pair of cuffs. “I’m afraid I’m going to need you to put these on.”

      He tossed them over, and Pope caught them, slapping one bracelet around his right wrist and the other around his left. He held his hands up to demonstrate that it was done. “Okay?”

      “Thank you, sir. Down the corridor, please.”

      Pope did as he was told. The man directed him to the last door on the right. He went inside and looked around: it was larger than his cell, but not by much, with a table and two chairs. There were two cameras fixed to the wall to cover both sides of the table, and microphones to record the sound. The man from the airport—the one who appeared to be in charge—was sitting at the table, his fingers steepled.

      “Captain Pope,” he said. “Please—take a seat.”

      Pope pulled out the chair and sat down, resting his shackled hands against the table. “I forgot your name.”

      “Latimer.” He stood, took off his jacket and draped it across the back of the chair. He sat down again.

      “Latimer,” Pope repeated. “I don’t think we’ve met before today.”

      “No, we haven’t.”

      “You’re Group Fifteen?”

      “No.”

      “SIS, then?”

      “That’ll serve us well enough for now.” He shot his cuffs and leaned back. “You’ve been a hard man to find.”

      “I didn’t want to be found.”

      “Yet here we are.”

      “I didn’t have much choice.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “Because you’ve got my family—my wife and daughters.”

      Latimer cocked an eyebrow. “Why would you say that?”

      “I’ve seen photographs.”

      “Really?”

      “And they were interrogated.”

      Latimer shook his head. “Not as far as I know.”

      “I’ve heard the recordings.”

      “I really don’t know anything about that. I have no idea where your family is.”

      Pope tried to maintain his composure. “You’re lying.”

      “Why would I lie about something like that?”

      “It was a trick, then?”

      “I have no idea, Captain Pope. Really—all I can say is that we don’t have them.”

      Pope closed his eyes. The room felt as though it were closing in on him. He wondered just how stupid he had allowed himself to be. He had accepted the evidence that Carter had provided to him without question. Could it have been faked? And why, if it was faked, had Latimer given up all of his leverage without even asking a single question about Isabella?

      Latimer drummed his fingers against the edge of the table, then stood. “Well—that’s all for now as far as I’m concerned. I just wanted to put a name to a face.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I wanted to say hello before I let Special Branch take over.”

      “You don’t want to talk to me?”

      “What about? There’s no deal to be done. You don’t have anything to offer.”

      This made no sense at all.

      What about Isabella?

      Pope was caught off guard and knew that he was going to have to work out what was going on before he said anything else.

      Was it possible that Latimer didn’t know about Isabella?

      He tried to think about that.

      Who had known?

      Bloom knew—but he was dead.

      Atari knew—but he had vanished.

      “Good day to you, Captain.”

      Pope’s mind was racing. Could Carter have betrayed him? It seemed unlikely; he’d had plenty of time to do that, so why now? The only alternative was that Carter had been tricked by someone else. The evidence must have been faked. He couldn’t think of too many people who would be able to do that, save one.

      He knew, deep in his gut, that he was right.

      “Wait,” Pope said.

      Latimer paused. “What?”

      “There are things I could tell you that would be valuable.”

      “Go on.”

      “You know about Bloom?”

      “I know that you murdered him. We have proof of that.”

      “Do you know about what he was doing? He tricked me into doing his dirty work for him. I helped him make a connection between the London bombing and Syria. What if I told you about that?”

      “I’d say that sounds preposterous.”

      “It’s true.”

      Latimer leaned against the wall. “Okay—I’ll play along. Why would he do something like that?”

      “Because he was trying to manipulate public opinion so that we had cover to go to war.”

      Latimer smiled and shook his head. “Come on. That’s ridiculous.”

      “It wasn’t just him. I imagine he was working with others. Manage Risk, for example. Jamie King. I know he was involved.”

      “Captain Pope, please. Do you know how foolish that sounds? I’m certainly not going to pretend that Vivian Bloom was an angel. I knew him. He wasn’t. And I imagine he did things in his career that others might consider beyond the pale, but, if he did, he would have done them for the good of our country. You’re saying that he used the London bombings to manufacture a war? That sounds quite mad.” He swiped his jacket and put it on. “You must be tired. Get some sleep. You’ll be transferred to the police tomorrow. I imagine they’ll want to question you about Vivian’s murder. But that’s between them and you. I’m done here—I doubt we’ll see each other again. Goodbye.”
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      The band finished their encore, and the singer threw himself from the stage to be caught and held aloft by those in the front row. Isabella put her hands up and helped as he surfed back to the front, where he was pulled back over the rail by the security guards. The band thanked the crowd, tossed them their plectrums and drumsticks and used towels, and disappeared into the wings.

      The audience dispersed, and Isabella fought her way to the side of the dance floor where Chloé was waiting for her.

      “Enjoy it?” Chloé asked.

      “It was amazing.”

      “I know, right?”

      “I haven’t had fun like that for ages.”

      “Want to come to the after-party? They’re in a hotel, and they said we could go.”

      “I’m pretty tired.”

      “Come on, Bella. It’ll be fun. We don’t have to get up tomorrow, do we?”

      It was obvious that Chloé was keen, and that she would be upset if they went home now. And Isabella was tempted. It sounded like fun, like the kind of thing that normal eighteen-year-old girls would be keen to do. And Isabella didn’t want to disappoint her friend on the first day of living together.

      “Okay,” she said.

      “Great. Patrice texted me the address.”

      “Who’s Patrice?” Isabella said.

      “The drummer.”

      She nodded, feeling a little foolish. “Who else will be there?”

      “The band and a bunch of hangers-on. He said they’ve got enough booze to last all night.” She pointed to the door. “Shall we?”
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        * * *

      

      It turned out that the party was being held at a boutique hotel. Domaine de Verchant was a five-minute drive away from the centre of the old town, and they found a taxi on the street outside the club to take them. The hotel, as it appeared around a corner, was impressive. It was a large butter-coloured mansion set in the middle of its own vineyard; the entire estate was shielded by tall stone walls. The driver pulled up at a gate and reached out of the window to buzz the intercom, the gate opened, and he drove through. The mansion was impressive, with weathered shutters across the windows and a beautiful pool with a terrace that accommodated a flotilla of sun loungers.

      The driver dropped them off, and Isabella paid, handing over the last of the twenty-euro notes that she had brought out with them. She had taken two hundred euros from her stash, and it was all spent. She would have liked to have kept some for a taxi back to the apartment, and hoped that Chloé might have some. She watched the taxi depart; if Chloé had spent all of her cash, too, they were going to have to walk home.

      Chloé took out her phone and was about to call for directions when another two taxis arrived outside the hotel. The doors opened, and nine people piled out. Isabella recognised the four members of the band; they were accompanied by women who, she assumed, had been at the gig.

      The drummer saw them at the door and raised a hand in greeting. “Chloé!” he said. “You found it.”

      He leaned over, grabbed Chloé by both shoulders and drew her closer to him so that he could kiss her on the cheek.

      “Thanks for inviting us,” she said.

      The singer noticed them and detached himself from the group and joined them.

      “Hello,” he said. “I’m Jacques.”

      “I’m Chloé.”

      “Did you enjoy the show?”

      “Fantastic.”

      He waved her praise away with a lazy flick of his wrist and turned his attention to Isabella, his brow kinking up as his eye travelled up and down her body. “Who’s this?”

      “My friend,” Chloé said.

      Jacques took a quarter-turn away from Chloé. “What’s your name?”

      “Isabella. But I prefer Bella.”

      “Your accent—you’re not French.”

      “English.”

      “You enjoy the gig?”

      “Very much.”

      “And you want to carry on partying?”

      “I’m here to make sure Chloé doesn’t do anything stupid.”

      She didn’t consider how her answer would sound, and it was only when Jacques frowned in confusion that she realised that she might have said something gauche. Chloé stiffened and was about to speak when Jacque’s face broke into a grin.

      “I like you,” he said. “You’re funny.” He pointed to the door where the others were making their way inside. “Come on. Let’s get wasted.”
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      The party was in the suite where Jacques was staying. Chloé had been annoyed with Isabella over what she had said to Jacques outside the hotel, but her irritation was quickly forgotten as they arrived upstairs and the party got underway. There was a seemingly inexhaustible supply of liquor, and someone started playing music through a pair of speakers that had been connected to a phone. Isabella found a carton of orange juice and filled a glass, nursing it carefully and hoping that anyone who might be watching would conclude that it was mixed with vodka.

      She watched as the people around her got progressively drunker. Drinking to excess was something of which she had no real experience, and, as their faces began to slacken and they started to slur their words, the idea of it became less and less attractive. Apart from the band, the guests included crew and fans. Isabella spoke to a man who said he was a guitar technician until he stumbled forward and tried to kiss her; she politely extricated herself and was grateful when he latched onto a redhead who arrived amid a second wave of guests. She noticed some of the girls staring at her with no attempt to conceal their hostility; she had no idea what she had done to provoke their ill will until Chloé pointed out that Jacques was looking over at her.

      “What?” she said.

      “Can’t you tell? He likes you.”

      She felt uncomfortable. “Great.”

      “You don’t like him?”

      She didn’t really know what to say. “He’s not really my type.”

      “Are you nuts? He’s gorgeous.”

      Isabella turned a little to angle herself away from him and looked at her watch. They had only been here for an hour, and she was ready to leave. “How much longer do you want to stay?”

      “We can’t go yet,” Chloé protested. “We only just got here.”

      One of the members of the band—the guitarist, Isabella thought—disappeared into an adjacent room with two young girls just as Jacques came over to join them again.

      “Having a good time?”

      “Great,” Chloé said, her smile a little wider than it needed to be.

      Jacques ignored her, reached over to Isabella and ran the tips of his fingers down her bare arm. “What about you? Are you enjoying yourself?”

      Isabella stepped back and stared at him.

      He looked confused. “What?”

      “What are you doing?”

      He didn’t know how to answer.

      “Don’t do it again.”

      Jacques stared back at her—still evidently bewildered—before hiding the sting of her rejection by grabbing a bottle of vodka from Patrice and holding it up for Chloé to see it. “How about you? You’ll have a drink with me.”

      It was a statement, not a question. He backed away and, curling his finger, beckoned Chloé to follow.

      Isabella reached out and took Chloé by the wrist. “Let’s go home.”

      Chloé looked helplessly at Isabella, mouthed ‘sorry,’ gently shook her arm free and followed Jacques into the other room.
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        * * *

      

      Isabella moved to the corner of the room where she could watch what was happening around her without being drawn into it. She was concerned about Chloé, but reminded herself that her friend had much more experience of boys than she did. She was about as sure as she could be that Jacques was bad news, but Chloé didn’t seem to agree, and she couldn’t very well tell her what to do.

      The atmosphere in the room became more tense and more chaotic. Most of the men and women were drunk or high, and it seemed that they were intent on doubling down. Isabella checked the time and saw that she would normally have been in bed hours before, her routine had felt boring earlier, but now she looked at it with wry amusement. She had been right; perhaps she was old beyond her years, but she would have preferred to have been at home with Pope than in a place like this.

      A new arrival clattered through the door. He was older than the others and dressed in jeans and a leather jacket that both looked as if they had seen better days. His hair was long and lank, and he was unshaven. He looked as if he was short on sleep.

      “Special delivery,” he called out.

      Isabella watched as the man took a series of clear plastic bags from a pocket that had been sewn onto the inside of his jacket. He cleared a space on the table, sweeping empty beer cans onto the floor, and set the bags out to be inspected. Isabella could see that one of the packets contained a white powder, another was full of a brown-coloured powder, and a third contained small blue pills.

      The others in the room gathered around the table, and the drugs were shared out.

      The drummer, Patrice, came over to stand beside Isabella.

      “Having fun?”

      “It’s great,” she said.

      “You could sound a little more enthusiastic.”

      “I’ve had a long day. I’m tired.”

      Jacques came out of the other room. He was smiling, and, as he saw Isabella, he diverted over to her.

      “This one is a little stuck-up,” Patrice said, gesturing toward Isabella. “She won’t let her hair down.”

      Jacques shrugged and gestured down to the table. “Maybe she needs something to perk her up?”

      “Where’s Chloé?”

      He waved a hand dismissively. “She’ll be out in a minute.”

      “I want to see her.”

      “I told you—she’ll be here in a minute. Jesus! Chill out. Have a line.”

      “I don’t want a line.”

      “Come on. Don’t be so boring.”

      “I said no.”

      “How about this, then?” Jacques took the bag of pills, opened the top and shook out a handful into the palm of his hand. He held them out. “You know what these are?”

      Isabella’s ignorance made her uncomfortable. “I’ve no idea.”

      “Seriously? You don’t know? It’s ecstasy. Good shit, too. Pure. Try it.”

      She held up her hand. “I said no.”

      He looked over at Patrice and gave a theatrical shrug. “Seems like I was wrong. You looked like you’d be a lot more fun than you are.”

      “Just because I don’t do drugs?”

      The two of them had crowded Isabella into a corner, and it was beginning to feel oppressive. Isabella saw Chloé at the other side of the room and could see that she had been crying. Her mascara was smudged, and black streaks ran down onto her cheeks.

      Jacques and Patrice were distracted by Chloé’s arrival, and Isabella was able to step between them and cross over to her.

      “What happened?” Isabella said.

      “I want to go,” she said.

      Patrice and Jacques had followed.

      “Not you, too?” the drummer said. “You never used to be like this.”

      “Fuck you.”

      Jacques shook his head. “I’m starting to get the feeling that the two of them are ungrateful little bitches.”

      The atmosphere in the room had changed. It had been febrile before, a little manic, but now there was an oppressiveness that added weight to the mood. Jacques took one of the pills and, very deliberately, put it in his mouth and swallowed. He took another, pinched it between his thumb and forefinger, and reached out so that it was an inch in front of Isabella’s mouth.

      “Try it. You’re too stuck up—it’ll help you to relax.”

      “We’re going.”

      Jacques’s smile faded. He stepped around her to block the way to the door. “No, you’re not.”

      “Get out of the way.”

      He held out the pill again. “You need to chill out.”

      “Last chance. Move.”

      “‘Last chance’?” He shook his head and chuckled. “Make me.”

      “Get off me,” Chloé said from behind Isabella.

      Isabella looked over at her friend; Patrice was sitting down and had pulled Chloé down into his lap. He was trying to nuzzle her neck. Isabella took a turn in that direction and was about to go over and help her to get up when Jacques raised his hands and pushed her, catching her off guard and sending her toppling against a sofa. The backs of her knees bumped against the arm, and she fell, landing in the lap of one of Jacques’s friends. The man laughed and said something in French that Isabella didn’t catch.

      “Hold her down,” Jacques said. The man put an arm across her chest and pressed down as Jacques loomed over her, the pill still between his fingers. “Open your mouth.”

      He leaned down and pinched her nostrils together, trying to make her unclench her lips.

      Isabella felt the buzz of adrenaline in her blood.

      They had made a mistake.

      It was all their fault.

      She wasn’t responsible for what was about to happen to them.

      “Come on—open wide!”

      Isabella relaxed, waiting for Jacques to lower his face just enough so that she could butt him. He bent down, and she jammed the top of her head into his nose.

      “Bitch!” he howled, staggering backwards.

      The other man was still above Isabella with all the leverage, and, with her legs hooked over the arm of the sofa and his weight atop her, she couldn’t get up. She raised both arms, forcing the man’s arm away from her and allowing just enough space for her to punch, her knuckles striking him on the side of his cheekbone. He cursed. Isabella raised her knees to her chest and then drove them forward as she brought her shoulders up, the sudden momentum bringing her upright onto the arm of the sofa. The man grabbed for her shoulder, but before he could pull her back down, she swivelled her hips and drove the point of her elbow into his face. He swore again and let go; Isabella slid off the sofa.

      Jacques’s mouth and chin dripped with the blood that was running from his nose. He lunged for her. Isabella stepped to the side, allowing him to stumble past, then clenched her fist, swivelled, and drilled him in the side of the head. She put all of her power into it, and as the impact stung her knuckles, his legs went out from beneath him, and he crashed into the table, scattering discarded beer cans like skittles.

      Patrice was on his feet. He took a step in Isabella’s direction.

      She spun and squared up to him. “What?”

      He retreated with his hands raised before him. “Nothing.”

      “That’s what I thought. Chloé—we’re going.”

      Isabella took Chloé’s hand and led the way to the door. Jacques grunted something as she stepped over him, and reached out a hand, his fingers brushing against her ankle; she stamped down, her heel crunching his fingers against the carpet.

      She opened the door and led the way into the corridor outside.
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      Chloé stumbled a little, and Isabella had to anchor her with an arm around the waist.

      “Are you all right?” Isabella asked.

      “Fucking jerk.”

      “What happened?”

      She looked away.

      “Chloé—what happened? What did he do?”

      She took a breath. “He wanted to… he wanted to have sex. And…” She paused, trying to compose herself. “And I didn’t.”

      “Did he hurt you?”

      She paused again.

      “Chloé?”

      “I don’t want to talk about it.”

      “We should call the police.”

      “No, Bella,” she said urgently.

      “But—”

      “No. No police. My parents would find out. That’s the last thing I need.”

      Isabella led the way to the stairs. They left the hotel and crossed the gardens to the exit. There was a small pedestrian gate next to the main gate, and, to Isabella’s relief, it was unlocked.

      “I can’t believe he behaved like that,” Chloé mumbled. “What an arsehole.”

      “Let’s just figure out how to get home, and then we can work out what to do next. Do you have any money?”

      Chloé stopped and closed her eyes. “Shit. My bag. I left it up there.”

      Isabella grimaced. “We can’t go back and get it.”

      “We don’t need to. It’s just my phone and it’s old. I was going to change it anyway.”

      “What about money?”

      “There was only ten euros or something. Not much. Do you have any?”

      “I spent it all. We’ll have to walk.”

      Isabella looked around. The entrance to the hotel was gained by way of an exit from a small roundabout. The area was open countryside all around, with the lights of the city off to the west. Isabella realised to her annoyance that she hadn’t been paying attention to where they were during the taxi ride from the club. She could hear Pope’s voice in her head, telling her that she always needed to know her location, to always have an escape route in the event that she found herself in difficulty. She could almost see his disapproving expression.

      “This way,” she said, pointing in the direction of the town.

      She was still thinking about Pope when she noticed the car parked on the grassy verge ahead of them. The door on her side of the road opened, and a man stepped out. He faced them, blocking the path ahead.

      She stopped.

      “What is it?” Chloé mumbled.

      Isabella tensed. The man was Asian and dressed in black. She didn’t recognise him, but it was obvious that he was interested in her. A second man stepped out and stood beside him.

      She heard the sound of an engine, and as she turned to look, she noticed a second car arriving to their rear. It slowed, and the driver parked half on the verge behind them.

      They were caught between the two vehicles.

      Isabella looked over at Chloé and knew that she wasn’t in a fit state to run, she knew that the men were here because of her, but she wasn’t about to abandon her friend in her own attempt to escape.

      “Miss Rose,” the first man said.

      “Who are you?”

      “A friend of Michael Pope.”

      “No, you’re not.”

      He smiled with forced indulgence. “Please, Miss Rose. Would you come with us?”

      “Who’s he?” Chloé said.

      Another two men got out of the car behind them. Isabella and Chloé were boxed in between the four of them.

      “Miss Rose—get in the car, please.”

      “Isabella?” Chloé said. “What’s happening?”

      Isabella closed her fists and made ready.

      “Who are they?”

      “You need to come with us,” the first man said, more firmly than before.

      Isabella assessed them quickly. The men weren’t carrying weapons.

      She braced herself, ensuring that her weight was evenly balanced between her left and right feet, and that her knees were bent just enough so that she could move in either direction with equal speed. She decided that she would strike out at the man who was speaking to her first of all, and then the man next to him. Perhaps she would be able to sow enough confusion for her and Chloé to make a run for it. She didn’t know how far they would be able to get, but she knew that they couldn’t stay here.

      She was about to make her move when she heard the sound of angry voices from the direction of the hotel.

      “Hey! Stop!”

      “Great,” Chloé said, turning.

      Isabella looked in that direction and saw Jacques and Patrice. The two of them ran to the gate and pushed it open, continuing along the access road to where they had been penned in by the four men. Jacques had wads of tissue paper up both nostrils. “You want this?” he yelled, holding up Chloé’s bag. “Come and get it.”

      The four men were diverted by the newcomers. The two who had penned Isabella and Chloé from the rear turned to face the newcomers, their attention distracted.

      Isabella saw the opportunity.

      She took a breath.

      Go.
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      Isabella didn’t know how much the four men had been told about her, but Pope and, before him, Maia, had explained that she would often have an advantage over those sent to do her harm. These men must surely have been briefed and perhaps told that Isabella was capable of unusual physical feats, but it was one thing to be told that and another thing to witness it in person. Isabella was, after all, just an eighteen-year-old girl. Nothing about her stood out: she was of average size and average build, athletic without being muscular.

      But now she moved faster than anyone would have had reason to expect.

      She hopped from her right foot to her left and, at the same time, fired out a hard right-handed jab. Her fist moved in a blur and carried the force of someone a hundred pounds heavier; it struck the first man squarely on the jaw, and he crumpled to the ground.

      Isabella didn’t wait.

      She stepped from one foot to the other, spun and brought up her left foot. She pivoted, the ball of her right foot serving as a fulcrum, and, with perfect balance, crashed her left heel into the side of the second man’s face. He twisted around, his knees buckled, and he sagged down to the ground, spreadeagled half on the pavement and half on the road.

      Isabella completed the spin, still perfectly balanced, and grabbed Chloé by the wrist. She dragged her over to the first car and opened the door.

      “Get in.”

      Chloé was frightened, and as Isabella shoved down on her shoulder to force her into the cabin, one of the men from the second car grabbed her on the shoulder and yanked her back around. Isabella lurched and raised her arms just in time to deflect a wild punch. The man’s knuckles grazed her cheekbone, but she ignored the jolt of pain, feinting with a right jab to raise his guard and then driving the top of her foot into his gut. He doubled over, gasping for breath, and was unable to defend himself as she raised her left knee so that it connected, hard, against his chin.

      The fourth man froze, and behind him, Jacques and Patrice gaped with stupefaction. Isabella closed in, swung a right cross into the man’s ribs and then an uppercut that cracked his head all the way back; he fell, unconscious even before he hit the ground.

      Isabella eyeballed Jacques. “What?”

      He backed away, his hands raised in front of him as if that might ward her off. Isabella would have liked to stay to attend to him, too, but the men she had put down were already showing signs of stirring. She ran back to the car and went around to the driver’s side. She opened the door and dropped into the cabin, pleased to see that the key fob was in the cupholder and the engine had been left to idle.

      “What’s happening?” Chloé said.

      “Hold on.”

      She put the car into gear and stamped down on the accelerator. The car bounced down off the kerb and sped away. Isabella looked in the mirror and saw that two of the men were getting to their feet, they still had the second car, and she would have to assume that they would come after her.

      She needed to get as far away from here as she could.
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      Isabella headed south, driving around Montpellier and picking up the A9 toward Narbonne. By the time she thought to check her speed, the dial was nudging one hundred and ten kilometres per hour. She swore and edged back into the middle lane, throttling back the engine.

      Chloé had been quiet in the passenger seat. Her drunkenness seemed to have been lifted a little by the shock of what she had seen—first by Jacques’s assault and then by the attack by the four men and what Isabella had done to them—and now she gripped the armrest on one side and the door handle on the other, staring out onto the darkened road with slack-jawed shock.

      Isabella looked over at her. “Are you okay?”

      “No. Not really. You just… you just…” She stopped to gather herself. “How did you do that?”

      “My stepdad used to box. He trained me.”

      “There were four of them,” Chloé protested. “Four!”

      “They probably weren’t expecting me to fight back.”

      “You put one of them down with one punch, Bella.”

      “Just caught him on the jaw. Lucky.” She slowed a little more. “But it’s all right now. We’ve lost them.”

      “Lost who, Isabella? Who were they?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “They were strangers?”

      “I’ve never seen them before.”

      “But why did they want you to get in their car?”

      “I told you—I don’t know.”

      “But it doesn’t make sense. Why would they do that?”

      “I don’t know, Chloé,” she repeated. “But we need to get away from them.”

      “Let’s go back to the apartment.”

      Isabella shook her head. “We can’t.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because if they are here for me, that’s the first place they’ll look. We need to find a hotel—somewhere we can get out of sight.”

      “We don’t have any money. What about cards—do you have yours?”

      “It’s got to be cash. Cards can be tracked.”

      “This is nuts. Who would track your cards?”

      Isabella ignored her question. She was upset with herself again for her lack of planning. She had money in the apartment, but they couldn’t go back to get it. And she definitely wasn’t about to use a card. She had experience of how easy it was to monitor those kinds of transactions.

      Chloé banged her fists on the dash. “Talk to me, Isabella! What just happened?”

      “I’m not sure. I need to speak to my stepdad.”

      “It’s because of him, then? Has he done something wrong? Is that why he left?”

      “Yes,” she said, remembering a story Pope had suggested months ago. “Maybe. It’s complicated.”

      “Tell me!”

      “He got mixed up with some dangerous people in London. He did some things… bad things.”

      “Like what?”

      “He robbed banks.”

      “What the fuck?”

      “I know. He’s not proud of it.”

      “Your stepdad is a bank robber? I’ve heard it all now.”

      “They think he stole money from them.”

      “Did he?”

      “He says he didn’t, but I don’t know. It’s been so long since I thought about them, I’d started to hope they’d forgotten about us.”

      “Why did he leave?”

      “We need cash. He’s gone to get some.”

      “Where?”

      “He has a safety deposit box in Andorra.”

      She frowned. “Is that why they called him Michael Pope?”

      “Yes,” she said. “He’s been using a false name here.”

      “And you, too?”

      She nodded. “I’m Isabella Pope.”

      Chloé shook her head in amazement. “I can’t believe it.”

      Isabella looked over at her friend and decided that she had to leave her behind. Chloé was now a liability in more ways than one, and Isabella had promised herself not to put her in danger. She had no choice.

      “I need to get out of the city, but you should stay. I’ll find the nearest petrol station and drop you off.”

      “I’m not leaving you. Maybe I can help.”

      “There’s nothing you can do. I need to lie low until I can speak to my stepdad.”

      Chloé paused for a moment. Isabella took the chance to look up in the mirror and confirmed that the road behind them was still empty.

      “You remember I told you about my brother?” Chloé said.

      Isabella looked back to the road ahead. “Jean-Claude? You said he was in prison—smuggling, right?”

      “Not anymore,” she said. “He got out six months ago.”

      “But you said—”

      “I know,” she interrupted. “I didn’t want to get into a discussion about it. He’s still getting himself in trouble, even after what happened. But I love him, and it makes me upset to talk about him. So…” She shrugged.

      “How could he help?”

      “That’s the thing—he’s supposed to be out of that world, but he isn’t. He’s still involved. He knows people. And he’s good at staying off the radar. He’ll be able to help.”

      “Where is he?”

      “Perpignan.”

      Isabella ran her fingertips over the stitching that ran around the leather steering wheel as she considered her options.

      “Isabella?”

      “Can he be trusted?”

      “Yes. I mean, he makes bad decisions all the time, but he’s always looked out for me. He’s my brother. And if I asked him to help you, he would.”

      “Okay. Thank you.”

      Chloé tapped the satnav and asked it for directions to Perpignan. It was one hundred and ninety kilometres away, and the drive would take just under two hours. Isabella reached forward and tapped the screen again to set it as their destination. The route appeared on the map. Isabella leaned back in the seat, checked the mirrors one more time and—happy that they were not being followed—pushed up to the speed limit and continued south.
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      Wánchéng sat in his office and stared at the phone on his desk. The screen was flashing with an incoming call on his encrypted line. He reached for it, then paused; he knew that the call had the potential to change his fortunes, to insulate his position at the Academy and ensure he retained the means to prevent the exposure of his misdeeds. The operation in the south of France should have concluded, and he was expecting the consulate in Marseille to confirm that Phoenix had been secured.

      He picked up the phone and answered the call.

      “Director Wánchéng?”

      “Speaking.”

      “This is Su Ai.”

      “Do you have her?”

      There was a pause, and Wánchéng knew. “We do not, Comrade Director.”

      “What?”

      “She is not what we were led to believe.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “Our briefing suggested that she was an eighteen-year-old girl.”

      “She is an eighteen-year-old girl.”

      “Yes, Comrade Director. Yet she was able to fight us off.”

      Su Ai explained what had happened. The girl had been followed for a day and a half, and after she had been spotted leaving a property on foot late at night, they had decided the circumstances were opportune to take her. In the mêlée that followed, she had left one man with a broken nose and another with a concussion before stealing one of their cars and escaping.

      Wánchéng turned and saw his reflection in the window. He was ashen-faced. “This is unacceptable.”

      “I’m sorry, Comrade Director.”

      “Is there anything else?”

      “There were witnesses.”

      Wánchéng rested his forehead on the glass. “Who?”

      “Two young men. They were with the target and another girl earlier that night.”

      “What happened to them?”

      “We dealt with them.”

      “And the other girl?”

      “We found her bag. Her name is Chloé Danton. We have her cellphone, too. Perhaps that might be useful?”

      Wánchéng was not about to thank him after he had made such a mess of what ought to have been a simple enough operation. He had sent four men, and they had failed. Even as he thought that, though, he felt a tingle of excitement. Four men, all with military experience, and an eighteen-year-old girl had been able to subdue them and make her escape.

      Phoenix was just as advertised.

      “What would you like us to do, Comrade?”

      “Stay at the consulate,” Wánchéng said. “Be ready to move. I will take steps to find her again.”

      Su Ai tried to apologise another time, but Wánchéng ended the call rather than listen to him. He sat down, turned to his computer and woke the screen, gritting his teeth in frustration. He didn’t want to, but there was nothing else for it.

      He was going to have to ask Atari for help.
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      Pope had no way to keep track of time inside the cell. There were no windows, and the only contact he had was with the guards who brought him his food. He had been served one meal since being questioned by Latimer, so, on that basis, he would have guessed that it was six or seven hours later.

      He had slept for some of that, curling up on the thin mattress and drifting away for what became a restless few hours. His thoughts had gone to the ruse that had been used to flush him from cover. He didn’t know if Latimer was telling the truth, but, since the man apparently had no reason to lie, he had no choice but to consider the possibility that Rachel and the girls were still safe and that he had been tricked. He was annoyed by his gullibility, but, at the same time, relieved that the girls had not been dragged into his affairs again.

      And if he had been tricked?

      He knew it was easy to manipulate images and that it was growing increasingly easy to fake voices, and supposed that anyone with the requisite expertise could have produced the bait that had drawn him to the trap, but he knew, when everything was considered, that it could only really have been one man.

      Atari.

      Isabella and Pope had dealt with three of the men who had been behind the plot that had ensnared them both: Jamie King, Vivian Bloom, Teddy Carrington. The only conspirator who had escaped their reach was him. They had searched, but despite the occasional hint or suggestion that he might be in a particular place, the trail had eventually gone cold.

      They had forgotten about him.

      They should have kept looking.

      Their failure to find him looked as if it might prove to be expensive.

