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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Cyprus, present day

      

      ‘There’s a man holding a gun to Stefano’s head.’

      For a fleeting second, Eva’s first thought was that Alex was talking about a character on the show playing on the television in the front room.

      Then, she wondered what the hell he was doing changing the channels and watching something wholly inappropriate.

      Finally, before the digital clock had blinked to the next second on the hour, she registered the frightened tone in his voice, and her head jerked up from the magazine she’d been reading.

      Above her head a ceiling fan spun, pushing a cooling breeze between the open window of the dining area through the room and out towards the hallway. Moths dive-bombed against the window’s fly-screen that separated her from the outside world. The pages of the magazine article fluttered under her fingers, then her hair lifted off her shoulders as she spun on her heel.

      She dropped her coffee mug as she moved, the sound of it smashing against the tiles following in her wake as she reached out to grab the kitchen bench to turn the corner without slowing down.

      Eva cursed under her breath as her bare feet crossed the minefield of plastic building bricks Alex had left strewn across the floor in his haste to answer the intercom, before she raced to where he stood staring up at the wall next to the front door, fixated at the image streaming via video link from the condo’s gatehouse.

      Almost within touching distance, she realised he was still dressed in his school uniform, instead of the pyjamas she’d asked him to change into twenty minutes ago. Her throat constricted at the sight of him, his vulnerability all too evident as he shifted from one foot to the other.

      His hair sticking up on one side from where he’d been lying on the sofa, his blue eyes widened at the flickering image on the screen, before he turned to her, his mouth open in a little “o” of shock.

      Eva held her finger to her lips, shook her head, then beckoned to him, fighting to keep her face calm and not let him see the fear that was crawling through her veins.

      He blinked, then moved away from the camera’s range, edging along the wall to where she stood, her heart pounding.

      He tried to slip his hand into hers, but she gently brushed it away and ruffled his hair.

      ‘Stay here,’ she whispered.

      She lifted her chin, not waiting for his response, and instead took a deep breath and stepped in front of the monitor.

      She swallowed.

      Stefano, the security guard that manned the small security office from noon through to eight o’clock in the evening five days a week, was staring at her, sheer terror in his eyes.

      She’d spoken to him on a regular basis, often stopping to chat after collecting Alex from the private ex-pat school he attended. He was in his late teens, and had taken the job to pay for his evening classes. He dreamt of becoming a chef, he’d said. Finish the course, then apply to some of the best cookery schools in France.

      She’d asked him, once, how he’d got the job, as she’d wondered how effective the young man would be if threatened.

      He’d rattled off his martial arts qualifications, the training the security company had given him, and she’d relaxed a little.

      Perhaps a little too much.

      Now, the barrel of a gun pressed into his brow so hard, she could see the skin puckering under its weight.

      The owner of the gun was off camera, out of sight.

      Alex was still small enough that he could only reach the lower button on the console to activate the video connection, and she silently counted her blessings that he couldn’t stretch up to touch the other controls.

      Keeping her eyes on the image in front of her, she clicked her fingers once to make sure she had Alex’s attention, then made a movement with her hand; a movement she’d spent three years praying she’d never need to use.

      She wondered, for a moment, if he’d remember the training because it had been a few weeks since they’d practised, and then she heard his tiny feet pattering away down the hallway towards the door next to the kitchen, the one that led to the special room that she’d insisted the condominium be built around. His footsteps stopped, and the sound of four staccato beeps reached her.

      She waited until she heard the door slam shut, then counted to three.

      On the screen, Stefano’s shoulders moved up and down, and even before pressing the intercom to connect their voices, she knew she’d hear his breathing, hard and panicked.

      She punched the button, and didn’t waste time on niceties.

      ‘Who are you?’

      No response.

      Stefano’s eyes widened as the gun was pressed harder into the side of his skull, and Eva saw a tear roll down his cheek as his hand moved forward.

      No, no – don’t open the gate!

      ‘Who are you?’ she repeated. ‘What do you want?’

      She fought the tremor in her voice, her brain already planning, evaluating, discarding the different ways the scenario could play out.

      Before she could move her lips to form another question, the front of Stefano’s skull exploded, blood and gore striking the screen as his body slumped forward.

      She cried out, covering her mouth with her hands.

      On the screen, a hand pushed Stefano’s body out of the way, and a figure wearing a black mask bent down until his dark eyes blazed from slits in the material, straight at the camera.

      ‘You,’ he said. ‘We want you. And the boy.’

      The screen went blank, and Eva stepped away from the wall, terrified.

      How had they found her?

      She’d been