      Pope knew: this wasn’t about him. He didn’t matter. This had to be about Isabella. They had detained him so that they could take her with minimal fuss. Latimer might have been telling the truth and, if he were, he had been exploited just as surely as Pope had.

      All Pope could do now was to hope that Isabella had listened to him and that she was being careful.

      He heard the scratch of metal on metal and turned to see the slit in the door opening and closing. He sat up and stood, stretching out the kinks in his back and shoulders.

      “Stand back.”

      The door was unlocked and opened.

      “What is it?”

      The guard held up a pair of cuffs. “Put these on.”

      “What’s going on?”

      He tossed the cuffs over. “You’re being moved.”

      “Moved where?”

      “I don’t know. Put the cuffs on. We need to go.”
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        * * *

      

      The guard led Pope to a basement with a ramp that led up to a roller door that, he guessed, would allow access to the street outside. A number of vehicles had been parked up against the side of a loading bay. Pope allowed himself to be guided toward one of them. The van was unmarked, with no windows in the back. He waited as the guard unlocked and then opened the doors.

      “In you get.”

      “What time is it?”

      “Three in the morning. Get in, please.”

      It looked as if the vehicle had been fitted out so that it could be used to transport prisoners discreetly. The cab was separated by a metal partition with a small slit in it so that the driver or a guard could look back and check the prisoner. Pope also saw a CCTV camera fixed to the wall above the slit. A cage had been built into the portion of the van that would otherwise have been used for cargo. It was made from steel, with a grille in the door, and would be completely secure once the door was locked. Pope knew that the van would also be equipped with GPS and a radio and that the guard and driver would both be armed.

      Pope climbed inside. There was a bench on the left-hand side, and he sat down on it. The guard tossed over the keys to the cuffs and instructed him to unlock one of them and then attach it to the metal cleat that had been set into the bench beside him.

      “How long am I going to be in here?”

      “As long as it takes.”

      Pope unlocked the bracelet from his right hand and locked it so that it was attached to the cleat.

      “Where are we going?”

      The guard took the key and shut the door without answering. There was no light. Pope leaned back against the wall and used his free hand to massage his shackled wrist. He waited for his eyes to adjust, but the darkness was complete, and he couldn’t even see his hand when he held it in front of his face.

      The engine turned over and started, and the van pulled out.
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      Pope tried to keep a rough idea of the time that had passed, but it was almost impossible in the darkness. He listened for anything that might give him a clue as to the areas through which they were passing; he heard the night-time buzz of London to begin with, and then, after what must have been an hour or so, it faded out to be replaced by the sound of a motorway. The hum and rush of fast-moving traffic remained constant for some time until he heard the ticking of the indicator and felt the van begin to slow as the driver took an exit. The noise of the traffic faded away.

      Pope knew that the Firm maintained private facilities all around the country. They were for many different purposes: arms stashes, safe houses for agents, spots from which regional operations could be coordinated. Some of them, those in places far away from prying eyes, offered the privacy to do things that would have been imprudent if done in the vicinity of possible witnesses. Pope assumed that it was to one of those establishments that he was being taken. Perhaps they were going to ask him about Isabella.

      He used his free hand to probe the bracelet around his wrist and then its twin attached to the cleat. Neither offered any obvious weakness that he might have been able to exploit, and the cleat felt as if it had been welded to the metal bench. He tugged against it, succeeding only in chafing his skin. He might have been able to pick the lock, but he had nothing that would allow him to get to the mechanism; his pockets had been emptied, and his watch—with a buckle tongue that he might have been able to use—had been removed. He exhaled and gave up.

      He slumped back against the wall at the moment that he heard a muffled exclamation from the cabin. The brakes were applied with a suddenness that had him slide forward into the wall that divided the back from the cabin. The chain of the cuff went taut, and Pope grunted in pain as his arm was yanked. There came another muffled exhortation and then Pope felt the front and then the back of the vehicle dip down. The suspension shrieked, and the van slowed even more quickly than before.

      They came to a stop.

      Pope could hear the voices from the front. “What the fuck!”

      “Drive!”

      “I can’t. The tyres!”

      “Shit—look!”

      He heard a third voice, but this one was too indistinct to make out the words.

      “What do we do?”

      “You want to get shot? Do what he says.”

      Pope tugged against the bracelet again, with the same lack of success. He heard another muffled voice from outside and then one of the front doors—and then the other—opening. He heard footsteps making their way around the vehicle to the back and then a voice, close enough this time for him to hear what was said.

      “Open them. Nice and easy.”

      The lock turned, the handles were pulled down and the doors opened. The van had stopped on a country road, with no buildings or any other traffic visible as he looked back. It was dark, but he saw a spike strip behind them in the red of the taillights, shredded rubber caught on the metal prongs. The two guards were standing next to the van, both of them turned away from him with their hands raised above their heads. A single man faced them. He was carrying a shotgun, the stock pressed into his shoulder with the barrel aimed so that both guards would be covered by the spread. He was of average height and build and dressed in black. A motorcycle helmet with a blacked-out visor covered his face.

      The man with the shotgun turned to Pope. “Get out.”

      Pope gestured down to his manacled wrist. “I can’t.”

      The man turned back to the guards. “Take it off.”

      One of the guards took the keys from his pocket and, moving with as much deliberation as would be expected of someone looking down the muzzle of a shotgun from close range, tossed the keys to Pope. He caught them and released the cuff, then stood slowly, ducking his head against the low roof and moving forward until he was able to jump down to the road.

      The man with the shotgun put a hand on the shoulder of the nearest guard and shoved him toward the back of the van. “Get in,” he said. “Both of you.”

      The guards were not about to risk disobeying him and climbed inside. The man stepped forward, closed and locked the internal gate, and then slammed the external doors shut.

      “We need to get going,” the man said to Pope, his voice muffled by the helmet. “I think they hit the panic button before I got them out of the cab.” He pointed to a Range Rover that was parked in a lay-by ahead of the van. “That’s us.”

      Pope held up a hand. “I don’t mean to sound ungrateful, but I can take it from here.”

      “I’ve been sent to collect you. Someone wants a chat.”

      “Great—but I’m still not getting into that car until you tell me who you are and who you’re working for.”

      The man let the shotgun droop and reached up with his free hand to open the visor. “That’s no way to say hello to an old friend.”

      Pope could only see the top half of his face, but the cold blue eyes that stared out at him were unmistakeable.

      “Milton?”
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      Milton took off the helmet and held it under his arm.

      “You’re about the last person I expected to see,” Pope said.

      Milton started toward the Range Rover. “Reports of my demise have been greatly exaggerated.”

      “I have absolutely no idea what’s going on.”

      “She’ll explain.”

      “Who will?”

      “Control.”

      Pope got into the Range Rover while Milton laid the shotgun in the boot. The engine was still running; Milton clambered behind the wheel, released the brake and touched the accelerator. They moved off.

      “I’m really not following this,” Pope said. “You’re back in the Group?”

      “I’ve reached an accommodation with the new Control. We’ve seen eye to eye on a few things recently. I helped her out last month.”

      “So you’re not running anymore?”

      “I wouldn’t say that. I’m not intending to be here long. She’s been true to her word so far, but I still don’t trust her. And I’m not stupid enough to think that she wouldn’t throw me under the bus if the occasion demanded it.”

      “So…”

      “So why am I here? Because she isn’t happy with what’s happened to you, and she asked me to get you out. She found out when they were moving you, and… well, it wasn’t the most difficult thing I’ve ever done.”

      “She sent you rather than an active agent?”

      “She wants this off the books, and I was in the right place at the right time.”

      They reached a junction where their minor road joined a dual carriageway. They picked up speed and edged into the outside lane.

      Milton looked up in the mirror to check behind them. “She said that you’ve been running, too.”

      “For more than two years.”

      “Why?”

      “The same reason as you,” Pope said. “They tried to kill me.”

      Milton glanced across. “What about Rachel and the girls?”

      “We’re not together anymore. She left me, not that I can blame her. I remember you said something to me once before—”

      “That this isn’t the business to get into if family is important to you?”

      “I thought you were just bitter. I thought I’d be able to keep it separate, but that was naïve. You were right.”

      “You’re not the first to think that way, and you won’t be the last. Do you know where they are now?”

      “No,” Pope said.

      “Do you want to know?”

      “Of course.”

      “I might be able to help. I have an old contact from Group Two who can do things you wouldn’t believe with computers. If anyone can find them, it’s him. Just tell me and I’ll set him to work.”

      “He used my family to bring me here,” he said.

      “Who?”

      “Someone called Latimer.”

      They drove on for a mile. Pope looked over at Milton: he had aged in the time since they had last met, but he still had the quality of danger about him that Pope remembered. The two of them had known each other for years, ever since they had served in the Regiment together. Milton had joined the Group first, and Pope had followed, both of them surviving long enough to make it to the top of the list. Milton and Beatrix Rose had rescued Pope from confinement in Russia after he had been captured by Pavel Valerievich Shcherbatov, the rogue FSB agent. Milton had eventually suffered a crisis of conscience and tried to resign; he had fled after being told that was impossible.

      Milton was a good friend to have, but an even worse enemy.

      “Thank you,” Pope said. “I appreciate it.”

      Milton waved his gratitude away. “You don’t know how much this is going to cost you yet.”

      The headlights picked out a sign for Brighton.

      “Where are we going?”

      “Like I said—she wants to talk. I said I’d bring you to her, but that’s up to you. I can take you somewhere else if you’d rather.”

      Pope thought about that. He could be on a train in an hour or two and make his way to a port. He might even be able to get there before his details were circulated. He could be back in France by lunchtime to start the search for Isabella. On the other hand, a delay of an hour or two would be justified if he could find out a little more about what was happening. The last few days had left him feeling exposed and outmatched; maybe Control would be able to cast a little light on it and what it might mean for him and Isabella.

      “Take me to her,” he said. “I want to hear what she has to say.”
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      Milton took them to the services on the M23 outside Crawley. He parked away from the main concourse, and just as he brought the Range Rover to a stop, a Jaguar XF rolled up into one of the adjacent spaces.

      “That’s her,” Milton said. “I’ll wait for you here.”

      Pope nodded, got out and crossed over to the Jaguar.

      The driver was waiting for him outside the car. He opened the rear door and gestured to the interior. Pope lowered himself down and slid inside. A woman was sitting on the other side of the cabin.

      “Hello, Captain Pope.”

      “Control.”

      Pope had never met his successor and didn’t know what to expect. He guessed that she was in her late middle age. She was dressed well in a trouser suit and, as she crossed one leg over the other, he noticed what even he could tell was an expensive shoe.

      “Thank you for seeing me,” she said.

      “I think it’s I who should say thanks.”

      “You’re welcome. I’m sorry I couldn’t do it earlier. I hope it wasn’t too unpleasant?”

      “We hadn’t got to the unpleasantness yet.”

      Pope knew that he had to be careful with what he said. Control might have been responsible for getting him out, but he had no doubt that she would have an agenda. He was still puzzled that Latimer had not asked him about Isabella, but he knew it was possible that he was being played.

      “How was Mr. Latimer?”

      Pope shrugged. “Career spook. Reminds me of all the others I’ve met.”

      “Worse,” she said. “He’s ambitious—insanely ambitious. You know he’s Vivian Bloom’s protégé? I know you and Bloom had history. Bloom was ambitious, too, but it was always ideological and never egocentric. Latimer is the opposite. I’ve had to deal with a few local difficulties over the last few months, and he’s using them as leverage to add the Group to his portfolio of responsibilities. It won’t stop there, either. He’s determined to go all the way to the top.”

      “What does that have to do with me?”

      “Latimer used finding you to score another point against me. A feather in his cap. He can’t do that if he doesn’t have you. The fact that you were lost on his watch won’t help his reputation, either. He’s going to have to explain how that could have happened.”

      “I’m sure you didn’t go to this trouble just to spite him,” he said. “What do you want from me?”

      “What will you do about Latimer?”

      “You want me to sort out your problem for you?”

      “I’m not suggesting that. But you will want to be careful with him. I suspect he’ll keep coming after you now—his pride will be hurt. If you were so minded, there’s something you could do that would put a crimp in his style.”

      “Go on.”

      “A British asset who worked at a senior level in the Kremlin was exposed yesterday. I can’t prove it yet, but I have evidence that is at least suggestive that Latimer burned her.”

      “He’s working for the Russians?”

      “I think it’s more likely that he sold the information to a third party who passed it on. If you were able to prove that… Well, I can’t promise anything, obviously, but that would be enough for me to put an end to his career. And you’d have an ally in me for as long as you need it.”

      “If I find anything, I’ll let you know.”

      “That’s all I ask.”

      “I’m free to go?”

      “You’ll need this.”

      She handed him a padded envelope. Pope opened it, reached inside and took out a passport. He turned to the first page and saw an old photograph of him above a new name: Charlie Featherstone.

      “Thank you.”

      “Don’t dawdle, Captain. The officers who were transferring you will be found eventually. You’ll have a head start until then. Don’t squander it.”

      He thanked her again, opened the door and nodded to the driver on his way back to the Range Rover.

      Milton was waiting for him.

      “Everything okay?”

      “Everything’s fine.”

      “What did she say?”

      “I’ll tell you in the car.”

      “Where to?”

      “You mentioned that you have a contact who’s good with computers?”

      “I do.”

      “I need to know how I was set up. Do you think I could meet him?”

      “I can ask. I’ll warn you beforehand—he’s a little eccentric.”

      “He’ll need flexible ethics, too. He’ll probably have to break into the Firm’s servers.”

      Milton smiled. “Nothing would give him more pleasure.”
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      It was six in the morning in Valletta, and Atari had been in the Troll Factory all night. He often worked late, going home to sleep while others were making their way to their offices. It had been like that last night; he had lost himself in a long coding session as he put the finishing touches to an exploit that could hijack an Android phone by way of a message through Facebook Messenger. It wasn’t even necessary for the target to engage with the message. The Israelis had something similar, but white hat hackers had diagnosed it within weeks of it being rolled out. Atari had identified the weaknesses in the code and adapted it. He hadn’t tested it yet, but he was confident that it would work.

      His computer bleeped to announce an incoming message on the channel that he used with Wánchéng. He opened the message and saw that Wánchéng wanted to speak.

      He glanced at the clock on the wall and wondered if he could get away with ignoring the message until the evening. He decided not. Wánchéng rarely called and then only when he wanted something; Atari’s time didn’t come for free, and he would be able to charge for whatever Wánchéng wanted him to do. He was tired, though; he took his bottle of Ritalin, unscrewed the top and tapped out a couple of pills. He took a can of Diet Coke, popped the top and washed down the pills with it.

      He opened an encrypted channel and initiated a video call with Wánchéng. The call connected; Wánchéng was taking the call in what looked like his apartment, with the curtains drawn and his face lit by the harsh light of a desk lamp.

      “Thank you,” he said.

      Atari sipped his Coke. Wánchéng was obviously unhappy. He felt the buzz of anticipation at the prospect of being able to profit even more from the information he would be able to sell. “What happened? Did you get her?”

      “No.” Wánchéng glanced off screen. “She was too much for them.”

      “Who did you send?”

      “Four men.”

      “And you told them what to expect?”

      “Of course I didn’t,” he snapped. “How could I? It’s classified.”

      “So they thought they were just picking up a teenage girl? No wonder she got away. You do know what she’s capable of doing?”

      “Of course.”

      “They wouldn’t have stood a chance.”

      “It was a mistake—and one that won’t happen again.”

      “Really?”

      “I have an asset I can deploy.”

      Atari chuckled. “I’ve heard about your assets. You want her in one piece, not with a bullet in her head.”

      Wánchéng’s face clouded with anger. “This one is reliable.”

      Atari shrugged. “It’s up to you. That’s your risk to take.”

      Wánchéng paused.

      “What? You need my help? You don’t know where she is.”

      “My men say she took one of their cars and drove south.”

      Atari sipped his Coke and let him hang for a moment.

      “Well?” Wánchéng said.

      “I’m just working out how much this is going to cost.”

      “You want more?”

      “No,” Atari corrected him. “You want more. I don’t work for free.”

      “How much?”

      “Another ten million.”

      Wánchéng muttered something in Mandarin. “You’re bleeding me dry.”

      “Find her yourself, then. I’m sure the MSS could work out where she’s gone.”

      “You know I can’t ask them.”

      “Worried that someone will steal your thunder?”

      Wánchéng didn’t answer.

      “Don’t worry,” Atari said. “I’ll find her for you. Transfer the bitcoin and I’ll get to work.”

      Wánchéng stared into his camera, his face dark with irritation at being so helpless and dependent. “What do you need to know?”

      “Let’s start with what your men told you.”

      “There were two of them. Phoenix and another girl of the same age.”

      “Do they have a description of the other girl?”

      “They can do better than that. They found her bag. Her name is Chloé Danton. They went to her address, but there was no one there.”

      “What else was in the bag?”

      “Her phone. But we don’t have the expertise at the consulate to unlock it.”

      “I can help you with that,” Atari said. “I’ll send the instructions for what I’ll need them to do. What about your men? Where are they now?”

      “Watching the address in Montpellier.”

      “Phoenix won’t go back there now. She’s too cautious, and you’ve tipped your hand that you’re after her. She’ll run. What about your asset?”

      “On his way.”

      “Tell the men to stay in the area. I’ll see what I can find, but they’ll have to run down my leads.”

      “Anything else?”

      “I’m going to send instructions for what I want them to do with the phone. And send the bitcoin like before—send it now.”

      “You think you can find her?”

      “I’ll have an address for you by the time your asset lands.”
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      Chloé was still asleep when Isabella returned to the car. She tapped on the passenger window and waited for her friend to jerk awake.

      Chloé opened the door. “What time is it?”

      “Early.” Isabella held out a paper bag with the grease stains beginning to show through. “Croissant? I found some money in the glovebox, and there’s a bakery around the corner that’s open. They’re still warm.”

      She handed the bag to Chloé and went around to the other side of the car. She got in and finished the rest of the pastry that she had in her hand.

      Chloé looked around. “Where are we?”

      “Perpignan,” Isabella said.

      “Are we…”

      “Are we okay?” Isabella finished for her. “I think so. We weren’t followed, anyway.”

      They were on Quai Nicolas Sadi Carnot, a cobbled street in Perpignan’s industrial quarter next to a canal. Chloé had given Isabella her brother’s address, and the satnav had brought her to it. There was a row of converted warehouses that looked as if they had been built to store the goods that were delivered on barges that would tie up alongside them. The street on the other side of the canal looked as though it was dedicated to entertainment, with shuttered bars and restaurants, and terraces with chairs and tables and large parasols above them. Isabella would get rid of the car later; it was hot, and it wouldn’t do to leave it outside a property where they might be found. She glanced up at a municipal CCTV camera on a tall post and resolved to do that sooner rather than later.

      “Which building is his?”

      “That one,” Chloé said, pointing to the nearest warehouse.

      Chloé had called Jean-Claude from a payphone during their only stop on the southbound drive last night, asking the operator to reverse the charges. Isabella had told her to keep the call brief and not to give away too much, and she had done just that. She had told her brother that she was headed to Perpignan and that she needed somewhere to stay. He had said that she would be welcome. Chloé had not mentioned Isabella.

      The two of them got out and turned to the buildings. The row was a mixture of old and new: some looked as if they were the original warehouses, with wide windows and the fixtures for the loading cranes that would have helped unload the cargo from the barges; others were newer, built to resemble their older neighbours but with more miserly windows that gave the suggestion that the apartments inside were crammed in more tightly.

      “Is there anything I need to know?”

      “About Jean-Claude?” Chloé shrugged. “He can be a bit of a dick. I might as well get my apologies in before you meet him. He needs people to like him. He means well, but he has a habit of doing stupid things because he thinks they’ll make him look cooler than he is.”

      “Like smuggling drugs?”

      “That was the stupidest thing. It wasn’t as grand as it sounds—he was just bringing in a pound or two of hash over the mountains and selling it to friends. The police didn’t see it that way. But prison did him good. He says he isn’t doing it anymore, and I haven’t seen anything that makes me think he’s lying. But he still thinks it’s glamorous, and he’ll probably try to impress you with stories of the things he used to get up to. Just—well, just play along with it and let him think you’re impressed and he can be fun.”
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      They took the elevator to the top floor and emerged in a long corridor that ran left to right across the width of the building. Chloé led the way to the last door on the right and knocked.

      They heard a voice from inside. “Hold on.”

      They waited. Isabella heard the sound of breaking glass, a muffled curse, and then footsteps. The door opened to reveal a man wearing boxer shorts with a floral pattern and a similarly garish tank top. His hair was shaved down to the scalp, and a joint hung from the corner of his mouth. His face broke into a wide smile when he saw Chloé, and before she could do anything to stop him, he reached out and drew her into a hug.

      “Jesus,” she complained. “You stink.”

      “Love you too, little sis.”

      She wriggled free and looked over his shoulder into the apartment. “My God.”

      Isabella looked, too, and saw the reason for Chloé’s dismay. The apartment was a mess: the door gave into an open space with a kitchen and sitting room, and she saw that the counters were loaded with unwashed crockery and pots and pans, and that the floor was strewn with discarded pizza boxes and fast-food packaging. A glass had smashed across the floor, and an ashtray next to the armchair was overflowing with the remains of joints. The room smelled as ripe as its occupant.

      “I know,” he said, gesturing behind him. “It needs a bit of a tidy up.”

      “It needs a bomb dropped on it,” Chloé suggested. “You’re a disgrace.”

      Jean-Claude gave her a wink and turned his attention to Isabella. “Who’s this?”

      “This is Isabella,” Chloé said. “Isabella, this is my disgusting brother Jean-Claude.”

      He put out a hand, and Isabella took it. “Nice to meet you.”

      “Isabella and me are living together now,” Chloé explained.

      Isabella was aware that he was looking her up and down. “How old are you?”

      “Eighteen.”

      “Why haven’t I seen you before?”

      Isabella knew that he was flirting, but had no idea what she was expected to say in reply.

      “Because you’ve been in prison, you pervert,” Chloé said. “Leave her alone.”

      Jean-Claude reached over to his sister and pinched her cheek. “Calm down—I’m just being friendly. You’d better come inside. Excuse the mess.”

      He turned and walked into the apartment, the flip-flops on his feet slapping against the floor. Chloé mouthed ‘sorry’ and went after him; Isabella checked the corridor was clear before closing the door behind her and following them.

      The apartment was even worse when she went inside. There was a glass coffee table with several empty glasses on it and bags of a fibrous material that Isabella recognised as marijuana. The television was on, but it seemed to be faulty, the screen flickering and juddering. Bric-à-brac had been pulled off a set of shelves and spread out across the floor, and, most odd of all, it seemed that Jean-Claude collected Japanese lucky cats, the figurines with raised paws that waved up and down.

      Jean-Claude went to the kitchen, found a brush and dustpan and gave them to Chloé. He pointed to the glass on the floor. “Make a start on that,” he said, then turned to Isabella. He reached for the ashtray and rescued the end of a joint. “Smoke?”
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      Atari thought about what Wánchéng had said. He wasn’t surprised that Isabella had been able to evade the clumsy attempt to detain her. He had seen what the subjects of the Prometheus project were capable of doing, and four men—especially if those men had not been briefed about what she could do—would always have been at a disadvantage.

      He opened a browser and ran a script that gave him access into a collection of French government databases. He ran a search on Chloé Danton, using her approximate age and the city of Montpellier as filters.

      The search commenced, and Atari busied himself with alternative means of investigation as the progress bar slowly filled up. He started with the municipal CCTV cameras on the southbound route that Isabella was said to have taken after disabling the men. It had been late when they had made their escape, and the roads were quiet; it took him five minutes to hack into the council’s servers and another ten to locate the car. He noted the registration and used that to search through the automated number-plate recognition system in an attempt to quickly pin down their route as they’d left the city. He was rewarded with three hits: the car was reported on the A9 at Mèze, La Palme and, finally, Salses-le-Château. He opened the map and plotted the waypoints; it looked as if they were headed for Perpignan. That was close to the border with Spain. He wondered whether she was going to try to get across.

      The search of the government databases finished. He opened a window and double-clicked on the report that his script had produced: twenty-three pages detailing everything about Chloé Danton. The trawl pulled in details on her finances and her education history, as well as the same information for the members of her family.

      He turned his attention to her phone. He had sent instructions to Wánchéng, who had passed them to the staff at the Chinese consulate. The phone had been connected to a local computer to which Atari had then sent the package of exploits he had created to break through standard security. It had taken a matter of minutes for the exploits to work, and then, freshly beyond the device’s protection, he had uploaded the contents to the Troll House for analysis. Now Atari had access to her address book, her social media, her photographs, her messages and her location over the last several months. He activated another program to scan her messages and, while that ran, turned back to the details that his search had revealed about her family.

      Her father, Charles, was a farmer, and her mother, Charlotte, ran a small shop that sold the farm’s produce. The family appeared to be settled, apart from her brother; Atari saw that he had only recently been released from the centre de détention at Nardonnes after serving three years of a five-year sentence for smuggling drugs between France and Andorra.

      The brother—Jean-Claude—had reported to his parole officer that he was living in an apartment in Perpignan.

      Atari found the address and then located a camera that overlooked it. He estimated the time that it would have taken the two girls to travel from the number-plate recognition camera at Salses-le-Château to the address and then scrubbed through the footage to his estimated time of arrival and looked for the car.

      He found it at once, pulling up and parking outside the apartment building. He pressed play and watched as Chloé Danton and then Isabella Rose got out of the car and entered the building.

      He navigated to his bitcoin account and checked that the deposit had been made.

      It had.

      He called Wánchéng. The call connected; he was still in his gloomy apartment.

      “She’s in Perpignan. 18 Quai Nicolas Sadi Carnot. Don’t mess it up this time.”
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      Milton had arranged for his contact to meet them at the Holiday Inn near Gatwick. They parked the car and made their way inside, taking a table in the bar while Milton sent a text to say that they had arrived.

      “This is Ziggy,” Milton said. “And this is—”

      “Number Five.” Ziggy spoke over him. “We worked together.”

      Pope tried to remember. “Did we?”

      “The operation in Winchester. You remember?”

      Pope looked at him—his cheeks pitted with old acne scars, wild hair, an ever-so-slightly manic glint in his eyes—and remembered. “You were on surveillance. I do remember.”

      “Ziggy is hard to forget,” Milton added.

      “I only knew you as WATCHER,” Pope said.

      “And I only knew you as Number Five.”

      Pope put out his hand. “I think we can dispense with that. I’m Michael Pope.”

      Ziggy took his hand. “Ziggy Penn.”

      “Thank you for agreeing to help.”

      “You’re lucky. I only flew in last night.” He sat down and dumped his rucksack on the seat next to him. “I’ve got a bit of business to deal with.”

      Milton smiled indulgently. “Shall we cut to the chase?”

      Ziggy nodded, opened his rucksack and took out a battered old laptop. The lid was dinged with dents and scratches and decorated with stickers and decals, some of which were peeling off at the corners. He opened it and woke the screen with a stab of his finger.

      “Right, then,” he said. “Thank you for the email. You wanted me to look into two things: where your young friend has gone, and how you were tricked into coming here. Right?”

      “That’s right,” Pope said.

      “Which one do you want me to tell you about first?”

      “Isabella,” Pope said.

      “The second is more interesting.”

      “Isabella,” Pope insisted.

      “Fine.”

      Ziggy opened several windows and then turned the screen so that Pope and Milton could see it.

      “Right. Milton told me that you thought Isabella was with Chloé Danton in Montpellier. I managed to get into her friend’s cloud account and looked at the historic location data for her phone. Chloé was in Montpellier. She went to a concert last night and took these pictures.”

      Pope looked at the screen as Ziggy navigated through a series of photographs. He saw several pictures of Chloé, one of Chloé and Isabella evidently taken by a third party, and one with Isabella in shot with a band playing on a stage behind her. A final photograph featured two young men that Pope recognised from the stage in what looked very much like a hotel room.

      He found that he was clenching his jaw. He couldn’t help it; he felt defensive and uneasy at the thought of her drinking and having fun with the young men in the photograph.

      “So,” Ziggy continued, “Chloé’s phone travelled from the club to a hotel on the outskirts of town. It stayed there for an hour before it locked itself.”

      “Why would it do that?”

      “It’s usually when someone makes a mistake with the password too many times.”

      “But Chloé would know her password.”

      “So you would think.”

      “So?”

      He shrugged. “Can’t say. But I dug around a little, and there were reports of a disturbance in the hotel.”

      “What does that mean?” Pope said, becoming more nervous by the moment. “What disturbance?”

      “Guests complained about the noise, and the police were called. There was some sort of after-hours party, from what I can make out from the reports. I’m speculating here, but I suspect that something happened at the party and Chloé got out in a hurry, leaving her phone there. Someone tried to open the phone, failed, and the phone ended up locking itself. But this is where it gets even more interesting. The phone isn’t there anymore. It went on the move just after the police were called. It was unlocked again here.”

      He maximised a screen with a map and tapped his finger against it. Pope looked; it was an address in Marseille.

      “Should I know where that is?”

      “Not unless you were Chinese,” he said. “That’s the consulate.”

      “Why would her phone be there?”

      Ziggy shrugged. “That I don’t know, at least not yet. There are limits to what I can find out. I’m trying to get into their servers, but it’s not trivial. I’ll need a couple of hours to do that.”

      “So you don’t know where they are now?”

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “I’ll keep looking.”

      Pope was unsettled. There was no reason for Chloé’s phone to be at the Chinese consulate unless the Chinese had become involved with Isabella. There had been no sign that they knew about her, but he wasn’t naïve enough to think that they wouldn’t be extremely interested in what she represented.

      “Want to know how they set the trap for you? I can be a little more conclusive about that.” Pope nodded, and Ziggy closed all of the open windows. “First of all, your contact—Ben Carter? Total hack. I mean, I don’t want to be rude or anything, but I’ve seen his work before and, well… let’s just say it leaves a lot to be desired.”

      “Ziggy,” Milton warned.

      He chuckled to himself and continued, unfazed. “So I dug into what he’s been doing, and he’s been taken advantage of. The pictures he sent of your wife and kids? They were left dangling on a server where even the stupidest Group Two keyboard jockey—like Carter, for example—would find them. All doctored. Done with some care and attention, I might say, but I’m about as sure as I can be that they’re faked.”

      “The interviews?”

      “The same. Also faked.”

      “But it was them. My family. I’d know. Their voices—”

      “Everything can be faked. Truth isn’t truth anymore. Pictures—that’s easy. Voice—harder, but if you have enough content to build a match, you can get someone to say whatever you want. They could’ve done video, too, and, given who made the fakes, I’m actually surprised they didn’t because they’re the kind of person who loves to show off.”

      “Who made them?”

      “Let me just say this first of all—it takes a lot to impress me. A lot. I’ve been making a living doing this”—he gestured to the screen—“for years and years. I know you probably think I’m full of shit, but Milton can vouch for me—I’m really good. I’d put myself up against almost anyone in the world. But this guy?” He shook his head, almost in admiration, then tapped the screen. “He’s something else.”

      “Get to the point,” Milton said.

      “I took the audio file and disassembled it. I stripped it back, layer by layer, until I had the component parts. And when I did that, I found a tag. Hackers—even the really good ones—like to be able to lay claim to their work. They might not want to be found out, but they still want recognition. It’s like an artist—if they don’t sign their paintings, they leave a mark so that they can be identified later. Just like this. The coder who put this together is proud of their work. As they should be—it’s fucking good.”

      “Just tell him,” Milton said.

      “It’s okay,” Pope said. “I know who it is.”

      “Really?”

      “I don’t know his name, but his tag—whatever it is you’d call it—is Atari.”

      Ziggy frowned. He tapped a key and opened a window that displayed lines and lines of impenetrable code. He reached up and touched the screen below one particular character: a stylised letter A, composed of three bold lines, resembling a tower or a road.

      “How could you possibly know that?” he said.

      Pope slumped back into his chair. “I’ve had a run-in with him before.”
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      Jean-Claude seemed perpetually baked, always with a joint on the go and with a lazy drawl to his speech. He had a heavy French accent, and that, combined with his lazy stoner’s intonation, made it a little challenging to decipher what he was saying. Isabella had told him that she wasn’t interested in smoking, but he had either forgotten her rebuff or ignored it, holding out whichever joint he was working on and inviting her to enjoy it with him. She found him exasperating to the point of distraction, but, since she was going to have to ask for his help, she managed to hold her tongue.

      He screwed what was left of his latest joint into the bottom of a mug, took the bag of dope and went to the kitchen. He opened a cupboard and found an unopened pack of cigarette papers, taking one out and clearing space on the counter so that he could roll.

      “Chloé told me that you were jumped last night?” he said.

      Isabella looked over at Chloé, who gave an apologetic shrug. “We were.”

      “By four men?”

      She nodded.

      “Sounds scary.” He pinched a thick wad of marijuana from the bag and laid it down along the fold in the paper. “Why’d they do that?”

      “It’s her stepdad,” Chloé said.

      “He was involved with some bad people,” Isabella added.

      “He used to rob banks,” Chloé said.

      Jean-Claude stopped what he was doing. “What? Seriously?”

      Isabella looked over at where Chloé was agog with the salaciousness of it all. She nodded. “Five years ago. We’ve been hiding ever since, and they found us.”

      “That’s crazy. Why are they after him?”

      “They think he stole money from them.”

      Jean-Claude licked the edges of the paper, rolled up the joint and lit it. “Chloé said he’s gone to Andorra.”

      She nodded. “We were running low on money. He has some there.”

      Chloé stood. “I was hoping you might be able to help her.”

      “No, no, no. I don’t do that anymore.”

      “I need to go there,” Isabella said. “I need to be with him.”

      Jean-Claude shrugged. “So get the bus?”

      “I would,” she said, “but I don’t have my passport. It’s in my bag at Chloé’s apartment. And I can’t go back there now—they’ll be watching.”

      “Oh,” he said. “Now I understand.”

      Isabella spread her hands. “Chloé said you know a route over the mountains where I wouldn’t have to show any papers.”

      “I do,” he said, turning to his sister. “I thought you didn’t like me doing that?”

      “Come on. It’s not the same and you know it.”

      “I’m trying not to get involved in that,” he said. “Can you imagine what my parole officer would say if he found out that I was going backwards and forwards over the mountains again? He’d lose his shit.”

      “I could pay you,” Isabella suggested.

      “It’s not about the money,” he said.

      “No—come on. How much would it cost?”

      He pursed his lips. “Even if you go on the quiet trails, there’s still risk that you’ll get noticed. And it’s not like going for a hike. There’s planning to be done and equipment that we’d need.”

      “Just tell her how much you’d want,” Chloé said.

      “We’d need to cover the cost of the gear, for starters. Five hundred.”

      “She hasn’t got five hundred,” Chloé said.

      “My stepdad does,” Isabella said.

      Jean-Claude frowned at the joint, which had gone out. He took out his lighter, thumbed a flame and lit it again. He put it to his lips and inhaled, looking between his sister and Isabella. “I think this is a really bad idea.”

      “I don’t have any other option,” Isabella said.

      He shrugged. “You could call him?”

      “I don’t know his number—he got a new phone last week.”

      “Email?”

      “He doesn’t check it while he’s travelling.”

      Isabella was lying and lying and lying, and felt sure that he would call her out, but he didn’t.

      “Please,” Chloé said. “She needs your help.”

      Jean-Claude sighed and then gave a helpless shrug. “Okay. Payment once I get you to the other side. You can wire it to me when you’ve found your stepdad.”

      “When could we go?”

      “Why? Are you in a hurry?”

      “He’s there now. And I’d rather get going. I don’t think they’d know to find me here, but I don’t know how they found me in the first place.”

      Jean-Claude took out his phone and spent a moment flipping through different websites. He winced. “The forecast is for snow. Starting tomorrow and lasting all week. If we don’t go now, you’ll have to wait. And if it’s heavy, you might be waiting weeks.”

      “Today, then?”

      He sighed and pushed himself upright. “Let me see if I can get what we’ll need,” he said.
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      They got back into the car, and Milton drove to Bournemouth airport. Pope had thought about flying out of Gatwick, but the convenience of being close by was outweighed by the fact that it was a larger facility with better surveillance. The drive would take two hours, but, although Pope was anxious to be on his way back to France, it gave him a chance to catch up properly with Milton.

      Neither man was by nature effusive, but they had years of shared history, and Milton was happy enough to give Pope an idea of the life that he had led since leaving the Group. Pope, for his part, was more taciturn. Milton asked about Isabella, but Pope deflected his question. Milton was astute enough to see that he wouldn’t discuss it and so left it alone.

      Pope had been surprised that neither Latimer nor Control had asked him about Isabella, so much so that he was convinced that they didn’t know. Vivian Bloom had always danced to his own tune, and with research that was potentially worth billions—trillions—he wouldn’t have been surprised in the least if the work that Daedalus was doing had been sealed within the most secure firewall imaginable. Control couldn’t have known. He doubted that he would have been allowed to leave if she did.

      Milton pulled up at the drop-off.

      “Thank you,” Pope said. “For everything.”

      “You need anything else?” Milton asked him.

      Pope would have dearly loved to have Milton’s assistance, but it was impossible. Milton was more trustworthy than Control, but it made no sense to widen the circle of those who knew about Isabella any more than was absolutely necessary. Knowledge could be dangerous, and it would have been unfair to put Milton in harm’s way.

      “Michael?”

      “I might need more of Ziggy’s help.”

      “Try to keep him out of it. I’ve never seen him so intrigued. Whoever it is who’s been looking for you is obviously someone he’d like to find out more about.” Milton paused. “This guy—Atari. Why does he want to get hold of the girl?”

      “Do you remember her mother?”

      “Beatrix? Yes, of course.”

      “She was sent after Atari. She came across kompromat on him, and he thinks Isabella has it.”

      “Does she?”

      “No. But he won’t believe that.”

      That wasn’t true. Pope didn’t like lying to Milton, but there was nothing else for it.

      Milton took Pope’s hand and shook it. “It’s good to see you.”

      “What are you going to do now?”

      “I’m off to South Africa,” he said. “I’ve got unfinished business there.”

      Pope knew what that meant; whoever Milton was planning to visit was going to find his or her life becoming very much more difficult.

      “Be careful,” Pope said.

      “And you.”

      Pope got out of the car and watched as Milton drove away. He reached into his pocket and took out the new passport that Control had provided. There was a flight to Montpellier in an hour. He would arrive back in France in three hours, hire a car at the airport and then drive to the farm in Cazevieille to equip himself.

      They would have to move again, but he would discuss that with Isabella when he found her.

      But that could wait; he had to get to her before anyone else did.
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      Pope parked the rental car a mile away from the turning and went the rest of the way on foot. He went through the farmers’ fields, keeping an eye on the road and then the track in the event that it was being watched. He couldn’t see anyone or any sign that anyone had been there, but he wasn’t prepared to sacrifice caution for speed. He arrived at the paddock to the north of the house and waited there for five minutes, watching for any sign of movement. The chickens in the farmyard were milling around, but, save them, there was nothing to suggest anyone was on the property.

      He kept down as low as he could as he hurried forward, vaulting the post-and-rail fence and making his way to the barn. The door was closed, and as he pushed it back and slid inside, he was pleased to see that it hadn’t been disturbed. He went to the trough and put his shoulder to it, pushing it aside so that he could get to the void underneath. The weapons that he had stashed there were still in place.

      He took a pistol, ensured that it was loaded and ready to fire, and then removed the steel lockbox that held their papers and emergency stash of euros. He took the passports, folded the notes and stuffed them in his inside pocket, added a fistful of 9mm rounds, then returned to the farmhouse.

      The yard was empty, but, as he approached, he saw that the front door was open. He raised the pistol, holding it in a two-handed grip and ducking to the side so that he could press himself up against the side of the building. He scanned his immediate environment again, saw nothing, and edged forward.

      Pope heard voices.

      A man’s laughter.

      He froze.

      The front door swung open.

      Two men stepped out.

      There was no more than fifteen feet between them and Pope.

      The man to the right of the pair turned his head and saw him.

      Pope aimed and fired. The chickens squawked in panic, scattering left and right. The man dropped, falling onto his shoulder and cracking his head against the cobbles.

      The second man reached into his jacket with his right hand.

      He had no chance. Pope fired again, too close to miss. The bullet struck the man in the neck, passed through his throat and exited at the other side. He fell, too, his breath whistling horribly through the newly opened holes in his windpipe.

      Pope approached the two of them, his pistol aimed down and his finger on the trigger. The second man was beyond help; he was gasping for air, drowning in his own blood. Pope aimed and fired, putting a bullet into his head and putting him out of his misery.

      He knelt next to the first man. He had taken the shot into his ribcage, and from the way he was wheezing, Pope guessed that the slug had perforated at least one of his lungs. The man was Asian, dressed in a lightweight tactical jacket, jeans and boots. Pope frisked him, taking a pistol from a shoulder holster and setting it to the side. He had a phone and a passport but nothing else. Pope flipped open the passport. The man’s name was Su Ai.

      Pope reached down and turned the man’s head so that he was able to look straight down into his face. “Who do you work for?”

      The man stared back at him, pain twisting his lip into a curl.

      “Who do you work for?”

      The man stared back at him, hatred blazing from his dark eyes.

      “You’re here for the girl?”

      The man’s jaw clenched in an attempt, perhaps, to stop a moan from the pain he must have been in.

      “Who are you? Chinese intelligence?”

      The man’s eyes did not move from Pope’s face. Pope wondered whether he understood him, but then he did speak. “Fuck… you…”

      Pope stood, backed away four steps and, aiming down, fired a fourth time. The man jerked once, then lay still.

      The farmyard was still again. The chickens, dispersed by the sudden noise, strutted back to peck at the seed that had been spilled in the gaps between the cobbles. Pope waited a moment, saw nothing to suggest that the sound of gunfire had attracted any other trespassers, and stepped over the bodies to the front door. It had been forced, most likely kicked in, the deadbolt splintering the frame. Pope held the handgun in both hands and gently used the muzzle to push the door back.

      The place had been ransacked. Everything that he and Isabella had left behind had been turned out of the drawers and cupboards and scattered across the floor. The kitchen was a mess of shattered crockery and glassware, with the cutlery drawer taken out and the knives and forks and spoons mixed with the broken glass and bits of porcelain.

      He went into his bedroom; the clothes that he had left had been taken out of the wardrobe and left in piles next to the wall. The mattress had been stripped and then gutted, a rough incision drawn along its length so that the insides could be searched, too. It was the same in Isabella’s room, although, if anything, they had been even more thorough there. Everything had been searched.

      He went back to the kitchen and saw that the kettle had been moved from the trivet upon which he had left it. He laid his hand against the metal and felt warmth; it seemed that the men who had come to search the house had stayed long enough to make themselves a hot drink. That spoke to a confidence that they wouldn’t be disturbed.

      They must have known that he had been detained.

      Pope felt the bilious sensation of anxiety, so familiar to him after spending so long worrying about the people who were looking for him and Isabella. He had been skilfully tricked so that he was out of the way and unable to protect Isabella. It reminded him that the adversary they faced was powerful. It was sobering, but there was also a glimmer of hope; would they have gone to the trouble of tearing the house apart if they had been able to find Isabella? Probably not. It was the best evidence yet that she was still out there. It was a reminder, too, that he needed to reach her before they did.

      He went outside again, stepped over the two bodies and then dragged them both into the house so that they would not be immediately visible to anyone who might visit. The blood on the cobbles would be problematic in the short term, but the rain that had been forecast would wash it all away.

      Pope kept the pistol in his hand as he jogged away from the farmhouse for the last time and made his way back through the field to his car. He cursed himself for insisting that Isabella shouldn’t tell him where she was going. His caution might end up bringing about the very consequences that he had tried so hard to avoid.
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      Jean-Claude said that the best time to make the crossing was after dark. He explained that he knew a way through the mountains that was unlikely to be observed by the French or Andorran border guards, but that it made sense to wait until nightfall to make it even less likely that they would be seen. Isabella wanted to be on the move, but she could see the good sense in his suggestion, so, albeit impatiently, she waited in the apartment for the rest of the day.

      Jean-Claude told them that he needed to go out and make preparations and left them to their own devices. Chloé and Isabella had occupied themselves by listening to records from his collection of vinyl. Chloé had found a bag of dope and a pack of cigarette papers and had rolled a large joint. She lit it and toked on it, then held it up for Isabella to take.

      “Want some?”

      Isabella held it between her fingers for a moment, smelling the sweet scent of it, but shook her head and gave it back. “Not for me.”

      Chloé shrugged, put the joint to her lips and took another long drag. She held the smoke in her lungs and then tilted her head back, blowing it up to the ceiling. “What are you going to do? When you get into Andorra, I mean?”

      “Go and meet my stepdad.”

      “And then? I mean—where will you go?”

      “I don’t know. He’ll know what to do. I know what he’ll say—we just have to keep moving.”

      She put the joint to her lips, inhaled and then cocked her head back and let the smoke escape. “How do you do it?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Moving around like that, never settling down in one place? That’s no way to live. He needs to do something about it—it’s not fair to you.”

      Isabella felt the need to defend Pope, but in order to do that, she would have to explain that what he was doing wasn’t for his benefit, but for hers. And if she started talking about that, there was no knowing where the conversation might lead. Chloé would ask why the men were coming for Isabella, and the truth was so outlandish that she doubted her friend would believe it.

      “He does his best,” she said instead.

      “You’re too forgiving,” Chloé said, taking another drag. “He needs to be thinking about you for a change.”

      Isabella heard footsteps in the hall outside and stiffened. She knew that the odds of anyone finding her here were slim, but she had seen enough in the last few years to know that safety was not something that could be taken for granted. She heard a key in the lock and stood, her fists clenched, but, as the door opened, she saw that it was Jean-Claude.

      He was carrying two large plastic bags. He reached inside the first and pulled out a thick, padded winter coat. “For you,” he said. “Thermal layers, boots, fleece gloves, wool socks—the works. It’ll be cold when we get to the pass at the top.”

      Isabella took the coat. It looked a little big, but would do. “Thank you.”

      He took off his jacket and shoes and gestured toward his bedroom. “I’m going to get a few hours’ sleep. It won’t be easy tonight. You might want to get some sleep, too.”

      She knew that he was right, but that she didn’t have as much need for sleep as other people. Besides, she wanted to spend as much time with Chloé as she could before the two of them had to part.

      “I’ll grab some on the couch later. What time do you want to go?”

      “We’ll leave at ten,” he said. “It’s four hours to the mountains, and then it’ll take the rest of the night to make the crossing. Seriously—get some sleep. I’m not carrying you when you get tired.”
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      Pope had dropped Isabella off at Chloé’s house before and remembered the address. Her family owned a large farm with a collection of outbuildings that had been converted into holiday lets. Pope drove there, found a space to park the rental car next to the entrance to a farmer’s field, and took the pistol from the seat beside him. He checked that it was ready to fire, slipped it into the waistband of his jeans and covered it with the back of his jacket. Isabella was a prize of almost incalculable value, and given the lengths to which their adversaries had already gone, he wasn’t prepared to count anything out. Beyond that, Atari had already demonstrated his ability to track them down, and Pope was of little doubt that Chloé and her parents would have attracted his attention. He would proceed by assuming the worst.

      He walked the rest of the way to the house, pausing at regular intervals to look for any sign that there were watchers on the road or in the trees that fringed the fields. He saw nothing, and after an extended pause when he was close enough to watch the house itself—and still seeing nothing—he turned off the road and walked along the rutted track to the front door.

      He reached his right hand around to slip his fingers around the butt of the pistol and, with his left, knocked on the door.

      He heard footsteps coming from around the corner of the house and turned so that he was facing whoever was approaching, his fingers still around the handle of the pistol.

      Pope recognised Chloé’s father. He was dressed in overalls and had an axe balanced on his shoulder. He let go of the pistol, feeling his jacket fall back to cover it.

      “Hello,” Pope said.

      “Hello?” the man said, an uncertain smile on his face. “Do I know you?”

      “I’m Mark Graves—Isabella’s father.”

      The man’s face brightened. “Ah, yes, of course. Isabella. Chloé never stops talking about her.”

      “All good, I hope?”

      “She’s a lovely girl. A credit to you.”

      “Thank you,” Pope said. “That’s very kind.”

      “I’m Charles,” he said, extending a hand.

      Pope shook it. “Nice to meet you.”

      Charles nodded down to the axe. “We had a tree come down in the storm last winter. I was just chopping it up for the fire.”

      “We had some down, too.”

      Charles propped the axe against the side of the house and brushed bits of wood from his overalls. “I’m done now. Would you like to come in?”

      “No, thank you—I don’t really have time. I just wondered if you could help me.”

      Charles frowned. “What’s the matter?”

      “Do you know where Chloé and Isabella might have gone?”

      “They’re in Perpignan. She didn’t tell you?”

      Pope gave a helpless shrug. “We had an argument.”

      Charles smiled sympathetically. “I’ve been there.”

      “Isabella can be a little bit difficult these days,” Pope explained.

      “Headstrong?”

      “Very much so. And I can never do anything right.”

      He chuckled. “That’s teenagers for you. I wouldn’t worry about it. Chloé is just the same. It seems like just yesterday she was ten years old and wouldn’t go anywhere without nounours.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Nounours—her teddy. Those days are long gone, I’m afraid. And I’m not ashamed to tell you that I’d quite like to have them back again.”

      “Couldn’t agree more,” Pope said. He was desperate to get the information he needed so that he could set off to find Isabella, but he didn’t want to be hasty and leave the kind of impression that might subsequently cause suspicion. “Where in Perpignan are they?”

      “With my son. He called this morning and said that Chloé was going to be staying with him for a couple of days. Of course, she didn’t tell me that.”

      “And Isabella is there, too?”

      “That’s what he said.”

      “That’s such a relief. When did he call?”

      “Nine or ten this morning. I’m not sure exactly.”

      “I don’t suppose you could give me his address?”

      “Of course. Hold on—I’ll go and write it down for you. Sure you don’t want a coffee?”

      “That’s very kind, but I don’t have time today.”

      “Maybe next time, then. Hold on.”

      Charles took off his boots at the door and went into the house. Pope waited impatiently, his attention snagged by the sound of a car approaching along the road. It was a quiet part of the countryside, much like the house where he and Isabella had stayed, and there wouldn’t be much passing traffic. Pope turned to watch and saw, to his relief, that it was a car that he recognised as belonging to the farmer from whom they rented their house. The car continued around the bend and disappeared into a stand of trees.

      “Here we go,” Charles said.

      He handed over a piece of paper. Pope looked down at the address.

      “It’s down by the canal. It’s easy to find.”

      Pope tapped a finger against the paper. “Perfect. Thanks.”

      “No problem at all. I hope she’s not in trouble.”

      “No, she isn’t. It was mostly my fault. I lost my temper.”

      “I wouldn’t beat yourself up about it. Daughters…” He smiled. “They know exactly what buttons to push.”

      “They certainly do.”

      Pope thanked him again, said goodbye and made his way back to the car. He opened the door, lowered himself into the driver’s seat, unfolded the piece of paper and entered the address into the satnav. He bit his lip as the computer plotted the route, concerned that he needed to get to Isabella as quickly as possible. He reached over and popped the lid of the glovebox, putting the pistol inside. It sounded as if Isabella was safe, but he couldn’t be sure. Their enemies had tracked them down, and he knew that they wouldn’t stop looking until they had found her.

      The satnav bleeped and displayed the fastest route to the address. Pope tapped the screen to approve it and started the engine. The drive south would take him two hours. He would try to shave as much time off that as he could along the way.
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      The man looked much like the other passengers who were disembarking from the Air France flight from Orly to Perpignan Rivesaltes. He was dressed in a simple black suit and white shirt, with a red scarf wrapped around his throat to ward against the chill northerly wind that was blowing in off the Pyrenees. He carried his overcoat in the crook of his left elbow and tugged his wheeled carry-on suitcase in his right. His designation within the program was Han Xiangzi. He looked much like his brothers and sisters: plain, of average build, with jet black hair and dark, expressionless eyes. He was the only passenger on the flight of Asian origin, but no one gave him a second glance.

      His passport said his name was Lei Jing, and the iPad in his case was complete with a label stuck to the back that marked it out as the property of Alibaba Group, the multinational online marketplace that was so popular in China. An email on the tablet suggested that Lei Jing had travelled to Perpignan in order to take three business meetings with entrepreneurs who were interested in importing goods in order to sell them in France. The meetings were legitimate, and the businessmen and women Lei Jing was due to meet would have sworn that, as far as they were concerned, he was just as he said he was.

      Xiangzi had used similar aliases on previous operations and had studied the man he was supposed to be until his history was second nature to him. Xiangzi—just like the others—was an excellent actor. He had overheard his handler suggesting that the reason they were so good was that they had no real personalities of their own to clash with the fictions they were overlaying. Xiangzi supposed that was possible. He wasn’t offended by the suggestion—far from it: anything that made it easier for him to get close enough to attend to his targets was valuable. He might even have been proud, if pride was something that he knew how to feel.

      Xiangzi had flown into Paris and then transferred onto an internal flight to Perpignan. He followed the others into the arrivals hall and stepped around the clutch of people who were waiting for the belts to start up. He had already passed through customs when he arrived at Charles de Gaulle, and, since he had no stowed luggage to collect, there was no need to wait. He continued through the building to the exit.

      It was chilly outside, and, although Xiangzi didn’t really feel the cold, he knew that an observer would have expected him to put on his coat. He buttoned it up and walked over to the queue of taxis waiting by the kerb. The drivers were smoking and chatting while they waited for a fare; Xiangzi went to the car at the front and waited for the driver. A woman emerged from the group, flicking a cigarette into the gutter.

      She pointed to his case. “Want to put that in the boot?”

      She spoke in French; Xiangzi replied in French, too. “No, thanks. I’ll have it with me in the back.”

      “Where do you want to go?”

      “Quai Nicolas Sadi Carnot.”

      “By the canal?”

      “That’s right.”

      The driver opened the back door for him, and he slid inside.

      He knew that he was playing catch-up with the girl, that he had a lead for her that would become useless if it was left long enough. He might have been anxious about that, but he wasn’t; he didn’t feel anything, in fact, beyond a determination to complete his objective that was almost mechanical. He had been told that a level temperament was optimal, and knew that the chemicals that he injected into his blood at the end of every day were designed to help him to maintain his equilibrium. He knew, too, that some of his brothers and sisters had not been able to do that, that the thread that held them together had been pulled so tight that it had eventually snapped. Xiangzi knew that the same thing would happen to him in the end, but he didn’t let it bother him. There was nothing to be done, so why worry? In the meantime, he would continue to do the work that he had been trained to do.

      They pulled out into the traffic.

      The driver looked up at him in the mirror. “What are you doing in Perpignan?”

      “Business.”

      “What sort?”

      “I work in exports,” he said. “French businesses buy from our factories and sell the goods to consumers here.”

      “Because you’re cheap?”

      “Cheaper than here, perhaps.”

      She rolled to a halt at a line of cars waiting to pass through the ticket barriers. “I don’t have anything against Chinese stuff, or businesses buying and selling Chinese stuff, but I wish they’d make whatever it is they want to sell in French factories.” She glanced in the mirror. “No offence.”

      “None taken,” Xiangzi said. “I hear that a lot.”

      “It’s an issue for the French, right? I mean, I don’t blame you. If you can make it cheaper than we can, good for you. That’s business for you. I suppose you can do that because you don’t have to pay the same wages, but that’s the way the world works.”

      Xiangzi had had conversations like this so many times before. It was easy to slip into the same rote responses, with the same polite rejoinders and acknowledgements that Lei Jing would have made. The businessman was meek, lacked confidence and hated the idea of confrontation; Xiangzi knew him like his twin and played him to perfection. It was so easy, in fact, that he was able to look out of the window and start to put together the rudiments of the plan he would use to find and capture the girl.

      Isabella Rose had disabled the four men who had been sent before him—an eighteen-year-old girl breaking the nose of one ex-soldier and giving another a concussion. Xiangzi had been told that the girl was believed to have some of the same abilities that he and his brothers and sisters shared. But she was younger and less experienced than he was and, most important of all, she didn’t know he was coming. Xiangzi was not prone to overconfidence, but, on a simple balancing of his advantages against hers, he knew that the scales tipped overwhelmingly in his favour. He would find her, subdue her, and take her to the exfiltration point for a return to Beijing.
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      They listened to music as the afternoon turned to night, and then, at nine thirty, Jean-Claude emerged from his bedroom.

      “We need to be going,” he said. “I want to be back here again by the morning.”

      Isabella got up and collected the rucksack that Jean-Claude had prepared for her. It was packed with the things that she would need in the event that they got into difficulties during their crossing over the mountains. She hoisted it up and deposited it next to his at the front door.

      She went over to where Chloé was standing. “Thank you,” she said. “For everything.”

      “This is just temporary. You are coming back?”

      Isabella knew that the two of them would never see each other again. She doubted that she would ever be able to return to this part of France. Someone had found her, and they wanted her enough to send men to abduct her. She didn’t understand the things in her body that made her different, but she knew that they made her valuable and that the people who were searching for her would never stop. They would keep coming—over and over and over again—and she would have to keep running. This eighteen months in France had been a respite, but it could never have been permanent. She had tried to tell herself that it could be, but even as the weeks had stretched into months and then a year, she had never truly believed it.

      She knew.

      She would be looking over her shoulder for the rest of her life.

      “Bella?”

      “Of course I’m coming back.”

      “When?”

      “Let me speak to my stepdad. Once he’s happy that we’re safe, I’ll email you.”

      Chloé hugged her. “Promise?”

      “Promise.”

      “Come on,” Jean-Claude said. “We need to go.”

      “Be careful,” Chloé said. She turned to her brother. “Look after her.”

      Isabella thanked Chloé again and extricated herself from her embrace.

      Jean-Claude picked up his pack and opened the door.

      “Email me as soon as you get to Andorra,” Chloé said.

      Isabella repeated that she would, slung the pack over her shoulder and followed Jean-Claude into the corridor.
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      Jean-Claude had parked an old Land Rover with a trailer on the street outside the apartment. He drove them west, following the road through the national park that encompassed the landscape to the north of the Pyrenees. They passed through the towns of Canillo, Encamp and then La Massana, then a handful of smaller hamlets. The road became narrower and narrower as it wound up into the foothills, until, as the clock on the dashboard showed just after two in the morning, the asphalt ran out altogether.

      Jean-Claude pulled over and parked next to the rail that guarded the steep drop down into the valley that headed back into France. Isabella opened the door and got out. The smugglers’ route started nearby. A rough dirt track switched back left and right as it climbed into the mountains.

      Jean-Claude went to the covered trailer and opened the doors. He lowered a ramp and climbed inside, then wheeled out a dirt bike.

      “It’ll take too long to walk,” he said, rapping his knuckles against the bike’s fuel tank.

      He rested the bike on its stand and looked up into the night sky.

      “What is it?” Isabella asked him.

      “Weather’s changeable when you get into the mountains. It can be bright sunshine one minute and then snow so thick you can’t see your hand in front of your face.”

      “And tonight?”

      “Snow’s forecast, like I said, but not until tomorrow. We’ll be fine.” He gestured to the bike. “We should be making a start.”

      Jean-Claude attached their packs to the pannier rack and then straddled the dirt bike and pushed it forward, flicking the stand back up again.

      Isabella got on behind him.

      “Hold on tight. It’s going to get bumpy.”

      She did as Jean-Claude suggested, reaching forward and locking her hands in front of him. He started the engine and slowly rolled forward, the headlamp shining out into the lowlands of the mountains ahead of them.
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      The track followed the course of a stream, the banks throbbing with meltwater that plunged down from the top of the mountain. The trail wasn’t maintained, and they had to get off the bike on three separate occasions to wheel it around fallen trees and rockslides that had scattered coconut-sized chunks of stone across their path. The surface of the track beneath the wheels of the bike became more treacherous the higher they climbed. It was muddy as they started their ascent, but, as they continued to gain altitude and the temperature dropped, it became icy and then covered with a crunchy layer of snow. Jean-Claude steered to the side of the road to try to stick to surer terrain, but, as they continued, that soon became impossible. He slowed down, the snow churning around the thick tread of the tyres. They followed the track as it wound around the side of the mountain, taking alternative routes to avoid the deeper drifts.

      They were close to the summit when the snow began to fall. It was just gentle flakes to begin with, but, as Jean-Claude nudged the bike along a particularly treacherous trail, it began to fall much more heavily. He had been riding without the headlamp on, relying on the moonlight, but, as the thick clouds rolled overhead, he had no choice but to switch it on in order to be able to see where he was going.

      “There’s a cabin at the top,” he yelled back to Isabella. “We’ll stop there.”

      Jean-Claude turned off the main track and followed a smaller path until they reached a building. It was built from local stone held together by mortar. It had a slate roof and a thick wooden door, and it looked as if it would provide them with shelter from the snow and cold.

      The final fifty feet were steep and especially treacherous, and Jean-Claude struggled to keep the bike from sliding out beneath them. He squeezed the throttle for a final effort to crest the slope and rolled across the plateau to the building. He rested the bike against the wall and crunched through the snow, opening the door and holding it against the wind until Isabella was inside.

      He stepped in after her and shut the door behind him.

      “It wasn’t supposed to be like this,” he said as he brushed an inch of snow from his shoulders.

      “What do we do?”

      “We’ll give it half an hour and see what it does. It might pass.”

      “If it doesn’t?”

      “We’ll have to wait it out.”

      Isabella looked around. There was a fireplace in the wall with the remnants of a fire in the grate, half-consumed logs covered in a coating of white ash. There were two chairs and a table, with a third chair partially cannibalised in order to fuel the fire.

      “How high up are we?” Isabella asked.

      “Two thousand metres. Give or take.”

      Jean-Claude took the broken chair and stamped on its remaining leg, snapping it off. He did the same to the back, breaking it into separate chunks. He cleared the grate and arranged the smallest pieces as kindling. He reached into his backpack and took out a bag of firelighters and a lighter. He put two of the firelighters beneath the kindling and lit them, the wood was cold and a little damp, but, after a moment, it caught fire. It spat, sending tiny red smuts up the chimney. Isabella ventured back outside to a woodpile that she had noticed against the side of the hut; she brushed the snow off it to reveal a small supply of chopped logs and kindling beneath a flap of tarpaulin. This wood was also far from ideal, but she thought that it might serve once the fire was hot enough.

      She took a moment before she went back inside and gazed out at the landscape all around her. Although visibility was restricted by the darkness and the falling snow, she felt the weight of the mountains looming overhead, heavy presences that felt almost oppressive. It was bitingly cold and getting colder; she was glad of the coat’s downy lining as she went back inside.

      “Here,” she said, dumping an armload of logs by the side of the fire.

      The flames had taken hold now, and, although there was still a long way to go before she felt she might be able to remove her coat, she was able to warm her hands. Jean-Claude reached into his backpack and took out a Thermos flask and two plastic cups. He handed one of the cups to Isabella and cranked off the lid of the flask.

      “What is it?” she said.

      “Coffee. Want some?”

      She nodded and he poured, filling the cup. She wrapped her hands around it, grateful for the moment of warmth that it provided. He poured for himself, put the lid back on the flask and reached into the rucksack for a second time. This time he withdrew a silver hip flask and held it up. “This will help keep you warm.”

      Isabella held out her cup, and Jean-Claude poured in a generous measure of whisky. She put the cup to her lips and took a sip. The coffee was warm, and the alcohol came with a heat that she could feel as it slid down her throat and into her stomach.

      He held out the flask, and Isabella accepted a top-up.

      “Is this trail used much?” she asked him.

      “Not much. You get people smuggling cigarettes from Andorra into France. They’re cheaper over there. You go over, buy as many packets as you can fit into your backpack, and then ride back again and sell them for twice the price.”

      “You didn’t smuggle cigarettes,” Isabella said.

      “No. I preferred things with a higher margin. I was stupid. I wouldn’t do it now.”

      She sipped the coffee. The fire was starting to have an effect, and she was glad of the warmth.

      “It’s bumpy up until we get to the top,” Jean-Claude said. “The road on the Andorran side is paved. It’ll be quicker once we get there.”

      “What about customs?”

      “Nothing official. You sometimes see Andorran border guards on horseback. Not tonight, though. They don’t usually come out after dark and especially not in weather like this.”

      The fire was blazing away now, and Jean-Claude laid on one of the logs that Isabella had brought in from outside. The wood was damp despite being stored under cover, and it spat and fizzed angrily until the moisture evaporated. Isabella sat on the floor in front of the grate, took off her boots and positioned her feet so that they could warm up.
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      It was at around the halfway point when the back-right tyre of Pope’s car burst. He had been driving at eighty, pushing it as hard as he could in order to get to Isabella quickly. He had noticed that the car had bounced a little as he picked up speed, and had wondered whether the tyre might have been under-inflated so that it bulged. He had decided to stop at the next service station to check, but didn’t get the chance. He felt a sudden judder, and the car jerked back, then started to weave across the road. He held the wheel as firmly as he could and let the car slow down of its own accord. He reached forward to engage the hazard lights and then carefully drifted to the right into the slow lane. He was fortunate: a lay-by was just ahead, and he was able to turn off and stop.

      He got out and went to the rear of the car to look at what had happened. He had been right: the tyre had blown, and now what was left of the rubber was in shreds. He opened the boot in the hope that there might be a spare wheel, but there wasn’t. The rental company had included a puncture kit, but that was hardly going to help Pope now.

      When was it Chloé’s father had said that his son had called? Nine or ten? Hours had passed since then, and those were hours during which Isabella would have been vulnerable.

      He had to get to her.

      He collected his things from the car, tossed the keys onto the driver’s seat, went to the entrance to the lay-by and put out his thumb.
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      Jean-Claude went to the door and looked out. The snow was falling even more heavily.

      “We’re not going anywhere until that stops. You can’t see a thing. It’ll be too dangerous.”

      “How long will it last?”

      Jean-Claude shrugged. “It looks like it’s pretty set in. Could be hours.”

      He closed the door and went back to his rucksack. He unzipped it and took out a chunky phone with a stubby antenna.

      “A satellite phone?” Isabella said.

      “How would you know that?”

      “TV,” she said vaguely.

      “True story,” he said. “Two guys I know did a run up here a year ago, and the snow came in—just like this. They got split up from each other. One of them managed to get down the other side, but the other got lost and froze to death. They found his body in a cave up near the summit. There’s no cellphone signal this high up, and none of them thought to bring one of these.” He held up the phone. “I don’t take chances.”

      “Who are you going to call?”

      “Just Chloé,” he said. “She’s expecting me back in the morning, and I’m not going to be there at this rate.”

      “She doesn’t have her phone.”

      “I know. I’ll call the flat. I don’t want her to panic and call the police.”

      “You’re not doing anything wrong, though.”

      Jean-Claude winced.

      “You’re not doing anything wrong, are you?”

      “I thought, seeing as I was coming this way, I might as well bring something for a friend in Andorra.”

      “You’re smuggling?”

      “Don’t pretend to be offended. I’m not going to waste the trip. It’s just a little dope.” He paused. “But maybe don’t tell my sister. I don’t need her worrying about me. Okay?”

      “You said you were stupid before.”

      “It’s different. Please—don’t tell her.”

      “It’s none of my business.”

      Jean-Claude took the phone, switched it on and waited for the unit to acquire a satellite. He dialled a number on the keypad and waited for the call to connect.

      “Chloé?” he said. “It’s me.”
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      Atari played back the recording of the intercept.

      “Chloé? It’s me.”

      “What’s wrong?”

      “It’s snowing. We’re stuck.”

      The identity of the caller wasn’t obvious from the metadata, but it was obvious from what was said that Jean-Claude Danton was checking in with his sister.

      “You said it wasn’t supposed to snow.”

      “It wasn’t, but it is. I mean, it really is. It’s heavy.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “I won’t be back tomorrow.”

      “Are you okay?”

      “You remember the cabin up at the top of the pass?”

      “Where we stayed before?”

      “That’s where we are. We’ll wait it out here.”

      “You think you’ll be able to get down the other side?”

      “I don’t know. I’ll see what it’s like in the morning.”

      The girl didn’t have her phone, so Atari had tapped the numbers of anyone else she might call: her parents, her brother, her friends. He had identified cellphones and landlines, with over thirty being monitored by the time he was done. It had been the brother’s landline that had provided him with the break he needed. The context of this particular call was not immediately apparent, but it didn’t take much to connect the dots: they were in the mountains in an attempt to cross into Andorra without passing through official channels.

      Atari looked at the metadata once more. The landline was connected to an apartment block in Perpignan that the French parole service had recorded as the registered address of her brother. His location now, though, was not apparent. He had said that he was in the mountains, and that might mean that he was using a satellite phone. He would be able to track the phone when it was active by searching for its transmission signal, but there wasn’t much he could do if the phone had been powered down to save its battery.

      He called Wánchéng.

      “Where’s your asset?”

      “Perpignan.”

      “Good—he’s going to be busy. Phoenix is on the move.”

      “Where?”

      “In the mountains to the south. She’s crossing into Andorra.”

      “Why?”

      “Because you’ve spooked her, Comrade. I don’t know where she’s going once she gets there. I intercepted a call to her friend from her friend’s brother. He’s taking her across the border. I checked, he has convictions for smuggling between France and Andorra.”

      “In the mountains? That’s too vague—can’t you track his phone?”

      “He’s switched it off. If he switches it on again, maybe—but not until he does. You’ve been lucky. It’s snowing—they’ve had to stop. I checked the forecast. It’s not due to stop soon. They’re stuck.”

      “So what do I do?”

      Atari mastered his impatience. “You have an asset in the same town as Phoenix’s friend. I can tell you where she is, and she knows where the cabin is. Tell him to go and talk to her. Do I really need to spell it out for you?”
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      Pope had been lucky: a trucker had pulled over after thirty minutes and had agreed to take him south to Perpignan. The driver dropped Pope on the outskirts of the city; he waited for a taxi to take him to the address that Chloé’s father had given him. By the time he arrived, it was three in the morning. The journey should have taken him two hours, and it had ended up taking more than twice that.

      He was fearful that he might be too late.

      There was almost no one about, with just a solitary pedestrian making their way along the path at the side of the canal. Pope reached behind him and adjusted the pistol that he had jammed into his belt. He hurried across the street to the main door of the building and pressed the button next to a label that read DANTON.

      “Hello?”

      “Is that Chloé?”

      “Who’s this?”

      “Mark Graves—Isabella’s stepdad. Could I speak to you?”

      There was a pause.

      “Chloé? Are you still there?”

      “I’ll buzz you in. Fifth floor.”

      Pope climbed the stairs, pausing when he reached the top to confirm that there was no one else who might have an interest in Chloé. He walked to the door, knocked and waited for Chloé to open it.

      She did. She was pale and looked frightened and anxious.

      “Hello, Chloé. I’m sorry for disturbing you so late. How are you?”

      “Scared.”

      Pope’s stomach dropped. “Is Isabella here?”

      “No,” she said. “She’s with my brother. He’s taken her up into the mountains.”

      “What? Why?”

      She looked puzzled. “She’s gone to meet you—you’re supposed to be in Andorra.”

      He looked over Chloé’s shoulder but couldn’t see anyone else inside the flat. “Can I come in?”

      She moved aside, and he stepped into the apartment. She closed and locked the door.

      “What happened?”

      “We were attacked,” she said. “We were in Montpellier. We went to a party, and these four guys appeared out of nowhere and tried to make Isabella get into their car.” She shook her head as if surprised by her own recollection of what happened. “She fought them all off. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

      “Did she say she knew who they were?”

      “No. She said it was something to do with you, though. She told me about what you’ve been doing. The people in London who have been looking for you? I know about it.”

      “She did?”

      Chloé nodded. “She told me everything. She said you’ve both been hiding from them.”

      Pope nodded. He and Isabella had worked out a cover story in the event that she ever had to explain to anyone why they were hiding, and it looked as if she had followed the script.

      “Can you tell me what they looked like?”

      “They were Asian. Chinese, Japanese—I don’t know.”

      Pope sucked his teeth. The whole thing had to be a Chinese intelligence operation. They had separated him from Isabella and then tried to take her. The advantages that a metabolically dominant warfighter could offer were so vast that the nation able to master the technology would immediately gain a significant battlefield advantage. It was worth billions, and it was why he had worked so hard, and for so long, to keep Isabella out of their clutches.

      Had he failed?

      “Why is your brother able to help?”

      She flushed a little. “He knows the mountains.”

      He remembered what Ben Carter’s research had revealed. “He was a smuggler—right? That’s why he was in prison?”

      “How do you know that?”

      “It doesn’t matter.”

      “He doesn’t do it anymore. He only just got out of prison.”

      Pope knew there was no point in pursuing that any further: it was what it was, and, he allowed himself, who better than to get someone over the border without being detected than a smuggler?

      “When did they leave?”

      “Yesterday,” she said. “Around ten. But they’ve been caught in the middle of a snowstorm. Jean-Claude called me. There’s a shelter at the top of the mountain. They’re waiting there for it to stop.”

      “Can you show me where it is?”

      She frowned uncertainly. “Why?”

      “Because I need to get to her as quickly as I can.”

      “But they’re safe,” she said. “No one else knows that they’re there.”

      “Probably not. But the men who are after me are very resourceful. They found Isabella before. I’m sure it’s fine, but I need to be with her.”

      “There’s a blizzard. They’re snowed in. You won’t be able to get up there.”

      “I have to try. Please—just show me where they are.”

      “Over here,” she said, crossing the room to the coffee table.

      Pope saw that a map had been spread out, its edges weighted down by empty beer cans and an overflowing ashtray. It showed the border between Andorra and France, the demarcation between the two countries passing through the Pyrenees. A line had been inscribed in felt-tip pen from one side of the border to the other.

      “I’ve been up there before,” she said. “We used to ski in the mountains in the winter and hike in the summer.”

      “Tell me about it.”

      She laid her finger on the line where it started in France and traced it from right to left. The line followed a winding route as it climbed into the mountains and then down the other side. There was a ballpoint pen on the table, and she picked it up, drawing a circle at the midpoint of the line. “There’s a shepherd’s hut just before you get to the top of the pass. Here. We used to hike up there, stay the night, and then hike back down again. They’ve stopped there.”

      “And they’ll wait?”

      “Until the snow stops. Jean-Claude knows the mountains. He won’t do anything stupid.”

      Pope took out his phone and snapped a photograph of the map.

      “Thank you, Chloé. If your brother calls again, can you make sure he stays until I get there?”

      “I will. Are you going to go up there?”

      “Yes.”

      “You’ll want warm clothes. Jean-Claude has stuff in his wardrobe. You’re about the same size. I think they’ll fit.”
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      Han Xiangzi made his way to the address that he had been provided. It was a large converted warehouse on the banks of the canal that ran through the centre of the town. He ambled up and down the path for twenty minutes, keeping an eye on the entrance to see whether anyone came in or out. He tried to assess how many apartments might be found inside, and guessed from the number of windows that there had to be at least five on each of the floors.

      Xiangzi found a spot a little way along the canal and put his back to a tree, taking out his phone and checking the address. Jean-Claude Danton had an apartment on the top floor. He had just slipped his phone back into his pocket when the door opened, and a man came out. He was in his late middle age, with short-cropped hair and an athletic build. He was carrying a large plastic bag in one hand and had a winter coat over the crook of his opposite elbow. He looked left and right before setting off in the opposite direction. Xiangzi didn’t recognise him; he waited for the man to turn the corner before crossing the street and making his way to the door.

      It was locked. It was past three in the morning, too late to try one of the flats on a pretext to get them to open the door, so he checked left and right and, happy that he was alone, wrapped his fist in the sleeve of his jacket and punched through the pane of glass. He reached through and opened the latch from the inside.

      He climbed the stairs to the top of the building and stopped on the landing, not because he was out of breath but because he wanted to be quite sure that he wasn’t observed before he made his approach to the front door of Danton’s apartment.

      He walked along the corridor, checked that he was still alone, and then rapped his knuckles on the wooden panel.

      “Coming,” he heard a voice from inside. The door opened. “Did you forget…”

      Xiangzi recognised the girl from the photograph he had been sent. Chloé Danton had evidently mistaken him for someone else; he wondered whether the man he had seen on the street had been here before him.

      “Hello, Chloé.”

      “Who are you?”

      “I need to speak to you about Isabella.”

      “Who?”

      It was obvious that she was lying. “Your friend. Please—it’s important.”

      “I’m sorry. It’s three in the morning.”

      Xiangzi knew that the intelligence he had on Phoenix’s location was time sensitive, and that he didn’t have time for subtlety. He might otherwise have allowed the girl an opportunity to tell him what she knew voluntarily, but that wasn’t an option now.

      He shoved the door and forced his way inside.

      “Get out!”

      He backhanded her across the face, the suddenness of the blow catching her by surprise and spinning her around.

      Xiangzi pushed back with his heel to close the door.

      She backed away from him until she bumped into the kitchen counter. She reached behind her, her right hand feeling across the counter until her fingers brushed up against a bread knife that had been left next to a half-cut loaf. She brought the knife up, holding it between them as if it might ward him away.

      “Put it down.”

      “I’ll scream.”

      He took a step toward her.

      “Help!” she hollered. “Someone help me!”

      Xiangzi closed the distance in two quick hops. She thrust the knife at him, but he was much too quick; he brought up his left hand and deflected her stab, catching her wrist and squeezing so hard that she opened her fingers and gasped in pain. The knife fell to the floor, and Xiangzi kicked it away. He grabbed her throat with his right hand and, as easily as if she were a small child, hoisted her off the floor.

      “Please,” he said, speaking with a placidity that was totally at odds with the steady tightening of his hand around her windpipe, “tell me where she has gone, and I will leave you alone.”

      She tried to kick him, her foot bouncing off his knee, but he ignored it. He squeezed ever tighter, her eyes bulging as she choked for air. He felt the first flames of his lust for blood and knew that he wouldn’t be able to ignore it for long.

      “Where is she?”

      Her face went red and then purple. She reached up with her hand and tried to get him to free his grip; her fingers brushed against the back of his hand, and then her arm fell loosely down by her side. Xiangzi held on, lost in the welter of endorphins that rushed around his veins. He only really felt alive when he was taking life, his primal instinct tearing through the cowl of chemicals that they used to smother him. He remembered his training, the edicts that had been drilled into him again and again and again, and the disappointment in the eyes of his handler when he lost control. It was enough—just—and he managed to gather himself. There would be a day when it wasn’t, when he would surrender to the urges just like his brothers and sisters had surrendered, but not today. He hauled himself back into the moment, opened his hand and let the girl fall to the floor.

      She didn’t move. He knelt beside her body and reached down to feel for her pulse; there was none.

      He stood, irritated with the lapse in his control and concerned that he had made things more difficult for himself. He looked around the room for anything that might give him an idea as to where Phoenix might have gone. The place was a mess, with black bin bags full of trash. It appeared that he had disturbed the girl in the midst of cleaning up. He went over to the coffee table in the middle of the room and saw a map that had been left there, its corners weighed down with an ashtray and three cans of beer. A route had been inscribed on the map in red ink. He leaned down so that he could look more closely at it: the red ink started on one side of the Pyrenees and ended on the other, in Andorra. A circle had been drawn in the middle of the line.

      He remembered what he had been told before making his way to the apartment: the mountain had been engulfed by a snowstorm, and Phoenix had taken shelter at the top of the pass.

      Xiangzi took out his phone and snapped a photograph of the map. He would have liked to have spent a moment or two ensuring that he left no trace of his presence here, but—save the girl’s throat—he knew he hadn’t touched anything that might have left a print. It wasn’t ideal, but it would have to do; he knew that he needed to set off in pursuit of Phoenix as promptly as he could.

      Xiangzi reached down and picked up the knife, sliding it into the pocket of his coat. With a final glance at the motionless body of the girl, he covered his fingers with the sleeve of his jacket and opened the door. He passed outside, closed the door, and turned to make his way to the stairs.
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      Isabella went to the door of the cabin and opened it a crack to peek out. The snow was continuing to fall, and a brisk wind that had picked up was pushing it into a deep drift against the side of the hut. The temperature was well below zero and, to Isabella at least, seemed to have dropped by several degrees in the hours that they had been taking shelter.

      The wind howled and rattled the plywood board that covered the window.

      “Close the door,” Jean-Claude said. “It’s hard enough keeping it warm in here without you letting the cold air in.”

      She did, closing the door and moving the heavy log that they had been using to keep it shut back into place. The fire was roaring in the grate, sending out waves of radiant heat that had quickly increased the temperature inside the cabin. They had a decent stock of firewood, and, although the fire was hot enough to burn through the logs quickly, she didn’t think there was any prospect of the pile being exhausted.

      Jean-Claude reached into his pack again and took out his hip flask. He unscrewed it and took a swig, then held it up for Isabella. She walked over and took it, putting it to her lips and taking a sip. She didn’t want to get drunk, but there were no two ways about it: the alcohol was pleasantly warming as it ran down her throat.

      “How long do you think we’ll have to stay here?” she asked as she handed it back.

      He shrugged. “Hard to say. A storm like this could sit on top of the mountain for hours. Or it might blow over in the next thirty minutes. It’s like I said—it’s impossible to predict what it’s going to do up here.”

      He reached into his rucksack again and took out a clear plastic bag that had been filled with a fibrous brown substance. He took a pack of cigarette papers from his pocket, licked his thumb and separated one from the others. He made a fold down the middle and then opened the bag.

      “Is that what you’re selling in Andorra?”

      He nodded.

      “Why would you take a risk like that? You’ve already been caught once.”

      “That was a fluke.”

      “But if they catch you again? You’ll go back to prison.”

      “They won’t catch me,” he said with a grin.

      “Chloé said she was worried about you.”

      “She doesn’t need to be. I got unlucky before—that’s all it was. I’m more careful now. I know not to take risks.”

      He took a generous pinch of marijuana between his thumb and forefinger and carefully arranged it in the paper, making sure that it was distributed evenly along the fold. He licked the paper and sealed the two ends together, carefully rolling it until he had a neat joint.

      “When did you start doing it?”

      “Smuggling?” He took his lighter and used it to light the end of the joint, puffing on it until it caught. “It was cigarettes first. My uncle used to do it. He lived in Andorra at the time. It isn’t a big deal there—the authorities don’t care, and it’s easy to get into France or Spain. I was never really much of a student in school, and I realised early on that I’d never be able to make as much money with a normal job as I would if I took things across the border. Fags and booze first, then I met a girl in Perpignan who told me about a distributor she knew who had decent weed that he needed to move. I started working for him. He got arrested; I found the contact he was using to get his supply and did a deal with him. It’s worked well. I make a good living, and no one gets hurt. And it’s just weed. I don’t see a problem with it.”

      He drew down on the joint and held it out for Isabella. “Still going to say no?”

      “It’s not for me.”

      “How old are you?”

      “Eighteen.”

      “Eighteen years old and you’re not interested in dope?”

      She looked at the joint, held between his grubby fingers, and shrugged. “Not really.”

      He shrugged. “Suit yourself.”

      Isabella watched as he put the joint to his lips and drew down on it again, letting his head fall back and then blowing blue-tinged smoke up at the cobwebs that festooned the rafters above them. Was she missing out? Her childhood had been so out of the ordinary that the familiar rites of passage had passed her by. She had never been drunk. She had never smoked dope. She had never even had a boyfriend. She knew that she was attractive to boys, and remembered the party in Geneva after Pope had sent her to get close to Khalil al-Khawari, the son of the businessman whom they had unwittingly implicated in the London bombing. Khalil had shown an interest in her, at least until he realised that she wasn’t what she had pretended to be. She had allowed events to happen to her rather than taking any control over them.

      “Okay,” she said.

      “Okay?”

      “Let me try it.”

      He chuckled, took another toke on the joint and then passed it to her. She put it to her lips and inhaled, immediately spluttering on the smoke.

      Jean-Claude laughed.

      “What do I do?” she asked once the coughing had subsided.

      “Take it all the way down and hold it there. Coughing it out just wastes the toke.”

      The sensation was harsh and scratchy on her throat, but she tried again, making a conscious effort to take the smoke into her lungs. She opened her lips and blew it out, then took another hit and another. She lay down and looked up into the rafters. She thought she could see colours in the shadows that hadn’t been there before.

      “Is this for real?” she said.

      He nodded. “It’s real. Just go with it.”

      She blinked and looked up at the colours, a gentle swirl that sparkled in the gloom. She was taken by an urge to laugh, and once she started, she found it difficult to stop.

      Jean-Claude lay down beside her, took the joint and drew down on it. He blew smoke straight up, and Isabella watched as it swirled and eddied, fancying that she could see shapes before they dispersed into wisps.

      He offered her the joint, and she took it again, drawing in another lungful. The lights returned, brighter and more vivid, and she couldn’t help smiling. Jean-Claude rolled over and propped himself on one elbow so that he could look down at her. She thought again that he was handsome, with kindness in his eyes, and she reached up with her hand and laid it against his cheek. She could feel the roughness of his unshaved skin and, entranced by the sensation, rubbed her fingertips against his stubble. He took a long draw on the joint and then lowered his face until their noses touched; she closed her eyes and opened her lips, and he kissed her, letting the toke pass from his mouth into hers. She closed her eyes and saw the colours on her eyelids, rotating geometric shapes that flickered and blinked through all the colours of the rainbow. She tasted the whisky on Jean-Claude’s lips and tongue and smelled his scent, the mustiness of old sweat and a dampness from the snow. She wondered how much of what she could feel and smell and taste was because of the weed, and how much was because of who she was. There was a sense of euphoria, too, the feeling that anything was possible.

      Jean-Claude pulled away. “Are you okay?”

      “I feel weird.”

      “Just let it wash over you. Probably best not to do any more until you come down a little.”

      Isabella closed her eyes. She saw the lights and allowed herself to be pulled along into them. She reached out with her hand and found his face, stretched up so that she could slide her fingers through his hair, then pulled his head down to hers and kissed him again.
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      Xiangzi drove west toward the border between France and Andorra. He had reported his progress to Beijing and had been given the order to proceed at once. A weather forecast had been prepared for the area, and the storm, which he drove into after three hours on the road, was predicted to remain in place for the next seven or eight hours. He would need to get up to the cabin before it ended. He was confident that he would be able to make faster progress in these conditions than the girl, but he wasn’t prepared to take any unnecessary risk that she might be able to get away from him.

      He had driven into Perpignan and had found an outdoor sports store. He had forced a door and taken the things that he knew he might need: a thick winter coat, thermal base layers, a down fleece to act as an insulating mid-layer, a neck gaiter, polarised sunglasses, sturdy boots and gloves. The clothes were on the back seat of the car. He would change into them when he reached his destination.

      The snow was falling thickly as Xiangzi arrived at the beginning of the track that climbed up into the mountains. He looked up and could see nothing. The clouds were low and angry, and the snow that was falling from them was so dense it was impossible to see more than a few metres ahead. He drew closer to the Land Rover that had been parked at the edge of the road. It was towing a trailer and, when he unlatched the gate at the back and opened it, he saw a ramp and guessed that it had been used to transport a bike. That made sense: they would have used the bike to climb the trail. It would be useless to them now, though. They would have ditched it on their ascent; he guessed he might find it on his own way up the mountain. They would probably have continued up to the cabin on foot.

      Xiangzi took out his phone and opened his mapping application. He had added the location that had been ringed on the map that he had found in Jean-Claude Danton’s apartment. It was going to be difficult to follow the trail up the mountain with visibility as bad as this, but, if he was careful, he was confident that he would be able to manage by reference to the map alone. In any event, he knew that he couldn’t wait for the storm to pass. Phoenix would be on the move again as soon as conditions allowed, and that would make it more difficult for him to find her. That would not be welcomed in Beijing.

      He put the phone in his pocket, zipped his jacket all the way up to his chin, pulled his gloves onto his hands and set off.
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      Isabella carefully removed Jean-Claude’s arm from where it lay across her chest and stood. She felt woozy, a combination of the heat from the fire and the joints that they had smoked together. It was a pleasant sensation. She felt safe, and, with the wind still whistling outside, there was a cosiness to the cabin that she knew she would remember long after they had left it behind.

      She buttoned up her shirt and looked down at Jean-Claude. He was snoring gently, his eyelids flickering with a dream. He had wanted more, but Isabella had told him that she wasn’t ready. He had pulled away and told her that he understood and that that was fine. She liked him. She knew that she shouldn’t, and that Pope would have a fit if he ever found out, but she didn’t care. This would only ever be a one-time thing, and once they made it down the other side of the mountain, she doubted that she would ever see him again. That was fine. He was a good-looking guy, and to know that he was interested in her was good for her confidence.

      She couldn’t remember how many joints they had smoked; more than one, certainly. She felt as if she needed to fill her lungs with fresh air, so she put on her warm coat and went to the door, moving the log aside and opening it. The wind was still blowing, but it had lost some of its strength. Snowflakes still drifted down, but much more lightly now. The first light of dawn was beginning to suffuse the clouds. The snowfall had been significant, and the drift that had been blown against the walls of the cabin was deep enough to reach beyond her knees. The motorbike was buried up to the fuel tank; Isabella doubted that they would be able to use it and suspected that they would have to make the descent on foot.

      She was about to turn back inside when she thought she heard something.

      She froze, closed her eyes and listened.

      There it was again.

      The crunch-crunch-crunch of someone trudging through the drifts.

      She tried to turn toward the sound, but it was difficult to work out from which direction it was coming. The light of dawn was insipid and the cloud cover still too thick for her to be able to see much beyond fifteen or twenty feet. Her breath quickened; she squeezed her eyes shut and concentrated on the sound.

      She couldn’t be sure, but she thought it was coming from the path that they had followed.

      Someone was following the trail up the mountain toward them.

      She went back inside. “Wake up,” she hissed.

      Jean-Claude grunted something, then turned over so that he was facing the warmth of the fire.

      Isabella shook him by the shoulder. “Wake up. Someone’s coming up the mountain.”

      His eyes flickered open. “What did you say?”

      “Someone is coming up the mountain.”

      “Is it still snowing?”

      “Yes. Not as heavily as before, but it’s still pretty bad.”

      “And they’re, what—walking?”

      “I think so.” She tugged his shoulder. “Come on. We need to go.”

      “We can’t,” he said. “Not if the weather’s still bad.”

      “The people who are after me—” She stopped, then corrected herself. “After my stepdad—they’re dangerous. What if it’s them?”

      “How would they know where we are? Chloé’s the only one who knows, and, anyway, we’re on the top of the mountain in a shelter in the middle of a storm. It can’t be to do with them.”

      His stubbornness was infuriating. “It’s not worth taking the risk. Let’s at least find somewhere to hide outside. Please.”

      She went back to the door and looked outside. She couldn’t hear anything now and wondered whether it was possible she had imagined it.

      Jean-Claude joined her at the door, and they both looked out. “There’s nothing there. It was probably an animal. There are deer in the mountains. Wolves, too, although not usually around here.”

      Isabella heard the crunch of a footstep to her right and, as she turned, saw the figure of a man as he came around the corner. He was dressed in winter gear, with a thick coat and a hood that had been pulled up and secured so that it was more like a cowl. He was twenty metres away, and she couldn’t make out anything beyond that, certainly not enough to identify him.

      “Shit,” Jean-Claude said.

      “Do you have a weapon?”

      “Why would I have a weapon?”

      “Because you’re a drug smuggler.”

      “I’m not Pablo Escobar.”

      The man kept coming, his feet punching through the thick snow all the way to just below his knees. Isabella turned back and realised that the door was open and that the glow from the fire would stand out against the blanket of whites and greys. There was no way he wouldn’t have noticed them.

      “Hello!” the man called out.

      Isabella cursed.

      “Hey!” Jean-Claude said, waving his arm.

      “What are you doing?” Isabella hissed.

      “He shouldn’t be out in this. He must’ve got lost.”

      “I don’t know…”

      “He’s probably freezing. You can die on the mountain when it’s like this. And he’s seen us anyway.”

      The man was halfway to them now. He had found a stretch of the track that wasn’t submerged by quite as much snow as the rest and was making faster progress.

      “Thank goodness,” the man called out as he drew nearer.

      Jean-Claude started to reply, but paused. “That’s weird.”

      “What is?”

      “He doesn’t have a pack.”

      Isabella still couldn’t see anything of the man’s features; his face was hidden by the gloom and his hood.

      Jean-Claude frowned. “He can’t have come up here without any gear.”

      The man was ten feet away now. He kept his head down.

      “I thought I was going to freeze to death,” he said.

      His voice was blank and accentless.

      “Lower your hood,” Isabella said.

      “I’m sorry?”

      “Your hood. I want to see your face.”

      “I’m freezing. Can I come in and warm up?”

      He took another pace toward them. Jean-Claude stepped down into the snow and put up a hand to stop him. The man moved so quickly that Isabella knew, right then, that her fears were not only justified, but that they were in a much more perilous situation than she had thought. The man reached out with his right hand, secured Jean-Claude by the wrist and then, simultaneously raising and twisting Jean-Claude’s arm, he dislocated it at the shoulder. He shrieked in pain; the man released his wrist and booted him in the chest, the sudden momentum slamming Jean-Claude into the side of the cabin. The snow on the roof was dislodged by the impact, and it slid down and fell onto him.

      Isabella closed her fist and drilled the man with a right-handed jab into the side of his face. Her knuckles clashed against his cheekbone, but the blow—as hard as she could manage—seemed hardly to affect him at all. He swung away from Jean-Claude and lunged for her. She ducked underneath his arm, bending as she did so and unloading a hook into the side of his body. She heard a crack, and he grunted in pain. He snagged the shoulder of her coat with his left hand, yanked her closer to him and knotted his right hand into the loose fabric at the front of her jacket. He swivelled on one foot and heaved her up off the ground and into the air, tossing her through a one-hundred-and-eighty-degree flip that ended six feet away in a thick bank of snow.

      Isabella was upside down, her head pointed back to the cabin and her legs angled up by the camber of the drift. She tried to right herself as the man approached. His hood had been disturbed in the struggle, and now Isabella could see his face. He was Asian, with dark hair and pale skin. She had marked him high on the cheek, a bruise already beginning to form around the indentations that her knuckles had left. His eyes were cold and affectless.

      “Please,” he said. “I don’t want to hurt you.”

      She scrabbled for footing, but the snow was too deep for her to touch the ground. “Get away from me!”

      “You need to come with me.”

      He reached into an inside pocket and took out a plastic zip-tie.

      “Get away from me!”

      “Give me your hands. I don’t want to hurt you—struggling will just make things worse.”

      Isabella noticed Jean-Claude slowly pushing himself to his feet. She stared at her attacker, willing him to keep his attention on her as, out of the corner of her eye, she saw Jean-Claude pick up a lump of wood from the wood pile with his good arm. He stumbled ahead, and, before the man was able to turn to face him, he struck the side of his head with the wood. The impact sounded with a hefty thud.

      The man stumbled to the side and dropped to one knee.

      Jean-Claude yelled, “Run!”

      Isabella shoved down with her legs and found solid ground. She kicked up, pushing herself out of the drift.

      The man got back to his feet. A line of blood was running out of his ear.

      Jean-Claude held the lump of wood above his head and stepped around until he was blocking the man’s path to her. “Run, Isabella. Go!”

      The man reached into his jacket.

      “Knife!” Isabella yelled.

      The man stepped up, blocked Jean-Claude’s clumsy swipe and stabbed up, burying the blade of the knife into his gut. Jean-Claude gasped, and a splatter of red dripped down onto the virgin white.
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      Isabella threw herself at him. She got both hands around his wrist and yanked back as hard as she could. The knife fell out of his hand and dropped into the snow, punching a hole in the crust and sliding out of view. The man swung his elbow at her, the point of the bone glancing against the top of her head, and she released her grip. He sent out a punch, but she saw it coming, leaned back out of the way and then planted the sole of her right foot into his chest and kicked. He took a step back; Isabella pivoted on her left and delivered a spinning kick that caught him full on the jaw. The impact scrambled his balance as he crashed back against the wall of the hut. He bounced back toward her, twisting into his own kick. Isabella ducked again, feeling the bottom of his shoe as it lightly scraped across the crown of her head, then popped back up and spun into a second kick, the top of her foot striking him just below the armpit.

      Isabella glanced left and right. The snow was still coming down, and visibility, although better than it had been overnight, was still limited. She didn’t know the way into Andorra from here; she could gamble on that, or try to follow the track back in the direction they had come yesterday. But what if this man was not alone? What about the four men who had attacked her in Montpellier? If they were here, too, they would surely be on the French side of the border.

      The man took a step forward; Isabella mirrored it with a step back.

      “We don’t need to fight. I’m like you, Isabella. We’re the same.”

      She looked at the shocking red spray across the snow and Jean-Claude’s body. “You’re nothing like me!”

      “The men and women I work with would like to meet you.”

      He stepped toward her; she stepped back.

      “Please. Why not leave here as friends?”

      She looked at him and saw the same deadness behind the eyes that she remembered from Maia and her siblings. She had seen enough in the last few years to believe things that would otherwise have been incredible. Her own understanding of what was possible had changed forever when Ivanosky had tested her blood and told her what she was; her disbelief had been eroded as she realised that the things she could do should have been impossible. And now, as she edged back again, she thought of the ease with which this man had absorbed all of the punishment she had dealt. She knew he was telling the truth. Why would he lie?

      “Who sent you?”

      “People who can offer you a comfortable life where you won’t have to run. Where you won’t have to look over your shoulder.”

      “Is that it?” she said, taking another step away from him. “Just like that?”

      “That’s right.”

      “Bullshit. They’ll be just the same as the rest—poking and prodding because they think I can help them build better monsters.”

      He stepped closer to her. “You’re coming to Beijing whether you like it or not. Don’t make it more difficult than it has to be.”

      Isabella turned and ran. The snow was deep enough to reach up to just below her knees, and she had to pump her legs hard to keep moving. She heard the sound of pursuit from behind her, of the man’s feet punching into the powder as he followed behind. The path led uphill, and the effort to keep moving was significant; her thighs burned, and her calves and feet were chilled by the cold.

      The track became steeper still and then abruptly flattened out. Isabella stopped in horror as she realised that the path she had been following just stopped. She had reached the edge of a ravine. The ground dropped precipitously, a fall of a hundred feet or more to a snow-covered jumble of scree below.

      Isabella whirled around.

      The man was coming up the slope and had almost reached the plateau.

      She was trapped.

      She looked from him to the drop behind her and knew that her options had all disappeared. She could fight him, but she knew that he had pulled his punches so far. He was bigger and heavier than she was, and, if what he had told her was true—and she knew that it was—he would be more than her match for speed and strength.

      “Don’t!” she said. “Stay where you are.”

      He stopped. He had seen the drop, too.

      “Please, Isabella. Come with me.”

      “I’ll jump. I’m serious.”

      “You’ll kill yourself.”

      “I’d rather that than come with you.”

      He held up his hands as if meaning to show her that he meant no harm, and came forward. Isabella stepped back once and then twice, her heel dislodging a chunk of ice and a handful of stones that clattered down the canyon wall before peppering the snow below. Isabella stopped, unable to go any farther and not—despite what she had threatened—ready to throw herself to her death. He reached for her, taking her by the wrist and drawing her back from the drop. She tried to free herself, but he was too strong. He spun her around and then wrapped his arms around her, hoisting her off her feet.

      “Get off me!”

      He tried to drag her back to the slope. She struggled, digging her feet in and trying to butt him with backward jabs of her head.

      “Put her down!”

      The man stopped.

      Isabella blinked through the snow and saw a second man halfway up the slope. He was wearing a heavy jacket with a thick woollen beanie on his head.

      “Put her down!” he yelled again.

      Visibility was limited, but she recognised his voice at once: it was Pope.

      He had a pistol in his hand.

      The man stopped. “Who are you?”

      “I’m with her.” Pope aimed the pistol up the slope. “Put her down—now.”

      “You’re not going to shoot me.”

      “Last chance.”

      “And risk hitting her? No. I don’t think so.”

      Isabella locked eyes with Pope. She gave the slightest nod of her head and hoped that he would understand what she meant.

      “I’m going to come down,” the man said. “You’re going to step out of my way, or I’ll break her neck.”

      Isabella picked up her right foot, pressed the heel of her boot against the man’s shin and then drove it down, scraping all the way along the bone. He grunted with the pain and loosened his grip just enough for her to wriggle to the left.

      And Pope fired.
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      Pope held his arm steady and aimed. Conditions were terrible: the wind was strong, and visibility was limited by the flurries of snow that eddied and swirled around him. He was cold, too, and although he had been wearing gloves for the duration of his march up the mountain, his fingers had frozen as soon as he had taken them off.

      A flurry of snow swept up from below the lip of the canyon.

      Isabella stamped on the man’s shin and ducked to the side.

      Pope squeezed the trigger.

      A gust of snow swept over him, obscuring everything. He heard the crack of the pistol, but couldn’t see whether or not his aim had been true. He held up his left hand to shield his eyes from the snow and stepped forward, the pistol pointed ahead of him and his finger on the trigger, ready to fire a second shot if one was needed.

      “Bella!”

      The wind whipped.

      “Bella?”

      “Here.”

      He inched forward, following her voice until he saw Isabella. She was on her knees, close to the lip of the canyon.

      The man wasn’t there.

      Pope held his free hand out to try to shield his eyes from the snow as he shuffled forward. He reached the edge of the canyon and looked down. The man was on his back at the bottom of the drop. His arms and legs were splayed out, and he was motionless.

      Pope turned back to Isabella. She was still kneeling. He knelt down and wrapped his arms around her.

      “I’ve been stupid,” he said. “I’m sorry. They tricked me.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I’ll tell you about it later. Are you okay?”

      She nodded.

      “Who was that?”

      “One of them.”

      “What? Like Maia?”

      “Yes. But not Daedalus. Chinese, I think. He said I had to go to Beijing.”

      Pope unfolded Isabella from his embrace and went to the edge of the canyon again.

      The man wasn’t there.

      A trail of footprints disappeared into the snowstorm.

      “We need to move,” he said.

      “He killed my friend,” she said. “Chloé’s brother. We need to help him.”

      “The body outside the cabin?”

      She nodded.

      “There’s nothing we can do. He’s dead, Bella.”

      “We need to bury him.”

      “We can’t. Whoever your attacker was, he’s not down there anymore. I only winged him. He’ll be trying to get back up here. We need to be gone.”

      Isabella began to cry tears that froze on her skin almost as soon as they started to roll down her face. “We can’t just leave him here!”

      “We’ll call the police when we get down the mountain and tell them what happened. But we can’t stay. Think, Bella—you know we can’t.”

      Pope knew how stubborn she could be and worried that she wouldn’t see sense. But, this time, she gave a stiff nod and started walking.

      They reached the bottom of the slope. Pope gave a moment’s thought as to which way they should go: back to France risked running into whatever support network the agent had, including the men who Chloé said had tried to abduct Isabella in Montpellier. On the other hand, Pope knew that the trail was passable in that direction.

      “Which way?” Isabella said.

      “Did you tell Chloé where you were going to go?”

      “I said I wanted to get into Andorra.”

      “We should go that way, then. France isn’t safe for us now.”

      She paused. “Wait. How did you find me? Did you speak to Chloé?”

      “She told me what happened in Montpellier and what you were doing.”

      Isabella stopped dead. “Shit.”

      “What is it?”

      “Oh shit,” she said. “Shit, shit, shit.”

      She turned and started to run back in the opposite direction. She slipped on a hidden patch of ice and toppled onto her knees.

      Pope helped her up. “What is it?”

      “How did he find me? Like you did. Chloé’s the only one who knew we were going up the mountain.”

      “She didn’t mention seeing anyone else,” Pope said.

      “Because he went to see her after you did. I mean… maybe… maybe… maybe he followed you.”

      “No, Bella,” he said, although he couldn’t help wondering whether that was possible.

      “We have to go back.”

      Pope reached out and caught her by the shoulder. “Bella, wait.”

      She shook his hand off. “No, Pope. I have to go back. What if he hurt her?”

      “If he was there, then…” He saw her face and didn’t finish the sentence.

      “I’m going.”

      Pope knew that she wouldn’t be persuaded otherwise. But it was risky. He thought that, if they were careful, the restricted visibility could be made to work in their favour. If there were others looking for them, they might be able to avoid them if they left the track and trekked the last few miles cross-country.

      They could get back to Perpignan and then think about the best way to leave the country.

      “Okay. All right. We’ll go back.”
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      They stopped at the cabin before making the descent. Isabella saw Jean-Claude’s body, covered now in a blanket of fresh snow with a frozen pool of blood to the side. It was a reminder of what the man had done, and it gave Isabella fresh motivation, not that it was needed, to get back to Chloé as quickly as she could.

      Chloé.

      She stopped.

      “Come on, Bella,” Pope said. “We need to move.”

      “I can call her.”

      “How? There’s no signal here.”

      “Jean-Claude had a satellite phone. It’s inside.”

      Pope stopped. “What if they’re monitoring her calls?”

      “So? At least I could warn her.”

      Pope relented. “Show me.”

      She opened the door to the cabin. The fire had died down, the logs reduced to glowing embers and ash. Isabella went to Jean-Claude’s pack and took out the satellite phone. She handed it to Pope.

      “What about food and drink?” he said.

      “He had some whisky.”

      “Take that, too. See if you can find anything else that might be useful.”

      She emptied the rucksack and found a small aluminium case, took it out and popped the lid. It was a survival kit, with adhesive bandages, a Ziplock water carrier, a button compass, a fish hook, two candles, a flint-and-steel fire lighter, cotton wool, a whistle, dressings, a mirror, a sachet of salt, a multi-tool, a wire saw, a pencil, a roll of PE tape, a razor blade, a sewing kit, safety pins and a box of waterproof matches. There were six packets of NATO-approved high-energy MREs: beef kebab meatballs, macaroni, chicken couscous. She dropped the case and the meals back into the rucksack.

      Pope had switched on the satellite phone. “What’s Chloé’s number?”

      “She lost her phone. But we called her brother—it’ll be the last number dialled.”

      Isabella watched as Pope put the phone to his ear and waited for the call to connect.

      “Anything?” she asked.

      He lowered the phone and switched on the speaker. The call rang with no answer.

      “Something’s wrong,” Isabella said.

      “Maybe she’s asleep.”

      “No. She was worried about us going up the mountain. She’d answer. Something’s wrong.”

      Pope switched off the phone and put it in his pocket. “We’d better get going.”

      Pope took Jean-Claude’s rucksack and shrugged his shoulders through the straps. He took off his gloves and checked the pistol, then put the weapon in his pocket and pulled the gloves on again.

      “Ready?”
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      Pope led them down the mountain, diverting from the main track and following a less obvious path for the last mile. It took them four hours, and although Isabella was glad of her warm clothes and boots, by the time they reached the village that she remembered from her journey to the mountain with Jean-Claude, she couldn’t feel her toes and fingers.

      The snow had started to fall more heavily again as they descended, and there was hardly anyone else to be seen as Pope led the way to a parking lot behind a small supermarket. It was eleven in the morning, and there were half a dozen cars parked in the lot, half of them covered beneath thick mantles of snow that rendered them almost identical. The other vehicles looked to have been driven to the supermarket more recently, but all of them had coverings of snow on their roofs and bonnets.

      Pope went to one of the newer arrivals.

      “Keep watch,” he said.

      Isabella went to the entrance of the supermarket and waited there as Pope forced the door of the car and set about starting the engine. The store’s heating system was working hard, and, as she triggered the automatic door, she was buffeted by a gust of hot air. The door slid closed again, and the warmth disappeared. It didn’t matter: Isabella didn’t want to wait. They had to get back to Perpignan as quickly as possible.

      Pope whistled. Isabella turned and saw that he had broken into the car and started the engine.
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        * * *

      

      The snow melted as they drove east, and by the time Pope parked the car in the bay opposite Jean-Claude’s building, there was no trace of it whatsoever. Pope had cranked the heater up all the way, and the interior of the car was now pleasantly warm. They had thrown their coats and winter gear onto the back seats.

      Pope took the pistol. “I’ll go in first and then call you.”

      Isabella shook her head. “No. I’m coming.”

      Pope didn’t argue. “Keep your eyes open, then. We need to be very careful.”

      Isabella stepped out of the car to join Pope on the pavement. She looked all around them; there was no sign of anyone suspicious, or anyone who appeared to be paying them more attention than they warranted.

      They went to the front door. A man in overalls was working on replacing the glass panel.

      “What happened?” Pope asked him.

      “Got smashed,” the man said. “Kids, probably.”

      Isabella felt sick with dread. She knew it wasn’t kids.

      They took the stairs to the top floor and followed the corridor to Jean-Claude’s door. Pope stepped to the side and gestured that Isabella should knock. He drew the pistol.

      She knocked—one, two, three—and then knocked again.

      Nothing.

      Pope gave Isabella the pistol and took out his wallet. He removed a credit card and slipped it into the vertical crack between the door and the frame. Isabella remembered that the door had a simple spring latch, and watched as Pope slid the card down until it was next to the knob. He pushed it as far as it would go while still staying at a ninety-degree angle and tilted the card forward, pushing it farther into the gap and then bending it back. The latch clicked back into the door; Pope turned the handle and pushed, standing aside so that Isabella could aim the gun into the apartment.

      The flat was untidier than she remembered. She could see, even before she took a step inside, that something was wrong. The furniture had been disarranged and, as she passed through the door, the gun held out in front of her, she saw Chloé’s body on the floor.

      “No,” she said.

      Pope reached for her shoulder. “Isabella…”

      She shrugged his hand away and went to Chloé. She was lying face down on the floor, her right arm pinned underneath her body and her leg bent at an unnatural angle.

      “Chloé?”

      She didn’t move.

      Isabella touched her shoulder.

      “Chloé?”

      Her face was mottled red, and there were bruises on her throat.

      Pope gripped her shoulder. “Bella.”

      “No, no, no!”

      She stood and wheeled away, burning with a red-hot rage. She went to the kitchen counter and stared out of the window and down onto the canal below. Cars drove by, and pedestrians went about their business, but Isabella hardly noticed them. Her fury was so complete and sudden that it blinded her to everything.

      “Isabella.”

      She clenched her fists and punched the wall, knocking a hole straight through the plasterboard.

      She felt hands on her shoulders and spun around, her fists up.

      Pope raised his hands, palms out. “Easy. It’s me. Easy.”

      She closed her eyes and waited for the pounding of the blood rushing through her head to stop.

      “We need to go,” Pope said gently. “It’s not safe for us to be here.”

      “Who cares? I want them to find me.”

      “Not here.”

      “I’m going to make them pay for what they did.”

      “They will,” Pope said. “But not here—not now. It has to be on our terms. When we’re ready.” He held her shoulders again. “Come on—please.”

      Isabella didn’t move.

      “Bella,” Pope pressed. “Please. They have more than one agent here, and they’re looking for us. We need to disappear and then go after them when they’re not expecting it. We do it to our plan.”

      “Do you swear? You swear you’ll help me find him?”

      “I will.”

      “Swear it, Michael.”

      “I swear, Bella. We’ll find them.”

      “How?”

      “I have an idea. There’s a man in London we can use to get what we want. All right?”

      She nodded and looked away from Chloé’s body. “All right.”
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      Pope turned around and drove south for the second time that day, heading for the road crossing between France and Spain. He had decided that they needed to return to London, but was concerned that they not behave in a way that might be anticipated by those who were looking for them. His plan was to drive to Barcelona and then take a flight from there to a smaller regional airport where they would be able to get into the country with less chance of being identified and stopped.

      Isabella had been quiet for the first half hour of the drive, but, as they passed around Saint-Jean-Lasseille, and at Pope’s gentle prompting, she started to explain what had happened to her in the time they had been apart. She corroborated everything that Chloé had told Pope: that they had been attacked by four men in Montpellier, and that they had fled to Perpignan so that Chloé’s brother could help to get Isabella over the border.

      “Chloé said that they were Asian.”

      “They were.”

      “Did they say anything that might give you an idea who they were?”

      “No. Just that I had to go with them.”

      “There were two men at the farm. I think they might have been from the same team.”

      “You saw them?”

      He nodded. “We won’t have to worry about them.”

      She stared out of the window. “The man on the mountain is like me, isn’t he? He said he was.”

      “He fell a long way after I shot him,” Pope said. “That should have killed him, and it didn’t.”

      She put her feet up on the dash and hugged her knees. “They’ll never stop, will they?”

      There was no point in lying to her. “No.”

      “So what am I supposed to do? Keep running for the rest of my life?”

      “No,” he said again. “It’s not always going to be like that. We haven’t been running since we’ve been in France, have we?”

      “All right,” she said. “Not running. Hiding.”

      Pope could see she was angry, and knew that it was with good reason. “I don’t know what to say, Bella, except that it’s not fair. Your life hasn’t been fair, right from the start. Not after what happened to your father and then your mother and now all of this.”

      “I thought I had a chance to be normal,” she said. “Just—you know—do normal things like a normal girl my age would do. And I can’t even have that.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “The man who killed Jean-Claude,” she said. “It was him, wasn’t it? He killed Chloé, too?”

      “I think so.”

      “I’m going to kill him.”

      “I said I’d help. And I will. But we need to think about what we do very carefully. We know he’s not alone. The four men who came after you must be working with him. And that might not be it.”

      “You think there are others like him?”

      “There were before,” he said. “Daedalus had several. I doubt this is any different.”

      She hugged her knees a little tighter.

      They passed a sign for Aire de Service d’Autoroute, and then Pope saw the lights of the service station as they crested the hill they had been climbing. “Hungry?”

      “Not really.”

      “Well, I am, and we need to refuel. Let’s stop and get some food and coffee, and we can work out what we’re going to do.”

      “You said you had an idea.”

      “I do. I’ll tell you about it over a burger.”
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      They found a branch of Burger King with the other restaurants and shops. It was quiet, and they were able to order and find an empty table without any bother. Pope was hungry; he hadn’t eaten for hours save the chocolate bars he had consumed to keep his strength up as he trekked into the mountains to find Isabella. He was tired, too, but that would have to wait. They needed to get out of France.

      Isabella had said that she wasn’t hungry, but that hadn’t stopped her from ordering two Whoppers and a large carton of fries. She unfolded the greaseproof paper and took a bite of the first burger.

      “I had an idea,” she said. “We don’t know where they are, do we?”

      “We don’t,” Pope said.

      “And we want to find them.”

      “We do.”

      “All right. So what do we know? We know they’re looking for me—right?”

      Pope knew where she was going with this and shook his head firmly. “No, Isabella.”

      “It works. We tell them where I am and let them come to us.”

      “No,” he repeated.

      “Why not?”

      “Because it’s stupid and dangerous. The last thing we want to do is give them the advantage of being able to plan. They won’t just come with one or two: they’ll bring more than we can handle. And, anyway, they’re good enough to find us without you holding yourself out as bait.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “I spoke to a friend of a friend when I was in London. He looked at the photographs and the audio that made me think that my family had been caught. It had all been faked.”

      “What? How?”

      “I don’t understand how it’s done. They take examples of someone speaking and then use that to have that person say whatever they want. It felt real to me. It was authentic.”

      “Who faked it? The Chinese?”

      “No. Someone we know.”

      She put the half-eaten burger down on the table. “What the fuck? Atari?”

      “I think so.”

      “We should never have stopped looking for him.”

      “This time we won’t.”

      “Why is he still involved?”

      Pope bit into his burger. “If you asked me to guess, I’d say that he’s sold information about you to the highest bidder—in this case, the Chinese.”

      “So we go after him first. Get him to tell us who he’s been working with and then find the man who killed Chloé and Jean-Claude. Right?”

      “It’s not going to be as easy as that. You know how hard he was to find before.”

      “But you said you had an idea.”

      “I do. No one in London had any idea about you. It was all about me. There’s a man there—Latimer—who planned to use me to advance his own reputation. I think Atari found us and profited twice: he tricked me into going back to London to be arrested, and he gave the Chinese the information they needed to come after you. It’s clever, when you think about it. He gets paid twice—once for me and once for you—and probably charged the Chinese more by making sure that you were left on your own.”

      “That’s the plan, then? We go back to London and find Latimer?”

      Pope nodded. “Atari used my family as bait to get to me. We use Latimer in the same way. We use him to flush Atari out.”

      “And then?”

      “And then he tells us how to find the man you want to kill.”
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      Alistair Latimer owned a flat in Kensington. Cadogan Court was a period mansion block in a desirable position at the southern end of Draycott Avenue and close to both the King’s Road and Sloane Square. Pope, Isabella and Ziggy were in the back of the van that Control had arranged for them. It was plain white with blacked-out windows in the rear doors and looked, from the outside at least, like the sort of vehicle that might have been used for making deliveries. The interior, though, was something else entirely: it had been fitted with a console along one wall that was equipped with two monitors, a microwave receiver, and digital recording devices. The equipment was linked to a small directional antenna that was sensitive enough to eavesdrop on conversations from inside the building.

      Pope had found a parking space that was not directly outside the building, and was confident that Latimer would not notice them and suspect that something was amiss.

      The rear compartment was large enough for two seats. Pope and Ziggy were sitting in them; Isabella sat on the floor with her back to the wall.

      Ziggy reached into the jumbo packet of crisps that he had been working on for the last fifteen minutes. He took one and used it to point at the screen that showed the feed from one of the hidden cameras. “Want to know how much he paid for his place? Five million. Want to know how he explained being able to afford it?”

      “Inheritance?” Pope said.

      Ziggy put the crisp into his mouth and nodded. “Correct. And it’s kosher. His old man was rich. The family had a big estate in Surrey. They sold it when he died and split the proceeds between Latimer and his brother and sisters. They each got ten million.”

      “And he still wants more?” Isabella said.

      “That’s the thing with greed. ‘He who is not contented with what he has, would not be contented with what he would like to have.’ You know who said that? Socrates.” He turned to Pope. “And not the one who played for Brazil.”

      “Shut up, Ziggy.”

      It was just after seven in the morning, and they had been in place since six. There was a ventilation system in the van, but it wasn’t efficient enough to scrub the air of Ziggy’s body odour. Pope doubted that he had washed in several days.

      Ziggy picked up his can of Coke from the console. “I didn’t think I’d ever be doing this sort of thing again.”

      “What do you mean?”

      He indicated the van with a sweep of his hand. “Using something like this. I did everything that I possibly could to burn that particular bridge.”

      “Yet here you are,” Pope said.

      “Goes to show,” he said, leaning back and plucking out another crisp from the packet. “When you’re as good at what you do as I am, there’s nothing that can’t be forgiven.”

      “What exactly did you do?”

      “Milton hasn’t told you?”

      “You know what he’s like. He’s never been one for gossip.”

      “I might have hacked into their servers on the odd occasion.”

      “You said you were good,” Isabella offered from her spot on the floor.

      “The best.”

      “And you still got caught?”

      “Maybe I wanted them to know.”

      Pope noticed movement on the monitor. “Look.”

      Ziggy sat up straight and moved the crisps so that he could reach for the joystick that controlled the camera. A man was coming down the steps of the building. Ziggy zoomed in. “That’s him?”

      Pope recognised Latimer at once. “Yes.”

      Ziggy tracked the camera so that they were able to watch Latimer continue along the street in the direction of the underground station at Sloane Square. He would take the Circle Line to Victoria, change onto the Victoria Line to Vauxhall, and then walk to his office.

      Pope rolled the chair away from the console so that he could stand. “Ready?”

      “Ready,” Ziggy said.

      Pope picked up the two cases that were waiting next to the door. He turned to Isabella and gestured to the screen. “Keep an eye on the building.”

      “I’d rather come with you.”

      “You’ll get your chance. I need you here for now. We don’t want to be disturbed while we’re inside.”

      “I’ll call you if I see anything. How long will you need?”

      “An hour,” Ziggy said. “This isn’t something I can rush.”

      “So I’ll see you in an hour,” she said.
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      Pope slid back the side door and, carrying the two cases, stepped down onto the pavement. He had glanced inside one of the cases during their wait for Latimer to emerge from the building: there was a drill with a number of different bits, together with pieces of equipment that he didn’t recognise.

      Pope and Ziggy crossed the road. The door to the apartment was up a flight of steps beneath an impressive marble portico. It was substantial, too, made of thick oak and fitted with a heavy-duty lock. Pope climbed the steps and glanced through the panel of glass to the interior. There was a desk that looked as if it might be for a concierge, but it wasn’t staffed. Ziggy had scouted the building before they had arrived and said that the desk hadn’t been staffed then, either. It appeared that the management company that ran the block were happy to rely on the door alone to deter potential trespassers. There was a panel to the right of the door with ten buttons for the ten apartments contained within the building. There was some sort of receiver at the foot of the intercom that looked as if it was used to unlock the door.

      “How are we going to get in?” Pope asked.

      “Easy,” Ziggy said. “Step aside.”

      He reached into his pocket and took out a small plastic device about the size of his palm. He extended an antenna, pressed a button on the fascia of the device and held it against the receiver.

      The lock buzzed, and Ziggy opened the door.

      Pope followed him into the hallway. “That was easy.”

      “They’re not serious about security,” Ziggy said. “A decent system would have a trillion code variations. But they only use eight-bit codes. That’s what I was doing earlier—I captured all the variants with the radio scanner in the van and then programmed my transmitter.”

      Pope remembered that Ziggy was good but that he was constantly looking for acclaim; he could see that this insouciance was artificial and that he wanted to be praised. “Very impressive.”

      “Easy, actually. It’ll get more difficult later.”

      Pope led the way to the lobby. There was a lift next to the empty concierge desk, but he eschewed it for the stairs. He and Ziggy climbed to the fifth floor, and Pope pushed the door open, checking the corridor beyond and stepping out, signalling that Ziggy should follow. The door they wanted was at the far end of the hallway. It was painted in bright blue gloss and looked substantial. Ziggy darted ahead of Pope, took out a set of picks and knelt down. He chose a pick and wrench, and after working on the lock for a moment, he managed to open it.

      They went inside, and Pope closed the door behind them. He took out the plan of the apartment that Ziggy had found online from the last time it had been sold, and oriented himself. The door opened onto a hallway that served as the spine of the apartment. The reception room and dining room were through the door to the right, with the kitchen to the left. The three bedrooms were at the other end of the corridor.

      Pope put the case on the floor. “Let’s get to work. I don’t want to be here any longer than necessary.”
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      Latimer got off at Vauxhall and climbed the stairs up to the Embankment, continuing on for the short walk to his building. He had found it difficult to sleep last night, unable to settle his mind.

      His thoughts kept returning to what had happened with Michael Pope. The two guards who were responsible for transferring him out of the capital had been found in the back of their vehicle. They had failed to press the panic button, so it was only when Pope failed to arrive at the appointed time that the alarm was raised. By the time the police found the van, it was already too late, the two men were locked up in the back, and Pope was long gone.

      Latimer had questioned the guards himself. They reported that a single assailant had disabled the vehicle and then forced them, at gunpoint, to release their prisoner. He had worn a motorcycle helmet to hide his face, and neither man was able to offer any explanation as to who he was, how he had found them or why he had gone to the risk of freeing their captive. Latimer had raged at them for their incompetence until he realised that it was doing him no good; Pope was gone, and unless he took immediate action to insulate himself against what had happened, he risked damage to his reputation that might be difficult to repair.

      Latimer passed through security and took the lift to the second floor. The best way to fix the mess that Pope had left would be to find him again. Latimer had requested a team from Group Three to assist and was due to meet with them later this morning. He knew that Atari would be more effective, but he was reluctant to ask for help. Atari never did anything for free, and Latimer was concerned that he would ask for something that would be impossible for him to give. Exposing the Russian had been bad enough—Latimer had heard that the woman had already been sent to Siberia—but Atari would keep asking for more and more, and Latimer wasn’t sure how he would be able to get him to stop. Atari already had enough compromising material on him to wreck his career ten times over; Latimer had started to give thought to the idea of dispatching a Group Fifteen headhunter to put an end to him and to any lingering doubts that he might hold the possibility of his disgrace over him in order to win ever more valuable intelligence. To do that, though, he would need to finally be done with Control, and losing Pope had not helped him with that in the slightest.

      Latimer reached the door to his office. Two men were waiting for him there.

      “Excuse me? Can I help you?”

      “Could we have a word, please, sir?”

      “Who are you?”

      “We work in Special Branch.” The man extended his hand. “I’m Detective Inspector Wright, and this is Detective Sergeant Bridgers.”

      Latimer forced a smile and shook the man’s hand. “How can I help you, officers?”

      “Detectives.”

      “Sorry?”

      “We’re detectives.”

      “Sorry,” Latimer said, suspecting that the man was doing his best to put him off balance and determined not to give away his nervousness. “How can I help you, Detectives?”

      “An MI6 asset in Moscow was compromised recently.”

      “Yes. I know that, of course. It was a dreadful blow.”

      “I’m sure it was, but we’re not really concerned about the value of the asset. We’re more interested in how she came to be exposed. We’ve received intelligence that suggests that the leak that led to her exposure originated within MI6. Of course, we’re not in a position to make any accusations, but, given your position as a senior officer, we would be very interested in anything that you might be able to tell us that would shed light on the situation.”

      Latimer felt the blood rushing into his cheeks and tried desperately not to do anything else that would betray his discomfort.

      “Mr. Latimer?”

      “I’m as concerned about this as you are,” Latimer said, “but I’m afraid I don’t have anything that could help.”

      “How can you be so sure of that?”

      “Well, I—”

      Bridgers cut over him. “Whoever’s been speaking to the Russians will have been very careful about it. We’d just like you to let us know if you hear anything.”

      “Of course.” Latimer offered his hand, and both detectives shook it. “Good luck. Please don’t hesitate to get in touch if you think I might be able to help.”

      “We will. Thank you, sir.”

      Latimer went into the office, hung up his coat on the rack, and slumped down into his chair. He fiddled with the ballpoint pen on his desk as he waited for the two detectives to go. He looked through the open doorway as they stopped to speak with his secretary, saw her face clouding over as she listened to whatever it was they told her.

      Just go, he thought. Just go so that I can go and check that everything is as it should be.

      The conversation ended with handshakes, and the detectives made their way to the lift. Latimer waited for another minute, then stood and grabbed his coat and headed toward his secretary’s desk, letting his office door fall shut behind him.

      “What was that all about?” he asked her.

      “They were asking if anyone has been behaving suspiciously,” she said.

      “Why?”

      “They didn’t say.” She held up a card. “But I was to call if I thought of anything.”

      “They said the same to me.”

      She gestured to his coat. “Are you going out?”

      “I’ve got a meeting,” he said. “I’ll be back later.”

      He walked to the lift as casually as he could, but it was all he could do not to run. He felt sick, a biliousness that churned in his gut and was, he knew, caused by the fear that he had been discovered.

      How could that be? How was it possible?

      He had been so careful. He was sure that he hadn’t given himself away, and the only other person who knew—Atari—had always given him the impression of professional discretion. But, if it wasn’t Latimer’s fault, then it had to be Atari.

      Didn’t it?

      He needed to speak to him.
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      They each pulled on a pair of nitrile gloves and booties and set about searching the apartment. Ziggy went straight to the bedroom that Latimer was using as his study, leaving Pope to check out the other rooms. He started in the reception and dining rooms, noting again how expensive everything appeared to be: the parquet floor, the ornately patterned ceiling, windows that offered a panoramic view of west London. He went to a bureau and opened the drawers, not really sure what he was looking for. He found a box of old letters from an ex-wife, legal papers to do with the purchase of the apartment and a generous portfolio of shares and securities. He went to the low coffee table and sifted through the magazines that had been left on display—Esquire, Country Life, an in-house magazine for Porsche—and put them back, finding nothing. The room was clean. He had been doubtful that Latimer would be so foolish as to keep anything on the premises that could implicate him in treason, and his doubts appeared to have been well placed.

      Finding something would have been a bonus, but it wasn’t the reason they were there.

      Pope’s phone buzzed: it was Isabella.

      “Is everything okay?”

      “A woman just went inside.”

      “Copy that. Let me know if you see anything else.”

      Ziggy’s hastily assembled dossier on Latimer suggested that he was unmarried and didn’t have any significant attachments. Besides that, this was a large building with ten apartments; the odds of the woman Isabella had seen, or anyone, heading for this particular flat were slim.

      Pope finished a tour of the property for the sake of thoroughness; he checked the kitchen, then the two bedrooms before ending his tour at the study. Ziggy had taken off the termination plate for the broadband connection and isolated the fibre cable.

      “What are you doing?” Pope said.

      “It’s a data tap.”

      He cut the cable in two and spliced both ends to a device that he took from his bag of kit.

      “What does it do?”

      “Any data—inbound or outbound—gets copied and redirected to me.”

      “Won’t he use encryption?”

      “Won’t matter.” He carefully placed the device into the cavity in the wall and screwed the plate back in place. “The encryption will take place on a remote server, not locally. I’ll be able to see everything he sends and receives. I can control the computer, too. Webcam. Microphone. Everything. I own him now.”

      He plugged the router into the socket and waited for the warning light to go from red to green.

      “All good?”

      “I think so,” Ziggy said.

      “Let’s pack up and go.”

      Ziggy took his screwdrivers and slotted them back into their case. Pope knelt down and was picking up the tiny pieces of plastic debris from where Ziggy had cut the cable when he heard the front door open. He put his finger to his lips, holding Ziggy in place. He listened, heard the sound of a cupboard door being opened and then the sound of a plug being pressed into a socket. There came an up-and-down drone as a vacuum cleaner was started up.

      “Cleaner,” Pope mouthed silently.

      Ziggy nodded his acknowledgement. Pope stepped into the hallway and waited until he could place the source of the noise: the cleaner had gone into the reception room. He signalled that Ziggy should follow him, and they moved out, the sound of their footsteps hidden by the blare of the vacuum cleaner. Pope checked the mirror on the wall of the hall that offered a view back into the reception room and saw that the woman had her back turned to them; he hurried ahead, opened the door to the apartment and ushered Ziggy through it. He followed, closed the door behind him, and exhaled in relief.

      “Did you get everything done?” he said as they peeled off their gloves and boots and made their way back down the stairwell.

      “I had a couple of cameras I would’ve liked to use, but it’s not essential. I should have enough.”

      “Good,” Pope said. He took out the phone and called Isabella.

      “Is everything all right?”

      “We’re good,” he said. “We’re coming out.”

      “It’s clear out here.”

      “What’s next?” Ziggy said.

      “We wait.”
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      Latimer hurried home. He opened the door to his apartment and stepped inside, pausing in the hall as he heard the sound of movement in the sitting room. He heard footsteps and then the sound of the vase he had on the coffee table being picked up and replaced. His pulse quickened, his heart thumping in his chest as he crept along the corridor.

      A vacuum cleaner whined.

      It was the cleaner.

      He went through into the sitting room. The cleaner—a Polish woman whose name he always forgot—saw him and switched off the vacuum. “Hello, Mr. Latimer.”

      “Ignore me,” he said, forcing a smile. “I’ve got a couple of things I need to do in the study.”

      “I’ll do that room last.”

      He changed his mind. “Actually, today’s not convenient. Could you come back tomorrow?”

      She looked put out, but shrugged and said that she would do that. Latimer waited until he heard her leave and then went into the study, sat down at his desk and woke his computer. He opened his browser and navigated to the website of the bank in the British Virgin Islands that he had chosen to hold his funds. He had earned more than sixteen million pounds over the course of his relationship with Atari, a nest egg that would keep him safe in the event that he was ever discovered and had to run. He typed in his username and password and waited for the screen to flick across to his account. He breathed a sigh of relief: everything appeared to be just as it should. He hovered the cursor over the option to close the browser but paused, instead clicking on the icon to transfer funds. He sent a million dollars to the account of the Bahamian shell company that he was using to launder his income. The company had property across the world that he could use if he had to lie low; his plan, in the event of discovery, was to make his way to South America. He had an apartment in Buenos Aires that he could use, relying on the fact that there was no extradition treaty between Argentina and the United Kingdom. He had kept the fact of his bolt-hole as secret as he possibly could; he would run there and hide.

      He closed the account, opened the secure messaging app and typed.

      >> I need help. They know what I’ve done.

      He pressed send and stared at the screen, willing Atari to respond.
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      Ziggy had set up two laptops on the console in the back of the van: the first mirrored the desktop of the computer in Latimer’s study, the data supplied by the device that he had fitted; the second displayed the feed from the computer’s webcam.

      “Here we go,” Ziggy said. “It’s working. He’s logging on.”

      They watched the screen as, in real time, Latimer opened a browser and navigated to a bank account at VP Bank in the British Virgin Islands. He clicked through to an investment account. Ziggy whistled.

      “What is it?” Isabella said.

      Ziggy held his finger against a number at the bottom of the screen. “Millions of dollars. He’s built himself a very nice nest egg.” He watched for a moment as Latimer busied himself inside the account. “He’s making a transfer. A million into a Bahamian shell account.”

      “You’ve got the details?” Pope said.

      Ziggy grinned and nodded.

      “You know what to do.”

      “As soon as he’s finished here,” Ziggy said.

      “What are you going to do?” Isabella said.

      “It’ll be like magic.” Ziggy closed and then opened his fingers. “I’ll make it all disappear.”

      Latimer closed the window with the bank information, opened a messaging service and typed out a message.

      >> I need help. They know what I’ve done.

      There was no response, and the screen stayed resolutely blank for the next several minutes.

      “Who’s he messaging?” Pope said. “Atari?”

      “Can’t say,” Ziggy replied.

      Isabella leaned closer. “What happens if he doesn’t get a reply?”

      Pope clenched his fists a little tighter. “Then we’ll think of something else.”

      “But what if—”

      “Look,” Ziggy cut in, pointing at the screen.

      >> What do you mean? Who knows what?

      The reply was immediate. Pope could almost smell Latimer’s panic.

      >> The police were asking about TICKLE. How did they know to come to me?

      >> You must have told someone.

      >> Of course I didn’t! It must have been at your end.

      The cursor blinked.

      “He’s making him sweat,” Pope said.

      Latimer typed again.

      >> I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to accuse you.

      >> What do you want me to do about it?

      >> Find out what they know.

      There was a pause. Pope turned to the second laptop and the feed from the webcam. Latimer had risen from the desk and was pacing.

      Atari messaged again.

      >> I can help. But it won’t be for free.

      Pope watched on the feed as Latimer threw his hands up before firing out his reply.

      >> How much?

      >> I don’t need money. I want your burn list.

      Isabella pointed to the screen. “What’s a burn list?”

      “The details of active agents working around the world,” Pope said.

      Pope had been out of that world for years, but he was still shocked that Latimer was prepared to barter the lives of potentially dozens of men and women in order to save his own skin. What Control said was true: he was ambitious to the point that the only thing that mattered to him was his own power and prestige.

      He looked at the camera feed: Latimer had sat down again, and his elbows were on his desk as he clasped his head between his hands. Come on, Pope thought. Give us something we can work with.

      He started to type.

      >> Okay. Find out what they know. If they are coming for me, help me to get out. Help me with that, and I’ll give it to you.

      >> Names first. It’s that or you’re on your own.

      >> Half now and half when I’m out.

      Atari paused, his cursor flashing.

      >> Do you have the list now?

      >> I can get it. I’ll need the rest of the day.

      >> Get it and message me. I’ll see what I can find in the meantime.

      The conversation ended.

      “He’s closed the portal,” Ziggy reported.

      Pope sat back and shook his head. “I can’t believe he’s prepared to do that. He’d give up British assets to save himself.”

      “What would happen to them?” Isabella asked. “They’d be killed?”

      “If they’re lucky. Most likely imprisoned and tortured for anything they might be able to give up and then killed.” He turned to Ziggy. “How long would you need to put a fake list together?”

      “What? A burn list?” He scrubbed his fingers through his hair. “If you want something that’ll at least have the look of something that might be kosher? A few hours.”

      “And you could hide your code in it?”

      “That’s easy enough. Whether it works or not depends on how careful he is. It wouldn’t stand much checking.”

      “He sounded keen. Maybe his greed outweighs his caution.”

      “What do you mean?” Isabella interrupted. “What are you going to do?”

      “Atari hid code in the files that I thought were of my girls,” Pope said. “He knew where I was the moment I opened them. Ziggy has something similar.”

      “But Atari is really good. He won’t fall for it.”

      “He’s not really good,” Ziggy said. “He’s the best. But he probably trusts Latimer. There’s no reason for him to think that he’s been compromised, and he’ll know how much something like this would be worth to him. That’s the thing with spearfishing like this—the file needs to be expected, from a source that can be trusted, and intriguing enough to get the other party interested. We might be able to do all three here.”

      “Save that Latimer just told him that he thinks he’s under suspicion,” Pope said, then shrugged. “I don’t see any other way. We’ll try it and see if he bites.”

      Ziggy pointed to the feed from the webcam. Latimer had started to pull files out of the shelves that faced the desk. “What do you want to do about him?”

      “I might not have much love for the intelligence community, but I’m not going to stand by while he goes about betraying agents. I expect Control might have something to say about that, too.” Pope opened the door, then turned back to Isabella. “Coming?”
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      Pope and Isabella went into the building and began to climb the stairs. Pope called Ziggy. “Is he still there?”

      “Still in the study. He thinks he’s called another bank, but he’s speaking to me. I put him on hold.”

      “Keep him distracted.”

      They reached the fifth floor. Pope put the phone away, opened the door and led the way to the door to Latimer’s apartment.

      Pope looked over at Isabella. “Ready?”

      She nodded.

      Pope took out a set of lock picks and knelt down in front of the door. He worked quickly and quietly, unlocking the door and then taking the handle, looking over at Isabella to confirm, again, that she was ready.

      He pushed down on the handle and quietly opened the door. He went first, taking out his pistol as he moved quickly and quietly along the corridor, reaching the end where the bedrooms could be accessed. The master bedroom was ahead of them, and Pope could see an open suitcase on the bed with a pile of clothes next to it. It appeared that Latimer was getting ready to leave.

      Too late for that.

      Pope turned left and edged up to the half-closed door of the study.

      Latimer was speaking. “I don’t care about that,” he said, his voice stretched thin with tension. “It’s my money, and if I want to withdraw it, then you have to give it to me.”

      The answer was inaudible.

      A shadow fell across the sliver of light from the study as Latimer paced backwards and forwards across the room.

      “No—you listen to me. I need you to transfer all of the money and close my account. This is an emergency.”

      Pope stepped right up to the door, held his pistol in his right hand and reached out with his left, using the tips of his fingers to push it open. Latimer was standing at his desk with his back to them, staring down at a screen. Pope stepped into the room. Latimer was distracted by the conversation and didn’t hear him until it was too late. Pope raised his arm and pressed the muzzle of the pistol against the back of Latimer’s head.

      “Put your hands up.”

      Latimer exclaimed in surprise and started to turn in Pope’s direction; his momentum was stopped as Pope used his other hand to punch him on the side of the head. He squealed in pain. Pope looked around. There were piles of papers on the floor that had been removed from ring binders that had been thrown to the side. There was a shredder on the floor next to the desk, and it looked as if Latimer was in the process of feeding the documents into it.

      “Hands,” Pope said. “Please don’t make me ask again.”

      Latimer raised his hands.

      Pope nodded down to a power cord that ran from the printer to a wall socket. “Hand me that, please.”

      Isabella disconnected the cable and gave it to him. He pushed Latimer down to his knees, and with Isabella holding the gun, he hauled Latimer’s hands behind his back, wrapped the cable around his wrists and knotted it tight.

      “You’re making a big mistake, Captain Pope,” Latimer muttered.

      Pope stepped around Latimer so that he was looking him in the face. “You crossed a line. You messed with my family. You’re lucky that I didn’t cap you the moment I found out.”

      “And you think this keeps them safe? You think—”

      Pope cuffed him on the side of the head. “Shut up. You’re in a lot of trouble. We know what you just offered to do.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Your devices have all been hacked. Your computer, for example—we’ve been watching what you’ve been doing.”

      “You’re bluffing.”

      Pope gestured to the mobile phone on the desk. “Put it on speaker.”

      Isabella picked up the phone and tapped the screen to switch on the speaker.

      “You were speaking to the bank,” Pope said. “You’re trying to move your money.”

      “I don’t know what—”

      Pope cut across him. “Ziggy?”

      “I’ve moved his money. The Bahamian bank account first, then the BVI. They’ve been cleaned out.”

      Latimer hung his head.

      “We know about the burn list, too,” Pope said. “What do you think will happen to you if the Firm finds out what you were prepared to do? There wouldn’t be a trial. You’ll be disappeared. They’ll wring you out until there’s nothing left.”

      “Why wait?” Isabella said, following the script that Pope had suggested.

      “Fair point.” Pope took the pistol and held it so that the muzzle rested just above the bridge of Latimer’s nose, right between the eyes. “It’s not like I don’t owe you, is it?”

      “Please,” Latimer begged.

      “I’ll tell you what. Tell me about the man you’ve been working with. The man who wants the burn list. Who is he?”

      “I don’t know his name.”

      Pope jabbed the pistol into Latimer’s forehead. “I don’t believe you.”

      “He never told me. I swear.”

      “You need to give me something. I’m struggling to find a reason not to shoot you.”

      “I met him years ago,” Latimer gabbled. “We’ve had a relationship—he gives me intelligence; I give him intelligence.”

      “And he gives you money?”

      “Sometimes.”

      “He helped you find me?”

      “He said he could make you come to London. I don’t know how he did it.”

      “And what did he want for that?”

      “The name of an MI6 agent in Moscow.”

      “Which you provided?”

      Latimer nodded.

      “You know that agent is probably being tortured now, don’t you?” He tightened his finger on the trigger. “But you don’t care about that. That was just the price you had to pay for another coup. Something else to bolster your reputation. I don’t think there’s any point in waiting for Control. I might as well finish you now.”

      “Pope,” Isabella said.

      He ignored her. “What does he look like?”

      “Please. Don’t—”

      “Answer the question!”

      “Okay, okay, okay. I’ve never met him. We only communicate online.”

      “Where is he?”

      “I don’t know. I swear I don’t. Please.”

      Pope gritted his teeth, and he could feel a vein pulsing in his temple. He straightened his arm, pushing Latimer’s head back. It was tempting: just a little more pressure on the trigger and Latimer would be delivered to justice. But he stopped. Control would see value in Latimer, and would be grateful if he was delivered to her. Pope knew that they might need favours if they were to disappear again, and she was a powerful ally to have.

      “Pope,” Isabella said, evidently genuinely concerned that he was about to pull the trigger.

      Pope lowered his arm. “You’re not worth the bullet. Control can deal with you. But you know what? You’ll wish I did shoot you when she’s finished.”
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      Pope found another cable and tied it around Latimer’s ankles, hog-tying him so that there was no prospect of him doing anything foolish while they finished what they were here to do. Ziggy arrived from the van with his laptop and set up in the study.

      “How long do you need?” Pope asked him.

      “Give me an hour.”

      Pope nodded and turned to Isabella. “See if you can find some tape.”

      He grabbed Latimer under the arms and dragged him into the bedroom. It was obvious now that Latimer had been in the process of packing: he had stuffed underwear, shirts and trousers into the open case. The haphazard nature of it suggested that he had been in a rush.

      Isabella returned with a roll of packing tape. Pope found a flannel from the en suite, balled it up and shoved it into Latimer’s mouth. He picked at the end of the tape and then rolled a length of it around Latimer’s head, holding the gag in place. That would have been good enough, but he continued, unwinding more so that Latimer’s eyes were covered. He left his nostrils uncovered so that he could breathe, but that was it.

      He went through into the kitchen and opened the fridge. It seemed that Latimer relied upon ready meals, although these were not the sort of cheap microwave platters that could be had for a couple of pounds. There were pies, coq au vin, meatballs al forno and moussaka.

      “Hungry?” he asked Isabella.

      “Very.”

      He knew that he was. The two of them hadn’t eaten since the Burger King in France, and Pope wasn’t sure when they would have the chance to eat anything other than the quickest of convenience foods. And he knew Ziggy was almost always hungry. He took a lasagne and a macaroni cheese and put them in the oven to cook.

      “What’s going to happen next?” she asked.

      “We hope Atari takes the bait.”

      “And if he does?”

      “Ziggy should know where we can find him. We’ll take Latimer to Control, and then we’ll go and deal with him.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Pope split the meals between three plates and took them into the study. Ziggy was busy, hunched over his laptop and cross-referencing whatever he was doing with one of Latimer’s screens. Pope put down one of the plates on the desk and handed him a fork.

      “Thanks,” he said. “But I’m not hungry.”

      Pope stared at him. “You okay?”

      “I’m nervous.”

      “How are you doing?”

      “Pretty much done.” Ziggy pointed to his laptop screen. “Look.”

      Pope looked down at the screen. Ziggy had prepared a spreadsheet with a list of names in one column and cities in the next.

      Pope read a name at random. “Ghady Bushnaf—Tripoli. That’s made up?”

      “Of course it is,” Ziggy said. “I used a name generator. We need to be honest about this—it’s a bit of a punt.”

      “You’re not confident.”

      “I’m not.”

      “But Milton said you were—”

      “I’m really good,” Ziggy interrupted. “Really good. But this guy—if it’s who I think it is—he’s a legend. There are consequences for me if this goes wrong. It’s important that no one knows how to find me. If he finds out I’m involved, he’s the kind of person who’ll make it his personal mission to find me and expose me. And, like I said, I’m good. I’ve been hiding for years. But I haven’t had someone like him looking for me.”

      Pope pointed at the spreadsheet. “This is coming from Latimer, though. His computer. How could he know?”

      “Because I wrote the exploit, and it’s got my fingerprints all over it. We might fool him for a few hours, but it won’t take long for him to work out that this is a trick. And when he finds that out, he’ll want to know who was responsible.”

      “So let’s hope we find him first.”

      “Kind of what I’m relying on.”

      Ziggy pushed the plate of food to the side and moved his laptop closer. He moved the cursor and double-clicked. A new chat window opened.

      He started to type.

      >> I have the file.

      The cursor blinked. No reply.

      “What if he’s found out that we’ve got to Latimer?”

      “I don’t see how he could,” Pope said.

      “We put a bug into his apartment. How difficult was that? Not very. What if he—”

      “Look,” Pope cut over him.

      >> Send it.

      Pope leaned forward. “Tell him half now, half later.”

      Ziggy typed.

      >> This is the first file. You get the rest when you’ve given me what I need.

      >> You get nothing until I’ve seen some names.

      Ziggy dragged a file from his desktop and, a little gingerly, dropped it into a new message. A progress bar filled to show that the file had been uploaded. Ziggy opened a fresh window, and they saw a string of characters that made no sense at all.

      “He’s opened it,” he said.

      Ziggy bit down on his lip so hard that Pope thought that he was going to draw blood.

      “What’s happening?” Isabella asked.

      “The exploit is unpacking.”

      “It’s invisible—right?”

      “It should be. And if this were anyone else, I wouldn’t be worried. But it’s not, is it? It’s him.”

      A line of code scrolled down the second window.

      “Fuck,” Ziggy breathed.

      “What?”

      “It’s unpacked. He didn’t see it. We’re in.”

      It was as if that confirmation released Ziggy to work at full speed. His fingers flew across the keyboard, entering a string of commands that quickly filled the screen. A series of fresh windows opened, and Ziggy maximised one of them; it took a moment to load, eventually showing a map with a glowing dot at its centre.

      “Where is it?” Pope asked.

      “Hold on.”

      The map showed an archipelago of three main islands. Ziggy zoomed out, and as he did, captions appeared to identify the various towns and villages on the larger of the three: Marsaxlokk, Santa Venera, Naxxar, Rabat, Valletta.

      He pulled back again and again until the location of the islands were revealed: south of Sardinia and east of Tunisia.

      “There he is,” Ziggy said. “He’s in Malta.”
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      Pope called the number he had been given for Control, gave her Latimer’s address and told her that she should make her way there with transport to pick up a package. That done, he, Ziggy, and Isabella ate their meals, ignoring the muffled moans that were occasionally audible from the bedroom.

      Latimer was senior enough to know that the next few weeks would not be pleasant ones for him. Pope suspected that he would be spending time with the interrogations experts of Group Fourteen before being handed to Special Branch for the beginning of the prosecution that would culminate with him spending most of the rest of his life—if he was lucky—behind bars.

      There was a knock on the door forty minutes after Pope had made the call.

      “Wait in the spare bedroom,” Pope told Ziggy and Isabella.

      “Are you sure?” Isabella said.

      “I’d rather they didn’t ask any questions about who you might be. Either of you. Go on—I’m fine.”

      Isabella and Ziggy did as they were told. Pope waited until they were out of sight before going to the front door and opening it. Control and two others—a man and a woman—were waiting outside. The man was enormous and, apart from his size, was marked out by strikingly blond hair. The woman was lithe, her slender frame revealing the bulge of a holstered weapon beneath her right shoulder.

      “Ma’am,” Pope said, “come in.”

      They did, closing the door behind them.

      Pope turned to the man. “Who’s this?”

      “This is Number One.”

      The man looked down at Pope. He was a good four or five inches taller and must have outweighed him by fifty pounds. It wasn’t fat, either; he looked sculpted, with slabs of muscle evident beneath the black trousers and tactical jacket that he was wearing. His hands were as big as dinner plates, and his eyes were blue; he looked like a Viking. There was no requirement for Group agents to be British nationals, and Pope guessed that this man had served in the Scandinavian special forces. He eyed Pope with a suspicion that he didn’t pretend to hide.

      Pope nodded to the woman. “And her?”

      “Number Twelve.”

      “You don’t trust me?”

      “Of course I don’t.” Control smiled dryly. “I’ll need to take your prisoner into custody, and I’d rather not risk any mishaps before we’re able to deliver him to Special Branch. Where is he?”

      “This way,” Pope said.

      Pope opened the door to the bedroom. “I doubt he’s going to cause you any trouble.”

      Control looked down at him and shook her head. “What a mess. I can’t believe he’d be so stupid.”

      “Greed. He was paid well.”

      “Money won’t do him any good now. What about the evidence against him?”

      Pope glanced down the hallway to the study. “I’ll send that across. But we’ve got him on record offering a burn list of active agents in exchange for information on the investigation into him. You might want to tell Special Branch to come and do a search. He was in the process of shredding documents when we came in to get him.”

      “What about the man he was dealing with? Where is he?”

      “I’d rather not say.”

      “I might have to insist. He’s responsible for what happened to the asset in Moscow—almost as much as Latimer.”

      “You can insist all you want, but you’d have to take me in, too. I have unfinished business with him. I appreciate you have an interest, too, but he’s mine. I promise the end result will be the same.”

      “You’re definitely going after him?”

      “I am.”

      She looked at him for a moment, and Pope wondered whether she would let him leave. It would be easy enough for her to detain them all, and that would be that; he knew that the Group could move fast, but he wanted to be on his way tonight. Ziggy had made it clear that he thought Atari would discover that the document he had been given was false, and when that happened, he would realise that he had been compromised and disappear.

      And that could not happen.

      “All right,” she said. “You get the first crack on the basis that you keep me in the loop. If you get to him, you let me know—agreed?”

      “Of course.”

      “Then I’ll wish you good luck, Captain.”

      Number One and Number Twelve reached down, hauled Latimer to his feet and then dragged him out of the flat. Control glanced around one final time before nodding her farewell and following the others.

      “You can come out now,” Pope said.

      Isabella opened the second bedroom door, sliding the pistol into her jeans as she and Ziggy joined him in the corridor.

      “All okay?”

      Pope nodded. “For us.”

      “What’ll happen to him?”

      “Nothing good.”

      “What now?” Isabella said.

      “We need to get started. We’ve got a long trip ahead of us.”
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      Zhu Wánchéng looked at the report that had been emailed to him and shook his head in frustration. Han Xiangzi had notified them of the failure of his attempt to capture Phoenix. He had filed a typically terse report, explaining that he had located the girl in the mountains between France and Andorra and that he had been attacked by Pope, the chaperone who was supposed—according to Atari—to have been detained in London. Xiangzi had been shot in the shoulder and then damaged his leg in a fall from what he described as a ‘significant height.’ He had been forced to retreat; he had continued into Andorra and was now in transit between France and China.

      Xiangzi had reported that the girl was as impressive as had been suggested, but that just made it worse. The failure to secure her was intolerable. She was the answer to the questions that had bedevilled BĀXIĀN for years. She was Wánchéng’s salvation, too, the key to delivering a success that would erase the questions about his own position that he knew would bring him down unless he answered them. Wánchéng knew that he was going to have to speak to Atari again and that finding the girl for the third time was going to entail more expense.

      Wánchéng deleted the email and pushed his chair away from his desk. He stood, full of anxious energy, and decided that he would tour the facility. A walk would be good for him. He needed to think about whether there was any other way to proceed without having to rely upon Atari.

      The assets Lü and Tie made their way out of the armoury, both of them carrying heavy kit bags and wearing ballistic vests.

      Quayle was watching from the side of the room.

      “What’s going on?” Wánchéng asked her.

      “They’ve been given an assignment,” Quayle said.

      “No, they haven’t.”

      “They have, sir. You didn’t know?”

      “What assignment? I gave no such order.”

      “It came directly from General Chonglin.”

      Wánchéng was about to protest that that was impossible when he saw three men whom he didn’t recognise making their way along the corridor toward them. They were dressed in suits and had the officious bearing of state functionaries; Wánchéng wasn’t surprised in the least when the man at the front of the trio took out a leather wallet and showed him the badge of the Ministry of State Security. His name was noted as Zhengfei.

      “What is it?”

      “Comrade Director, please—you must come with us.”

      “What? Where?”

      “Please, Comrade.”

      “Not until you tell me what you want.”

      “You’re under arrest.”

      Quayle’s mouth fell open.

      “What are you talking about?”

      Wánchéng tried to get around the man. Zhengfei mirrored him, stepping to the side and blocking him. Wánchéng pushed him and bustled past, but the other two men stepped in front of him.

      “It would be better if we did not make a scene in front of the staff,” Zhengfei said.

      “This is an outrage!”

      “Put your hands behind your back.”

      “I will do no such thing.”

      Zhengfei nodded to the two officers, and, together, they grabbed Wánchéng by the shoulders. They pushed him up against the nearest desk and then shoved down, forcing his arms behind his back and levering them until he winced from the pain. He protested angrily, but it was no use; handcuffs were applied to first one wrist and then the other. The officers yanked him away from the desk and turned him to face the door once again.

      “I would rather you walked out,” Zhengfei said, “but we will happily carry you if you would prefer.”

      “I’ll walk,” he spat. “Where are we going?”

      “Xiyuan,” the officer said. “Lieutenant-General Bai wishes to speak with you.”
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      The headquarters of the Ministry of State Security was next to the Summer Palace. The compound was large, with office space and the Qian Men apartment block that offered accommodation for employees and their dependents. The building that housed the Ministry itself was huge, a modern six-storey block that was encircled by beautifully tended gardens that didn’t do very much to soften the hard concrete lines.

      Wánchéng had been here before, but never in handcuffs. He was terrified.

      The car was driven into an underground garage, and he was taken to an elevator that quickly ascended to the sixth floor. The agents frogmarched him down a corridor and into a bland conference room where General Hao Chonglin and Lieutenant-General Luó Bai were waiting for him.

      “Comrade Wánchéng,” Bai said.

      The lieutenant-general was at the head of a long table, an aide standing a respectful distance behind him. Chonglin, although the senior of the two men in terms of rank, was evidently nervous. The Ministry’s reach extended throughout Chinese life, and, if there was an issue with the work that had been done at the Academy, then Chonglin—regardless of position—would be expected to shoulder the blame. Wánchéng looked at him for any suggestion that he might have an ally, but, when Chonglin caught his eye, he saw only anger and resentment. Chonglin blamed him for the stain on his own career.

      Wánchéng was on his own. He cleared his throat. “Why have I been arrested, Lieutenant-General?”

      “Do I really need to spell it out? The continued failure of your work would have been enough on its own, but then we discovered that you have been stealing from the state.”

      Wánchéng’s stomach fell. “Comrade General?”

      “Don’t feign innocence. We’ve known for months. You have a gambling problem. You have been a regular visitor to the casinos in Macau, and you have built up a sizeable debt. No doubt you thought that you could pilfer funds from your budget to repay that debt, and when it appeared that we hadn’t noticed, you did it again. We know. The decision was taken to turn a blind eye to your crimes because the project is so important. But now that incompetence is added to thievery, there is no further use for you.”

      Wánchéng knew that the project was his only chance. “We’re close,” he said. “We’re so close. I can deliver BĀXIĀN.”

      “No, Comrade. You most certainly cannot. The decision has been made. The Party has no confidence in you or your work. You have already been removed.”

      “Please, Lieutenant-General. I beg you. I know I’ve said that before, and I know you don’t believe me, but it’s true—this time, I swear, it’s true. I have been made aware of a healthy subject from the Daedalus program. A young, fit girl.”

      “Ah, yes. Phoenix.”

      “You know?”

      “Of course we know,” he snapped. “Do you think we would allow a thief to continue in his work without keeping a very careful eye on everything that he does? You have been under surveillance for six months, Comrade. We know of your dealings with Renzo Mifsud.”

      “Who?”

      He turned to his aide and gestured for the tablet he was holding. The man tapped the screen and gave the device to Bai. “This man.”

      The lieutenant-general laid the tablet on the desk. Wánchéng looked down with horror and saw a photograph of himself and Atari. It looked as if it had been taken with a long lens. The two of them were sitting beneath the willows in the park in Haiyuncang Hutong.

      “There are other photographs,” Bai said, indicating that Wánchéng should swipe.

      He did. There were other photographs from that meeting with Atari, and then a series with the man—Mifsud—making his way through the airport. Wánchéng was dazed. It felt as if his world had been tipped onto its side.

      “We have investigated Mifsud thoroughly. He is a very interesting character. It would appear that he works as an information broker. He buys information from one party and sells it, at a profit, to another. For you, Comrade Director, it was the location of the girl, although I understand that an extra payment saw him remove her chaperone from the picture. I had wondered whether I should involve myself in this business a little earlier, but I decided that securing an eighteen-year-old girl was something that even you could have managed. I can see now how foolish that was. You mismanaged even that.”

      “No,” he said. “That’s not fair. I—”

      “Be quiet.”

      Wánchéng saw the flicker of malevolence in the old man’s eyes and knew that he was lost.

      “Mifsud is under surveillance in Malta. He’s a very paranoid and resourceful man, but no one can evade the Ministry of State Security, especially when they do not believe that they are being watched.” Bai reached over, collected the tablet and handed it back to his aide. “We know the offer that he made you. We will be speaking to him about a new arrangement—one that does not allow him to extort us in order to find the girl.”

      “What will you do?”

      Bai stood. “Han Xiangzi will arrive in Valletta shortly. He will speak to Mifsud and persuade him of the good sense in cooperating with us. He will help us find the girl, and then he will be liquidated. He knows much too much for us to consider allowing him to live. That is yet another of your failings, Comrade Director. You were asked to lead a process that was invested with the highest level of importance to the national effort. The highest level of discretion was required of you, and what do you do? You discuss our affairs with a foreigner about whom you knew nothing—not even his name. A man like him.” He shook his head. “A man involved in the business of secrets. We do not believe that he has tried to profit from his knowledge of BĀXIĀN, but we know that he would if the offer was right. We cannot allow that to happen.”

      “Please, Comrade,” Wánchéng said. “I can help. I can still—”

      “No, Comrade Director, you cannot. Your input is no longer required. You have been removed from your post and replaced. There will be no trial for you—it is much too delicate. Your story will never be told. You will be shot in the morning.”
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      Pope and Isabella walked out of the arrivals hall and flagged down a taxi to take them into the centre of Valletta.

      “Where do you want to go?” the driver said.

      “Bay Street,” Pope replied.

      They had taken a very early Ryanair flight from Stansted. Isabella had spent much of the time looking out of the window, and then distracted herself with the in-flight magazine. Despite all her efforts, though, her thoughts would not stop spinning away from her. She found herself coming back to Atari and to the effect that his greed had had on her. Her best friend—the only friend her age that she had ever had—and her brother were both dead. Any hope that she might have held that she could enjoy a normal life had been snuffed out, too. He had tracked her down and sold her out, and now, with nothing left to lose, she would make sure that she did what she should have done months before.

      She was going to kill him.

      They had no luggage with them. Pope had suggested that they would be in Malta only long enough to attend to Atari before they moved on. He had indicated that they would need to disappear again, and had proposed the Adriatic. Croatia would be pleasant, he suggested, or, if they wanted a more reliably warm climate, they could try Greece, Tunisia or Algeria. Isabella realised that he was right, that they would have to keep moving. Pope didn’t mention it, but they both knew that China had joined the list of countries that were searching for her. Atari had sold her out to them and who knew who else; there was no telling how far his treachery went.

      The driver of the cab was speaking to someone on the phone and wasn’t paying them any attention.

      Isabella turned to Pope. “We’re not armed,” she said quietly.

      “Not yet.”

      “You know someone here?”

      “I don’t,” Pope said, “but someone has been recommended to me.” He took out his phone and checked the address that he had written down in his notes app. “There’s a coffee shop.”

      “A coffee shop?”

      “You’ll see,” he said.
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      The Bay Street Shopping Complex was one of the most prestigious places to shop in Valletta, an outdoor complex with a series of well-known brands. Isabella followed Pope, and as he stood scratching his head, she took a map from the help point near the entrance and held it up so that he could see it.

      “What are we looking for?”

      Pope looked down at his phone. “Café Zak.”

      She opened the map and drew her finger over the streets that made up the mall until she found the coffee shop with that name. “Here.”

      Isabella led the way, following the map into the heart of the mall. They passed several bland corporate establishments, all homogenous and essentially indistinguishable from one another, and continued to the café at the end of the row. It was much more idiosyncratic, with the menu chalked onto a board.

      “Here?” Isabella said sceptically.

      “This is it. Come on.”

      Pope led them to a table, and they both sat down.

      “Who are we meeting?” Isabella asked.

      “A contact.”

      “You know them?”

      “No.”

      She frowned. “So how will they know we need help?”

      “I’ll use a parole.”

      “A what?”

      “A code word. You’ll see.”

      The café was staffed by a single man. He picked up a pad and a pen and came over to take their order. “Good morning,” he said. “How are you?”

      “We’re good,” Pope replied.

      “English?”

      “That’s right,” Pope said.

      The man regarded them with a little more interest. “What can I get you?”

      “I hear the imqaret is really good.”

      The phrase sounded innocuous, but Isabella noticed the flicker that passed over the man’s face.

      “The imqaret has all been sold. We’ve got excellent kwareżimal, though.”

      “I’ll take two and a cup of coffee. Black with one sugar.”

      Isabella could see why the series of phrases had been chosen: it was specific enough that it was surely impossible that it could be recited by chance, and appropriate enough for the setting that no one who might overhear it would be suspicious.

      The man glanced to the left and right, smiled widely—for public consumption, Isabella suspected—and told them quietly to go inside and wait by the washrooms. He raised his voice again and said that he would get their order.

      They went into the café, found the sign for the washrooms and waited in the corridor outside the two doors. There was a third door at the end of the corridor, and the man opened it from the other side and beckoned them to come through.

      He closed the door behind them. Isabella looked around: they were in a room that looked as if it was used to bake the pastries that were sold out front. There was a metal prep table, a large industrial oven and neatly labelled plastic boxes that were full of ingredients.

      The man turned to them both. “Captain Pope?”

      “Yes,” he said.

      “Who is your friend?”

      “This is Isabella.”

      “A pleasure to meet you both. I am Frédéric. I was told you would be coming.”

      “And you can help us?”

      “I can. Control said I was to see that you have everything you need.”

      “Thank you. We appreciate it.”

      Frédéric smiled. “It is a pleasure to be able to help. What can I get you?”

      “Two sidearms,” Pope said. “Nothing too ostentatious. And ammunition.”

      “Of course. Anything else?”

      “Burner phones? Two would be great.”

      “Very good. Please—wait here. I’ll prepare the equipment for you.”

      There was a door at the other end of the kitchen, and Frédéric disappeared through it.

      “Who is he?” Isabella asked.

      “A quartermaster. The Group has them all over the world. We can trust him.”

      “Just pistols and a knife?”

      “We can’t very well take anything bigger. And we shouldn’t need anything. It’s just Atari, and he doesn’t know we’re coming. I’m not intending to do anything other than…” He stopped.

      “Than kill him,” she finished. “Don’t worry. I agree—he’s long overdue. We should never have stopped looking for him. Chloé and Jean-Claude would still be alive if not for him. But you’re going to have to get in line.”

      He stared at her solemnly. “We’re not going to do anything impetuous, are we?”

      “No.”

      He took her shoulders and looked into her eyes. “Bella?”

      “Of course not.”

      “We find out where he is, we put him under surveillance, and then we formulate a plan. Just like we did with King and Carrington. Agreed?”

      “I said yes,” she said, irritated that he was still in the habit of treating her like a child.

      He noticed her annoyance. “I’m sorry. I know you know—I just worry about you, that’s all. I was stupid, and I put you in danger in France. That’s not going to happen again.”

      She wanted to tell him that she was an adult and that he wasn’t responsible for her, but there was a tenderness in his expression that was unusual for him, and she realised that she didn’t want to turn away from it. They had spent years together, he had risked his life to rescue her from Syria, and he hadn’t abandoned her when he might have been able to trade her for his family. She didn’t remember her own father, and now—despite her childish resistance and resentments—she knew that Pope had filled that role in her life.

      “We’ll do it together,” she said.

      Pope looked ready to say something else, but was interrupted by Frédéric’s return. He had two paper bags decorated with the name of the café, and he put both down on the counter. He reached into the first bag and took out a pistol.

      “Beretta 92FS,” he said. “It’s the standard-issue sidearm for the Maltese army.”

      Pope took the pistol and weighed it in his hand. “Good.”

      He handed it to Isabella, and she took it, testing it in her hand. She turned it to the side: it was a double/single-action semiautomatic. “Reliable. Short recoil, too—accurate.”

      Frédéric looked over at Pope, evidently surprised that Isabella would have such experience. Pope’s mouth kinked up in amusement, and, because she was irritated, she showed off by ejecting the magazine, checking it and then reloading it. Satisfied, she turned the gun and handed it back to him butt first.

      “It’ll do,” she said.

      “Good. There’s another one in the bag.”

      Frédéric took out two spare magazines and a box of cartridges and set them on the counter. He went back into the bag and took out two cellphones, new and still in cellophane-wrapped boxes, and an envelope. He opened its flap and tipped out two new SIMs into his palm.

      “Thank you,” Pope said.

      “And you’re sure that’s all you need?”

      “It is,” he said.

      Frédéric took a business card from his wallet and held it out. “You can reach me at this number if there is anything else that I can do to help.”

      Pope took the card and pocketed it. “Thank you. We will.”
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      Han Xiangzi unclipped his seatbelt and stood up, reaching down to collect the bag of medical supplies that he had purchased from the pharmacy at the airport in Montpellier. He went into the bathroom and locked the door, lowering the toilet seat and arranging the items from the bag: fresh sterile dressings, a roll of first aid tape, and antiseptic cream. He took off his shirt and unwrapped the old bandage, peeling away the dressing from where it had adhered to the drying blood. He examined the wound in the mirror and saw, with satisfaction, that the clotting had been effective in sealing the incisions to both front and back. He didn’t believe that he had suffered any vascular damage, and was as sure as he could be that the slug had missed bone. He had been fortunate: the bullet had passed right through from one side of his shoulder to the other. There would be some debris in the wound—the bullet would have created a vacuum as it passed into the body, dragging in particles of his clothing—but he was confident that his metabolism would minimise the risk of any dangerous infection.

      It had been a challenging few hours. His fall into the ravine might have been damaging save for the fact that a deep drift of snow had cushioned his impact. He had struggled out of it and found cover beneath the overhang above in the event that the man who had shot him had been minded to shoot again. The wound had bled, but he had been able to staunch the flow by tearing a strip off his T-shirt and binding it tightly.

      Once that was done, and once he was confident that he wouldn’t present an easy target to anyone who might be watching from above, he had limped down the mountain and back into France, hoping that he might be able to intercept the girl and her chaperone. That had not come to pass, so he had concentrated on taking care of himself so that he would be ready in the event that they were found again. He had broken into an empty chalet and found a first aid box with proper dressings and antiseptic cream. His body would heal quickly, but he was under no illusions about the fact that his effectiveness had been compromised. At least it was his left shoulder. He had limited movement on that side now, but his right was unaffected. His leg was still stiff and sore, but he didn’t think anything was broken.

      He had called Beijing to provide an update on what had happened, and once he was finished, his handler had given him a new set of orders. Xiangzi was to transition to Malta as quickly as he could. The location of his original target—Isabella Rose, the girl the Americans called Phoenix—was still unknown, and other agents were being sent to the area in the event that she was found. In the meantime, Xiangzi was to find Renzo Mifsud, a Maltese man who lived on the island. Xiangzi was given no context to his orders—he was not provided with any reason why the state wanted the man dead—but that was not unusual, and Xiangzi did not need it. He had been given a target, and that was that; Mifsud would tell him what he knew about Phoenix, and then he would die. Xiangzi would do his job and then move on to whomever was next.

      Xiangzi slathered more antiseptic on the wounds, then took the fresh dressings from their packets and applied them. He bound them in place with the first aid tape and put his shirt back on.

      The captain announced that they were about to begin their descent into Malta International Airport and that passengers should go back to their seats. Xiangzi shoved the old dressings and bandages into the trash and unlocked the door. He smiled at the steward who was tidying up the galley and went back to his seat.
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      Isabella and Pope stepped out of the hire car. They were in Valletta’s historic quarter, and the parking lot was a wide cobbled area that opened out all around them. A wide brick tower with an ornate Gothic spire was directly ahead of them, with cafés and terraces on the perimeter of the square. The view to the south was of the Grand Harbour, and, as they set off, Isabella flinched at the sound of an explosion.

      “What was that?”

      “Cannons,” Pope said with a smile. “It’s a local tradition. They used to fire them to greet ships coming into the harbour. There’s a salvo at twelve every day.”

      Isabella saw the wispy smoke rising from the formal gardens and saw the battery of cannons. She turned back and followed Pope into the warren of narrow streets. The buildings were all constructed from the same light-coloured stone, and the narrow roads that wound between them were often only passable by a single car.

      Pope checked the map on his phone and led the way through the city until they reached St. Paul’s Cathedral. It was a large building by the standards of the island, but still constrained by the narrowness of the streets around it. Its spire reached into the sky, taller than everything else around it, and an old-fashioned red British telephone box remained in the square in front of the entrance.

      Pope pointed to a large building beyond the cathedral. “In there.”

      It was a five-storey building with bay windows that were painted in green, slightly jarring against all the dun-coloured stone around it.

      “Are you sure?” Isabella said.

      “Ziggy says that’s where the list was opened. The building’s owned by a shell company with offices in the Bahamas.”

      “And that’s him?”

      “Impossible to say. But Atari’s not going to be stupid enough to make it obvious.”

      “So what do we do?”

      “We’ll watch it. There are two entrances.” He pointed. “One over there and the other one around the back. You take one; I take the other. We’ll need to be careful. He knows what we look like.”

      “And if I see him?”

      “You call me—we do this together. No heroics.”

      “And what if he’s not here?”

      Pope paused. “We don’t have any other leads. If we don’t find him here, we’ll have to think about another way to get to him.”

      Isabella held his eye. “But we’re not forgetting about him this time.”

      “No. Not this time. We keep looking until we track him down.”
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      Latimer had no idea where he was. They had taken him out of his flat and put him straight into the back of a vehicle and then had driven him away. They had made no attempt to remove the tape that Pope had wrapped around his head, so he had been unable to see anything, and what noise was audible at all was muffled and indistinct. Time had been impossible to gauge; they might have been travelling for thirty minutes or two hours. Eventually, Latimer had been dragged out of the vehicle and taken into a building. The tape had been removed, taking clumps of hair with it, and he had been thrown into a cell.

      He had been there ever since. It was small, a ten-by-ten space with concrete walls and no windows. The only light was by way of a bulb in a sconce that was then protected by a wire cage. There was no furniture, and Latimer had been left with no option other than to sit on the floor with his back against the wall. The concrete was cold, and now his muscles were stiff.

      He knew that they would come for him soon. He would be questioned and then handed over to Special Branch for prosecution. He had given thought to what he could do, and the only strategy that he thought viable was to cooperate as fully as he could in order to mitigate his inevitable punishment. He tried to think of everything that he could offer; Atari was the shiniest bauble, with evidence—such as it was—to show how he had benefitted from Latimer’s intelligence over the course of their relationship. It would require Latimer to be honest as to the scale of his treason, but he had nothing else to offer. There were weaknesses, too, chief among them his inability to identify Atari beyond his moniker. He didn’t know who he was, what he looked like or where he could be found. The experts in Groups Two and Three would have to track him down; headhunters from Group Fifteen would surely follow.

      He heard the sound of footsteps approaching in the corridor outside the cell, and a moment later, the door was unlocked. Latimer got to his feet, grunting with the discomfort as he straightened his back. He had just managed to stand as the door was opened and a woman stepped inside.

      “Good morning, Mr. Latimer.”

      He guessed that she was in her early thirties. She was above average height, and although she was slender, she had the bearing of an athlete. She was dressed in dark clothes, with a black tactical jacket. Her hair was black, too, and tied in a ponytail that reached down between her shoulders.

      “Who are you?”

      “We have a mutual friend. He told me to keep an eye on you.”

      “Thank God. You’ve got to get me out.”

      “We will,” she said. “We’re already planning it.”

      “When? I’m going to be questioned soon. Do you know what that means? What they’ll do to me?”

      “I do,” she said. “And it would be unpleasant—that’s why I’ve been sent here. But my help depends on you. Our friend needs you to tell me what Control knows. Have you spoken to her?”

      “No. Not yet.”

      “So why have they arrested you? They must have said something.”

      “They tricked me. They did something to my computer. I don’t know how they did it, but they say they’ve been able to see what I’ve been doing. They saw I was speaking to… to our friend… and that I’ve been moving money.”

      “And you told them nothing?”

      “Nothing.”

      She smiled patiently. “That’s good. Last question—what about the list of foreign agents? You haven’t told them that you sent it?”

      “What?” He frowned in confusion. “I didn’t send it. I said I needed time to get it.”

      She paused. “Just so I’m absolutely clear—you didn’t send anything to our friend?”

      “No.”

      She nodded. “Thank you.”

      “What now? How are you going to get me out?”

      “Be patient. We’ll be back later.”

      Latimer wanted to protest, but he knew there was no point. She backed out of the cell and closed the door. He heard the sound of the key in the lock and then her footsteps as she walked away. He put his back to the wall and slid down it, wrapping his arms around his knees.
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      Atari was in the space he used for his office on the top floor of the building. He had bought the place five years ago and had used it as his base of operations ever since. The view from up here was impressive: he could see all the way out into Marsamxett Harbour to Manoel Island and the rest of the city on the other side of the bay. He had a telescope on a tripod, and he enjoyed watching the ships as they made their way into and out of the harbour. The marina was visible, and he had started to toy with the idea of buying a yacht and using that as his place of work. There was something to be said for the anonymity of a life at sea, moving from country to country as the circumstances dictated. It was only really the practicalities of establishing a sufficiently fast internet connection that had stopped him from looking into it more seriously, but new technologies were making it easier to acquire the kind of speeds he needed even when at sea; it was just a matter of time until he bought a vessel.

      His desk was equipped with six separate screens arranged in pairs with one atop the other. The screen that he used to display his encrypted communications flashed with an incoming message. He frowned. He wasn’t expecting anything.

      He double-clicked on the message and saw that it was from the agent in London who had been sending him information for the last six months. She was a headhunter in Group Fifteen; Atari had won her obedience after he had threatened to expose a drug habit of which he had become aware. The relationship had been sweetened with payments for information since its inauspicious beginning. She had been present when Latimer had been arrested, and Atari had asked her to speak to him. There was a risk that she would be exposed, but Atari considered it one worth taking. Latimer knew enough to cause inconvenience. Better that Atari know what he was saying before taking measures to ensure that he was silenced.

      He read the message.

      >> I’ve spoken to him. He hasn’t been questioned yet.

      >> How did they expose him?

      >> He says they got into his computer.

      Atari’s fingers froze over the keyboard, then flashed across it.

      >> What does that mean? They hacked him?

      >> I don’t know. But he said they could see what he was doing.

      Atari started to feel sick.

      >> What about the burn list?

      >> I asked him. He says he didn’t send it.

      Atari turned to one of his other screens and found the spreadsheet that he had received. He ran his custom-coded vulnerabilities checker, starting with the file; the progress bar was only a quarter full when the computer bleeped out an alarm.

      Oh shit.

      He opened the report, maximised the window and started to scan through it. It didn’t take long for him to recognise what had happened; it was easy to diagnose because it was almost identical to a technique he had used himself. The exploit was included within the file’s unicode, the digital text standard that allowed computers to exchange information regardless of the language used. The standard incorporated characters from one hundred and sixty languages, including those that read left to right and those—like Arabic—that read right to left. Unicode included an algorithm that allowed for the bidirectional display of text; this exploit used the algorithm to smuggle source code into the file that his standard vulnerability checkers had missed.

      He isolated the guilty code and ran an analysis, sick with the certainty that he knew what he would find: that this exploit served the same purpose as the code he had written to locate Pope and Isabella.

      He had lit a beacon announcing his location the moment he opened the file.

      He went back to the open chat and typed.

      >> Kill him.

      >> It’s in hand.

      He closed the chat, picked up his phone and called the number he had hoped that he would never have to use.

      “Yes?”

      “I need immediate extraction.”

      There was no prevarication, no questions as to whether he was sure.

      “Go to St. Petersburg. Call this number from the airport. You’ll be picked up.”

      “Thank you.”

      Atari ended the call, opened a command window and typed out the kill code that would begin the process of wiping all of his servers. He had amassed dozens of petabytes of data over the years, and the process would take several hours to complete. He would have to hope that he had enough time to cover his tracks.

      He took his phone and called Camilleri.

      “Yes, boss?”

      “I need you. Bring a car to the office.”

      “Where are we going?”

      He would have liked to go straight to the airport, but half of his money was in bitcoin, and he wasn’t about to leave it. He needed to get his wallet before he left the country.

      “The cliff house,” he said. “And then the airport. Bring Messina, too. And make sure you’re armed.”

      Camilleri had served with Malta’s 1st Regiment for a decade and was a professional. If he had any questions, he knew that they could wait. “We’ll be outside in ten minutes.”
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      Isabella had found a space to watch the northern side of the building. There was a narrow stone staircase that led down from the building next to the cathedral, the alleyway ending outside the sun-bleached and salt-scoured doors of two garages. It was wider here, with enough space for two cars to pass each other. There was a stone wall, and beyond that, the bay stretched out to an island and the harbour. Isabella had taken up position inside a wooden shelter that looked as if it was connected to a jetty that served the Sliema ferry that darted back and forth across the harbour. Her vantage was far enough away from the building to be anonymous, yet it provided an angle that allowed her to watch.

      It was a bright day, and the sun was hot on her face as she leaned against the wall of the shelter. The ferry sounded its horn as the captain positioned it alongside the pontoon, the mournful boom answered by dozens of gulls that wheeled and turned on the warm air overhead.

      Isabella was fiddling with the phone in her pocket when she saw movement from the stairs. She took a step back into the shelter and watched around the edge of the wooden wall as a man descended the last step at the same time as a car pulled up next to the garage doors.

      Isabella shielded her eyes against the glare of the sun, squinting at the man. He was dressed in a battered denim jacket, and he wore dark glasses and a ball cap. He turned his head in her direction, and in the second before she looked the other way, she noted the familiar logo on the cap.

      She took out the phone and dialled Pope. “I see him.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes. He just came down the steps.”

      Atari went to the car and got into the back. The car pulled out into the traffic.

      “He’s on the move. Where are you?”

      She could hear the sound of Pope running. “I’m getting the car. Can you follow him?”

      Isabella saw a car with a yellow TAXI sign on its roof and flagged it down. The driver raised his hand in recognition and pulled over to the side of the road.

      “I’ve got a cab,” she said. “Get the car, and I’ll give you directions. You can pick me up.”

      Isabella opened the door and got into the back of the cab. “Do you speak English?”

      “A little,” the driver said. “Where would you like to go?”

      She pointed. “Follow that car.”
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      Messina and Camilleri were in the front of the BMW. Messina, in the driver’s seat, had his attention on the road ahead. Camilleri, beside him, was turning the dial on the radio in order to find something to listen to. Atari knew that it would take around thirty minutes to get to his house on the opposite side of the island. He wouldn’t be there long, he just needed to get the hardware wallet that stored the private keys he would need to access his cryptocurrency, and then they could be on their way again.

      “How long will it take to get from the house to the airport?”

      “Twenty minutes,” Messina said. “Depending on the traffic.”

      Atari nodded and allowed himself to relax a little. The two men had served as his bodyguards for two years, ever since Michael Pope and Isabella Rose had gone into hiding. Atari knew the two of them were responsible for the murder of Vivian Bloom in London. Atari did not know how much Bloom, especially, might have told Pope before he was killed, but he knew there was a very good chance that he would have revealed his role in what had happened. The subsequent murders of Jamie King and Teddy Carrington at King’s lodge in the Kenyan highlands had been all the evidence Atari needed that Pope and the girl were out for revenge.

      Atari had worked quickly, liquidating his previous bases in London and New York and consolidating in Malta. He had the benefit of almost unlimited funds and had used that to put together his security detail. He kept it small to minimise the chance of betrayal, further reducing the risk by paying the two Maltese more than they could ever possibly have hoped to earn from any other client.

      He went further, too; he had enjoyed a long and profitable relationship with the FSB in Moscow, and had, for years, been the patron of an ambitious lieutenant-colonel in much the same way as he had husbanded Latimer’s career in London. The agent—Rostya Sorokin—had been a junior lieutenant when Atari had been introduced to him, but, with the provision of judiciously timed intelligence, Sorokin had quickly risen through the ranks and was now tipped for the top. Sorokin was wise enough to know that he was in Atari’s debt and that future progression depended upon the intelligence continuing to flow; he also knew that his reputation would be ruined were the foundations upon which his career had been built ever to be revealed.

      A life in Russia would not be so bad, Atari thought. He spoke the language and, more importantly, he had access to more than a hundred million dollars. That would help to ease the pain of his forced relocation; it would help, too, that there was not even the slightest possibility of his ever being extradited to the West. He would find a place in Moscow or St. Petersburg and rebuild from there.
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      The roads were narrow, with just two lanes. Pope caught up with Isabella outside Mount Carmel Hospital in the middle of the island. Both vehicles stopped in a lay-by, and after paying the taxi driver, Isabella transferred into his car. Pope pulled away and accelerated hard, touching eighty until they saw the BMW a half mile ahead of them. He slowed down, matching their speed to the BMW’s so that they could keep a standard distance between them. The road was quiet, and it would have been easy to have advertised the fact that they were in pursuit. Isabella knew that Pope was going to have to be careful.

      “Is he driving?” Pope asked.

      “No. He got into the back.”

      “How many others are with him?”

      “Two, I think.” She looked ahead as the BMW pulled out to overtake a slow-moving truck. “Where do you think he’s going?”

      “No idea.”

      Isabella watched as they continued east. Atari’s BMW was still ahead of them, driving at the speed limit but not exceeding it.

      “Maybe he has a house on the island?” she suggested.

      “Maybe.”

      “What are we going to do?”

      Pope was about to answer, but stopped and gestured ahead. “Look.”

      The BMW’s indicator was flashing, and, as they watched, it turned off the road. Their rental car had a built-in satnav, and Isabella dragged her finger down the screen so that she could see where the road might take them.

      “Dingli Cliffs,” she said.

      Pope flicked the indicator and turned off, too, making sure that he kept the same distance between them. The new road was even smaller than the one that they had been travelling on before.

      “It’s going to be harder to follow without being seen,” she said.

      Pope had tightened his grip on the wheel. “I agree. It might get tricky.”

      “What if they see us?”

      “We can’t go back now, and it’s quiet. Check your weapon. We’ll have to do it here.”
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      Messina turned off the coast road and followed the gravel track into the parking area that sheltered in the lee of the house. He parked the car, and Camilleri turned around so that he could speak to Atari.

      “How long do you need?”

      “I just need to pack a bag.”

      “Do you want us to come inside?”

      “No,” he said. “You can wait. I won’t be long.”

      Atari opened the door and stepped out; he could hear the sound of the waves crashing against the foot of the cliffs on the other side of the building, and he could taste the salt on his tongue. He had properties all around the world, but this one was his favourite. He had been born in Valletta and had always wanted to live on the cliffs that overlooked the Mediterranean. His childhood had been difficult, his parents had been poor, and, smaller than the other boys and marked out by poverty, he had been bullied throughout his school years. His assailants, who had never left Malta as they grew older, had not prospered, and Atari had determined that he would pay them back for their cruelty with a sign of his success that they could not ignore. The clifftop house had cost him five million dollars to build. The area was too poor to accommodate a property with that kind of price, and he knew that he would never be able to recoup the money that it had taken to construct it. He didn’t care. It stood proudly on the edge of the cliffs, a glorious and unmistakeable badge of his success, and a reminder to his childhood tormentors that he had won.

      The house was in the form of an extruded, glazed pavilion. It was substantial and made a statement when viewed from both the ocean and the surrounding countryside. His architect had suggested a design that would blend into the landscape more naturally, but Atari had thrown it out. He wanted the house to stand out; the whole point of it would be lost if it was subtle. The finished design incorporated elements of Japanese design, with off-form concrete walls, vast sliding glass doors and dark hinoki-wood cladding that had been imported from Osaka.

      He crunched through the gravel to the front door and held his thumb to the scanner, the door unlocked, and he opened it and went inside. He loved the property, but he couldn’t be sure that it was safe for him to be here any longer. He needed to get away, at least for a while, and assess things properly. Perhaps he would be able to return, perhaps not, but he had to leave and leave now. Pope and Isabella Rose had proven their ruthlessness, and he had no wish to present them with an opportunity to add his name to the list of those whom they had already killed.
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      Pope pulled over to the side of the road, their position hidden behind a stand of trees. Isabella watched as Atari’s BMW drew up and parked outside a large house at the top of the cliff’s edge.

      “You think that’s his?” Isabella said, pointing at the building.

      “I have no idea.”

      They had discussed Atari on many occasions over the last two years, and all it had done was to underline how little they knew about him. They didn’t know his nationality, his background, his age; they had no idea of his real name, either, beyond the nom de guerre that he preferred.

      “He’s getting out,” Pope said.

      Isabella raised her hand to shield her eyes from the mid-afternoon glare. They watched together as a man in a ball cap emerged from the rear of the car and walked to the front door. The two men inside the BMW stayed where they were; Atari placed his thumb on a scanner, opened the door and went inside.

      “What do we do?” Isabella said.

      “It has to be now,” Pope said. “We won’t get a better chance.”

      Isabella nodded and took out her Beretta.

      “I don’t suppose you’d listen if I told you to stay here.”

      She looked at him as if that was the stupidest thing she had ever heard. “That’s not going to happen. Together or not at all.”

      He knew better than to argue with her. “All right. Fine. But we do it my way.”

      She shrugged. “Maybe.”

      “Bella.”

      “Okay, okay. Your way.”

      “Keep the men in the car where they are. We don’t know who they are—they might be local muscle. I’m not in the business of killing people for no reason.”

      “And you?”

      “I’ll take care of him.”

      Isabella knew that, even after everything they had been through together, he was still trying to preserve her innocence. It was pointless—she had lost that as a child when she had put a gun to the chest of the man who had persecuted her mother and pulled the trigger—but he persisted with it anyway. There was no point in arguing with him, and they didn’t have time.

      He pulled his own Beretta from his pocket and checked that it was ready to fire. “Ready?”

      She said that she was, and they both stepped out of the car. There were fifty yards from the spot where they had parked to the house and, rather than make their approach obvious by following the drive, they picked a route through drifts of tussock grass that sprouted from the sandy soil, eventually reaching a rough path that traced its way along the edge of the clifftop. Isabella looked over the side and saw that the ground fell away in a sheer drop into the ocean, waves pummelling the rocks far below in a riot of spume and froth. The fall was at least a hundred metres and perhaps more.

      They continued on and were halfway to the BMW when Pope raised his hand for Isabella to stop. She did, and as they both paused in silence, she noticed movement from the gardens to the north of the house.

      She pointed.

      Pope had seen it, too. They watched together as a figure—male, she thought, although she couldn’t be sure at this distance—crept from the wooded boundary of the property to a collection of rugged sandstone boulders that looked as if they had once been part of the cliff. The figure ducked behind the largest boulder and then glanced around it.

      Isabella looked to the house. The door was shut.

      “Who’s that?” she hissed.

      “I don’t know.”

      The boulders were twenty feet away from the BMW, with a circular firepit linking them to the sandstone terrace that led to the house. Isabella was closer now and could see that it was a man, that he was dressed in black and that he was carrying a pistol with an elongated barrel that suggested a silencer. He came out from behind the rocks and, bringing the weapon up to waist height, fired two shots through the windows of the car. Isabella doubted that the occupants had seen him; they certainly wouldn’t have been able to do anything to avoid the bullets. The glass cracked and splintered as four separate holes appeared, two punching into the car and two punching out. Splashes of blood were thrown across the interior.

      Isabella gripped her weapon.

      The man paused and, with an awareness that was impossible to credit, turned in their direction. Pope put his hand on Isabella’s back and pressed down. Isabella froze, the warm smell of the sun-baked loam filling her nostrils. She felt that same buzz in her veins that had started to become familiar, the release of the endorphins that primed her for the possibility of sudden violence. But this time, though, it was different.

      There was an edge to it that she didn’t remember from before.

      “Bella,” Pope hissed.

      Anger and passion and hatred. A vortex that threatened to sweep her down and away. She had to close her eyes and breathe until it passed.

      “Bella!”

      She opened her eyes.

      The man wasn’t there.

      “Where is he?”

      “He’s gone inside,” Pope whispered back. “What is it? Are you okay?”

      Isabella could still feel the riotous chemicals in her blood. “It’s him. The man who killed Jean-Claude and Chloé.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “It’s him.”

      “I thought so, too.” Pope bit down on his lip. “Shit.”

      “Come on,” she said.

      “I think we should pull back.”

      “What? No. No way.”

      “There’ll be another time. We have no idea what’s going on. We don’t know what he’s doing here. He might not be alone.”

      “You want to leave? We can’t. We might never see him again.”

      “We’re blind, Isabella—we can’t go in. We don’t know what we’d be getting into.” He shook his head firmly. “We need to go. We’ll try again.”

      Isabella pushed herself upright, shaking Pope’s hand from her back. “I’ll go through the front door. You take the back.”

      “Bella! Wait!”

      She ignored him, gripped the pistol in both hands and, moving quickly from cover to cover, advanced on the house.
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      Pope was too slow to stop her: she hurried out of his reach and, head down, made her way through the garden to the door that the Chinese agent had just used to get into the house. He fought the urge to follow. He knew that there might very well be others in the vicinity and that he would do Isabella no favours if he made a target of himself and allowed someone to take a pot-shot at him.

      He crouched down, his gun ready, and took a beat to watch the house and the rest of the garden. Isabella reached the front door and pressed herself up against the wall, her Beretta in her right hand. Pope scanned left and right but saw nothing, the agent appeared to have operated on his own in France, and he wondered whether that might be the case now, too. It would give them a chance, but would it be enough? Pope remembered what Maia had done to him when they had fought in Italy, she had mastered him with embarrassing ease, and it had only been Isabella’s interference that had stopped her from killing him.

      Isabella looked back at him. Pope pointed to the rear of the property, to himself and then to her, holding up his palm to tell her to wait. They would improve their chances if they hit the property from two different directions at the same time. The agent hadn’t seen them and probably had no reason to think that Atari would have additional security beyond the two men who had already been eliminated. The agent’s attention would be on finding his target and then exfiltrating; it was possible that might be a blind spot that Pope and Isabella could exploit.

      Pope crept around the property until he reached the corner. He wouldn’t be able to see Isabella once he was around it, so he held up two fingers to indicate that they would breach in two minutes. She returned the signal that she understood and agreed—thumb and forefinger pressed together—and Pope, with one last look at her and a sickening feeling that this was a bad mistake, carried on around the building and out of sight.
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      Atari hurried to the stairs and climbed to the first floor. The house was immaculate. He hadn’t been here for a week, but he had staff—a housekeeper and a gardener—who made sure it was pristine for him whenever he came to stay.

      He went into the study and heaved the bookcase away so that he could get to the safe that had been built into the wall behind it. It required both a digital code and a biometric scan; he tapped the sixteen-digit string into the keypad and then held his palm on the scanner until his prints had been confirmed. The door unlocked, and he opened it. He removed the hardware wallet first; it was a metal oblong, fifteen centimetres by eight centimetres, with a screen on one side. The codes he needed to access his bitcoin were stored on the device. It was fully air-gapped, meaning that it was guaranteed against network attacks, and any attempt to open it would destroy the circuitry and brick it. Atari slipped it into his pocket and reached into the safe again, taking out a briefcase that was packed with just over a million dollars in cash and a pistol. He put the pistol into the inside pocket of his jacket and put the case on the floor to check the money.

      He had only popped one clasp when he heard the buzz of the alarm on the front door. He shuffled back so that he could look at the feed from the internal security cameras and saw, to his horror, that a man with a gun was standing just inside the threshold. He tapped the screen to switch to the external cameras and saw the car in which Camilleri and Messina had been waiting: the windows were smashed, and the two men were still.

      Atari’s heart started to race.

      They had found him.

      He took the pistol from his pocket, made it ready to fire, and, with the briefcase in his hand, crept out of the study and made his way along the corridor to the walkway that connected the main house with the garage and plant room. He had a gun safe there with a shotgun; he would collect that and then take the side door into the gardens. He knew that he was going to have to get away on foot, but, he thought, if he could get to the cliff path, he might be able to disappear before anyone noticed that he was gone.

      He had no other choice. He had to try.
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      Isabella reached for the door handle and gently pushed down. The door was unlocked and well maintained, opening without even the slightest squeak. She stepped inside, the pistol held firmly in her right hand as she gently closed the door behind her with her left. She held her breath and listened: she could hear the sound of the waves crashing against the foot of the cliffs outside, and somewhere above, a seabird called out. She tried to narrow her focus to the house and heard nothing. She took a step forward, past a small hall table, and then froze at the sound of footsteps from above.

      She saw the stairs to the first floor. She had taken a second step when she became aware of movement from her left. She stopped and then stepped back, pivoting to aim the pistol, but too late. A strong hand grasped her wrist and yanked back, loosening her grip on the pistol enough that it fell from her hand, the trigger guard hooking around the tip of her index finger until it slipped off.

      Isabella yanked down and then up, freeing her wrist. She turned into the body of the man who had grabbed her so that her back was against his chest and then took his wrist in both of hers. She ducked, hauled his elbow across her shoulder and then pulled down as hard as she could, hyperextending the joint until it popped with a loud click. He grunted in pain, and she stepped back and snatched the gun he held in his other hand, aiming it into his face. Although injured, he moved faster than she expected, windmilling his arm so that their wrists clashed and her aim was disturbed.

      The gun fired, the slug missed, and he punched her in the face.

      The blow was solid, but it was with his left hand and lacked the power that might have done anything more than slow her down. She dropped the gun as she stumbled back, guarding her head with her left and right forearms, blocking two more left-handed jabs. Locking her hands into the fabric of his jacket and pivoting on her right leg, she used her hip as a fulcrum and threw him off his feet. He crashed into the hall table. Her gun was near, and they both went for it at the same time, but, in the scrum, neither could secure it before it was kicked out of reach.

      Isabella flipped up and kicked the man in the chest, the impact throwing him back against the wall.

      “Stop,” he said. “I told you before—I don’t want to hurt you.”

      She launched herself at him again.
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      Pope crept around the house. He could see now that it had been constructed as two connecting pavilions: one for the living accommodation and another for a ground-floor garage and second storey, the two connected by a walkway. The garage was accessed by way of two large doors, with another smaller door on the side that faced the clifftop and the frothing water below. Pope thought he heard the sound of something breaking from inside and moved more quickly; he was approaching the door when it swung open.

      Atari stepped outside.

      Pope raised his pistol, but he was a moment too slow. Atari was carrying a short-barrelled shotgun, and before Pope could react, he brought it up and fired. The shotgun boomed, and Pope felt the blast of pain as buckshot struck him across his right side. He was fortunate—Atari had fired without aiming and was still far enough from Pope that it wasn’t a given that he would find his target—but the buckshot lacerated him from his shoulder to his wrist. The impact jerked him around, and he dropped the pistol.

      Atari was struggling to reload. He tried and failed, his hand slipping on the pump, and then slipping a second time. He wiped his palm on his trousers and tried a third time, working the pump with enough authority to cycle another shell, but it had taken too long. Pope sprinted, lowered his shoulder and crashed into him, gasping from the pain in his injured arm but ignoring it. The impact sent the two of them careening across the driveway. Atari tripped over a small ornamental wall, and, as he fell, he grabbed Pope and dragged him down with him.

      The shotgun was caught between their bodies. Pope knew that it was ready to fire, and that, at this range, the buckshot would blow a hole through his body from front to back. He tried to reach up so that he could punch down, but there was no strength in his arm. He grimaced with the pain and knew that the buckshot must have damaged nerves or muscle. Pope was on top and heavier than Atari, but the smaller man was desperate; he had the fingers of his right hand through the trigger guard of the shotgun, but his left was free, and he used it to punch Pope in the side of the head. He hit him once and then twice, and then Pope raised his arm to fend off a third blow. Atari, frantic with fear, butted Pope in the head. Pope felt the blood on his brow and had to blink it out of his eye; the distraction was enough to allow Atari the opportunity to wriggle free. He struggled to his feet, and Pope did the same.

      Pope kept his grip on the shotgun’s forestock, forcing it upright even as Atari tried to bring it down. The pain in his arm was terrible, and his strength was lacking. Atari grunted, reaching up with his left hand and using both to slowly lower the muzzle. Pope pushed; Atari pushed; they staggered through the garden, neither man paying any attention to where they were going.

      Atari groaned as he pushed down; Pope was dizzy from the pain in his arm and knew that he wouldn’t be able to restrain him for much longer. He closed the distance, trapping the shotgun between their bodies, and then pushed.

      Atari realised what he was doing, but, by then, it was too late.

      “No,” he yelled.

      Pope didn’t stop. He redoubled his effort, his boots scrambling over the loose shale that marked the top of the cliff. Atari was inches from the edge, and, as they wrestled, Pope saw the terror in his eyes.

      “Stop!” he shrieked.

      Atari found strength in his panic and managed to hold his ground on the edge of the cliff. He managed to throw a punch, but Pope was too full of adrenaline to notice the quick sting of pain. Atari tried to hit Pope again, but his swing was wild, and Pope was able to deflect it. Atari struggled to maintain his balance, his left foot up against the edge of the drop. A shower of loose stones fell to the water below, pattering against the rock face. He reached out with both hands and grabbed Pope by the shoulders. Pope unloaded an uppercut into Atari’s gut, driving up with as much force as he could manage. The effort sent another jag of pain from his injured arm, but he ignored it. He hit him again and again, right- and left-handed uppercuts, each blow forcing a grunt of pain.

      “Please.”

      He hit him again, and, at last, Atari lost his grip.

      Pope shoved him in the chest.

      Atari overbalanced, his left foot searching for ground that wasn’t there. He toppled backwards. His arms windmilled, and as he fell, his right hand latched onto Pope’s right ankle. The sudden jerk was unexpected; Atari’s grip was desperate and his dead weight enough to drag Pope’s foot across the soft cliff edge. Dirt and scree were dislodged, falling onto Atari’s head before spinning away beneath him. Pope teetered on the edge for a moment, and then, just as Atari’s fingers were coming free, a chunk of soft earth was dislodged, and Pope fell out into space.

      His last thought, as the two of them plummeted toward the water, was of Isabella.
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      Isabella stood back and caught her breath. The man pushed himself to his feet. He was protecting his left side; she remembered that Pope had shot him in that shoulder in the mountains and suspected that her wrenching down on his arm might just have dislocated the elbow.

      She heard a boom from outside and knew, at once, what it was: the blast of a shotgun.

      Pope didn’t have a shotgun.

      The man came at her, his ruined arm down by his side. Isabella feinted to the head with a left-handed jab and then put everything she had into a right-handed hook that detonated into his ribs. He jerked to the right, trying to guard against another hook, but Isabella thumped him in the face with her fist and then followed up with an elbow strike that carried all the momentum she could manage.

      He bounced off the wall and fell to his hands and knees, blood and saliva trailing from his mouth.

      “Stop,” he said.

      “You murdered my only friend.”

      She booted the side of his head.

      “And you murdered her brother.”

      She raised her foot and stomped down on the back of his head, driving his face into the tile. The rush of the fight consumed her, a whirlpool that sucked at her and dragged her down and down and down until she barely knew who she was. She was aware of just one thing: an unquenchable urge to inflict pain.

      He looked up at her. One of his front teeth was missing, he was bleeding freely from his mouth, his cheek and forehead were marked with scrapes, and his right eye was closed by a purple and black contusion.

      He struggled to his feet, then reached behind his back and pulled a flick-knife from his pocket. He pressed a button, and the blade sprang out. He swiped once; she danced out of reach. He followed her and swiped again; she hopped back, the blade catching against the fabric of her shirt just above the belly. He swiped at her head; she swayed back, caught his wrist and forced him down to his knees, rolling into him with enough torque to break his grip on the blade. She took it, stabbed him in the back—once, twice, three times—and then, as he turned, she swiped up and across his stomach and then plunged the blade into his neck. She held it there for a moment until he fell onto his back. The blade slid out and clattered against the floor.

      Isabella straddled him, a knee on either side of his torso, and then picked up the knife and plunged it into his heart.

      He reached for her hands with both of his, but it was no good. He only had one good arm, and she had the benefit of leverage; he grunted with effort, tried one more time, then gave up. His hands slipped away from her wrists.

      Isabella looked down into his eyes and watched as the light went out. She felt the rush of bloodlust with an intensity that she couldn’t remember, a buzz and fizz that was thrilling with its potency, impossible to ignore, and addictive. She would have been lost to the moment but for the face that was there when she closed her eyes.

      Pope.

      The blast of the shotgun.

      He needed her.
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      Isabella retraced her steps, following the hallway back to the front door and going back outside. She moved carefully, but, as she looked outside and could see no trace of Pope, she forgot about caution and hurried around to the other door that he would have been heading toward. She still couldn’t see him, and with panic washing away the last vestiges of the bloodthirstiness that had gripped her, she sprinted to the door.

      The wall had been painted white, and she saw a spray of what could only have been blood across it. She saw a spark of light against something that had fallen between plants and looked down to see a shotgun shell. She looked again for anything that might tell her where Pope might have gone. She could see nothing and was about to go around to the other side of the house when she noticed the gravel on one of the paths that cut through the gardens had been disturbed. She went across to it, and as she drew nearer, she saw a briefcase that had been dropped. She looked back to the blood on the wall, drew a line from there to the briefcase and then turned to see where the line might lead.

      The edge of the cliff.

      She went to it, breathless with fear, and looked down.

      The drop was steep, with a plunge of perhaps a hundred metres to the roiling surf below. Isabella looked down and saw puffins and gannets in their nests, with razorbills and guillemots wheeling on the thermals. Isabella saw something in the surf, nudging up against the rocks. She squinted, and as the waves crashed and the spume died down, she saw it was a body. She couldn’t see it well enough to make out whether it was a man or a woman, but she could make out the colour of the jacket that bulged with the water. There was a moment of relief: it was blue denim, and Pope had been wearing black. The relief didn’t last. Where was he? She scanned again, looking for any sign that he had fallen in, but there was nothing.

      Something else caught her attention on the edge of the cliff. It was a cap, scruffy and threadbare, with a three-pronged logo on the front. She picked it up and then looked down again at the body a hundred metres below. She stayed where she was for five minutes and watched as the body was plucked away by the tide and pulled out to sea. She scoured the surface of the water for any sign of Pope, hoping that she would find nothing but knowing, in her heart, that he could only really have gone over the edge with Atari. He wouldn’t have left her, not willingly, and if he wasn’t by the house, then where else could he be but in the water? She stared down into the foam and spray where the tide lashed the foot of the cliff, blinking away the tears that welled in her eyes.

      She went back to the briefcase and opened it; it was full of money. She retrieved her pistol, waited another five minutes, and then, fearing that she might be discovered the longer she stayed where she was, she collected the case and set off through the gardens to the spot where they had parked the car.

      She needed to get as far away from here as she could.
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SINT-NIKLAAS, BELGIUM

        

      

    

    
      Isabella pulled up the hood of her black hoodie and leaned against the wall. The name of the venue—De Casino—was announced by the illuminated letters D and C above the entrance, and she could hear the sound of the music from the gig through the open doors. The venue was on Sint-Niklaas, a pleasant pedestrianised street in the centre of Flanders. An interior design store was directly opposite, but the majority of the rest of the shopfronts were vacant.

      Isabella had travelled to Belgium the day before and intended to leave again within the next few hours. She had never been to the country before and had found it pleasant enough as she had reconnoitred the area around the venue earlier that evening. There was a green space to the north of the building that looked as if it was used as a park in the daytime and a way for roadies to unload kit into the back of the theatre in the evenings. The gates were locked now, but Isabella had found a way in and watched the stage door when the band had arrived. They had loitered outside to smoke cigarettes, but Isabella had not been presented with a suitable opportunity to do what she had come to do. She had tried to think what Pope would have done and had concluded that he would have proposed patience; with that in mind, she had made her way out of the park and had wandered the city for an hour, returning in time for the start of the concert.

      The thought of Pope reminded Isabella of everything that had happened during the last month. She had left Malta, taking a boat to Tunis and then travelling through Tunisia and Algeria to Morocco. She had arrived in Marrakech and followed the fallback plan just as she had promised that she would. They had agreed that they would both head to the city in the event that they were separated from one another. It offered several benefits: chief among them was Isabella’s familiarity with it, having lived there both before and after her mother’s death. It was also a busy and hectic place, and the main square—Jemaa el-Fnaa—was a place to rendezvous where it would be easy to watch in obscurity for anyone who might be looking for her. They had agreed that they would attempt to meet at six, when the square was beginning to fill for the evening’s festivities, and she had always made sure that she was on time.

      Isabella had forced herself to ignore her fears that he was gone and had expected him to be there. Not on the first day, perhaps, but surely on one of the others that followed. He would come; she wouldn’t accept the possibility that he would leave her. She had looked for him on the next day and the next and the next, but there had been no sign. She came back every day for a month and had been disappointed every time; he was never there. She would have kept coming, too, but she had received a reply to her message to Ziggy Penn, and he had confirmed that he couldn’t find Pope, either. The Firm had searched for him after he had been broken out of custody, and they, too, had found no sign of him. Isabella had provided Ziggy with the details of the bank account that they had used, and he had confirmed that there had been no withdrawals. No one could find anything.

      Pope was a ghost.

      Some things, though, were certain: they knew that Atari was dead. Ziggy had hacked the servers of the Maltese Police Force and the Maltese Coast Guard and had been able to access the reports that had been filed following the recovery of the body in the water at the foot of the Dingli Cliffs. The investigators had been unable to identify the body, but Isabella recognised the photograph that had accompanied the post-mortem. It was him. The cause of death was listed as drowning; the contusions on the face and body were caused, the report said, either by him hitting the water or by the tide throwing him against the rocks, possibly both. The investigators had visited the clifftop property and had discovered the bodies of the two men in the car and the agent inside the house; what had at first been categorised as an accidental death or suicide had now been left open, with murder considered most likely.

      Isabella put the pieces together and knew what had happened. Pope had intercepted Atari on his way out of the house, and the two of them had fought to the edge of the cliff. Atari had fallen to his death. She prayed that the rest of her conclusion was wrong, but, as Pope failed to turn up in the square again and again and again, she couldn’t ignore the truth: he must have fallen, too, and was lost.

      At last, she accepted that he wasn’t going to come.

      She accepted that she was alone again, just as she had been before.

      Isabella heard the sound of cheering from inside the venue and checked her watch. It was half past ten, and the concert must have come to an end. She took a seat at a table outside a closed café where she could watch the street. Concertgoers started to filter out of the exits, some of them staggering a little from drink and others sodden with sweat. Isabella arranged the hood so that it obscured her face and kept watch for Jacques Rochefort. Isabella had asked Ziggy to look into him and had not been surprised to read the report that he had sent back to her. The singer had been arrested for rape in Zurich three years earlier, but charges had not been filed after the victim had retracted her account of what had happened. She had claimed that her memory of it was unreliable, but the investigating officer had noted his suspicion that she had been threatened by a member of the band’s security. Ziggy had dug a little deeper and found reports of similar behaviour in Copenhagen, Milan and Berlin. No charges had ever been laid, but it had been enough for Isabella to know that she had to do something. She had seen what he was like at first hand, and these reports demonstrated an unmistakeable pattern of behaviour.

      The venue had emptied out now, with just a few drunken stragglers making their way onto the street. A group of young women who Isabella guessed were only a few years older than her gathered outside the theatre. Isabella watched them as they stomped their feet and hugged their arms against the cold breeze that had picked up. She didn’t have long to wait: the man who had grabbed Isabella on the sofa came out first, followed by Rochefort and a man wearing a black tour T-shirt and a lanyard with a badge that marked him out as crew.

      Isabella stood up, reached into her shoulder bag and felt the handle of the knife in her palm. Rochefort was speaking to the women with his back to Isabella. She started across the cobbled streets toward him.

      Isabella knew that she wouldn’t be able to hide in Marrakech forever. And, since she had no ties or responsibilities or anything that might mean that she had anything or anyone else to think about, she was not averse to putting herself in harm’s way when she might be able to do a little good.

      Rochefort snaked an arm around the youngest-looking woman and tugged her closer to him. She looked uncomfortable.

      Isabella had been given a gift, and she would use it.

      Starting with him.
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        The Cleaner

      

      

      
        
        Sharon Warriner is a single mother in the East End of London, fearful that she’s lost her young son to a life in the gangs. After John Milton saves her life, he promises to help. But the gang, and the charismatic rapper who leads it, is not about to cooperate with him.

      

      

      
        
        Buy The Cleaner

      

      

      
        
        Saint Death

      

      

      
        
        John Milton has been off the grid for six months. He surfaces in Ciudad Juárez, Mexico, and immediately finds himself drawn into a vicious battle with the narco-gangs that control the borderlands.

      

      

      
        
        Buy Saint Death
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        When a girl he drives to a party goes missing, John Milton is worried. Especially when two dead bodies are discovered and the police start treating him as their prime suspect.

      

      

      
        
        Buy The Driver

      

      

      
        
        Ghosts

      

      

      
        
        John Milton is blackmailed into finding his predecessor as Number One. But she’s a ghost, too, and just as dangerous as him. He finds himself in deep trouble, playing the Russians against the British in a desperate attempt to save the life of his oldest friend.

      

      

      
        
        Buy Ghosts

      

      

      
        
        The Sword of God

      

      

      
        
        On the run from his own demons, John Milton treks through the Michigan wilderness into the town of Truth. He’s not looking for trouble, but trouble's looking for him. He finds himself up against a small-town cop who has no idea with whom he is dealing, and no idea how dangerous he is.

      

      

      
        
        Buy The Sword of God

      

      

      
        
        Salvation Row

      

      

      
        
        Milton finds himself in New Orleans, returning a favour that saved his life during Katrina. When a lethal adversary from his past takes an interest in his business, there’s going to be hell to pay.

      

      

      
        
        Buy Salvation Row

      

      

      
        
        Headhunters

      

      

      
        
        Milton barely escaped from Avi Bachman with his life. But when the Mossad’s most dangerous renegade agent breaks out of a maximum security prison, their second fight will be to the finish.

      

      

      
        
        Buy Headhunters

      

      

      
        
        The Ninth Step

      

      

      
        
        Milton’s attempted good deed becomes a quest to unveil corruption at the highest levels of government and murder at the dark heart of the criminal underworld. Milton is pulled back into the game, and that’s going to have serious consequences for everyone who crosses his path.
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        John Milton is no stranger to the world’s seedy underbelly. But when the former British Secret Service agent comes up against a ruthless human trafficking ring, he’ll have to fight harder than ever to conquer the evil in his path.
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        A message from Milton’s past leads him to Manila and a confrontation with an adversary he thought he would never meet again. Milton finds himself accused of murder and imprisoned inside a brutal Filipino jail - can he escape, uncover the truth and gain vengeance for his friend?
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        A young boy witnesses a murder in a New York subway restroom. Milton finds him, and protects him from corrupt cops and the ruthless boss of a local gang.

      

      

      
        
        Buy The Alamo
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        Milton is in Brazil, helping out an old friend with a close protection business. When a young girl is kidnapped, he finds himself battling a local crime lord to get her back.
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        A sleepy English town. A murdered Russian spy. Milton and Michael Pope find themselves chasing the assassins to Moscow.
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        Milton checks back in with Elijah Warriner, but finds himself caught up in a fight to save him from a jealous - and dangerous - former friend.
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        All Milton wants to do is take his classic GTO on a coast-to-coast road trip. But he can’t ignore the woman on the side of the road in need of help. The decision to get involved leads to a tussle with a murderous cartel that he thought he had put behind him.
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        John Milton is used to operating in the shadows, weaving his way through dangerous places behind a fake identity. Now, to avenge the death of a close friend, he must wear his mask of deception once more.
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        Killa City

      

      

      
        
        John Milton has a nose for trouble. He can smell it a mile away. And when he witnesses a suspicious altercation between a young man and two thugs in a car auction parking lot, he can’t resist getting involved.

      

      

      Buy Killa City
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        Milton travels to Bali in search of a new identity. He meets a young woman who has been forced to work for the Yakuza in Japan, and finds himself drawn into danger in an attempt to keep her safe.
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        Never Let Me Down Again

      

      

      
        
        Milton is in the Outer Hebrides in search of a missing man. When he stumbles across a conspiracy involving Chinese intelligence, he’ll need all his resourcefulness - plus the help of an old friend - if he’s to escape in one piece.

      

      

      Buy Never Let Me Down Again
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      Beatrix Rose was the most dangerous assassin in an off-the-books government kill squad until her former boss betrayed her. A decade later, she emerges from the Hong Kong underworld with payback on her mind. They gunned down her husband and kidnapped her daughter, and now the debt needs to be repaid. It’s a blood feud she didn’t start but she is going to finish.

      
        
        Buy In Cold Blood
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        There were six names on Beatrix’s Death List and now there are four. She’s going to account for the others, one by one, even if it kills her. She has returned from Somalia with another target in her sights. Bryan Duffy is in Iraq, surrounded by mercenaries, with no easy way to get to him and no easy way to get out. And Beatrix has other issues that need to be addressed. Will Duffy prove to be one kill too far?
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        Beatrix Rose has worked her way through her Kill List. Four are dead, just two are left. But now her foes know she has them in her sights and the hunter has become the hunted.

      

      

      
        
        Buy Blood and Roses
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        Beatrix Rose flees to Hong Kong after the murder of her husband and the kidnapping of her child. She needs money. The local triads have it. What could possibly go wrong?
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        Tempest

      

      

      
        
        Two people adrift in a foreign land, Beatrix Rose and Danny Nakamura need all the help they can get. A storm is coming. Can they help each other survive it and find their children before time runs out for both of them?

      

        

      
        Buy Tempest

      

      

      
        
        Phoenix

      

      

      
        
        She does Britain’s dirty work, but this time she needs help. Beatrix Rose, meet John Milton…
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        The Angel

      

      

      Isabella Rose is recruited by British intelligence after a terrorist attack on Westminster.

      
        
        Buy The Angel

      

      

      
        
        The Asset

      

      

      
        
        Isabella Rose, the Angel, is used to surprises, but being abducted is an unwelcome novelty. She’s relying on Michael Pope, the head of the top-secret Group Fifteen, to get her back.

      

      

      
        
        Buy The Asset

      

      

      
        
        The Agent

      

      

      
        
        Isabella Rose is on the run, hunted by the very people she had been hired to work for. Trained killer Isabella and former handler Michael Pope are forced into hiding in India and, when a mysterious informer passes them clues on the whereabouts of Pope’s family, the prey see an opportunity to become the predators.

      

      

      
        
        Buy The Agent

      

      

      
        
        The Assassin

      

      

      
        
        Ciudad Juárez, Mexico, is the most dangerous city in the world. And when a mission to break the local cartel’s grip goes wrong, Isabella Rose, the Angel, finds herself on the wrong side of prison bars. Fearing the worst, Isabella plays her only remaining card…
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      Disgraced detective Atticus Priest investigates the murder of a family on Christmas Eve. He’s been employed to demolish the police case against his client, but things get complicated when the officer responsible for the case is his former girlfriend.
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        A dog walker finds a human bone on lonely Salisbury Plain. DCI Mackenzie Jones investigates the grisly discovery but cannot explain how it ended up there. She contacts Atticus Priest and the two of them trace the bone to a graveyard in the nearby village of Imber. But the village was abandoned after it was purchased by the Ministry of Defence to train the army, so why have bodies been buried in the graveyard since the church was closed?
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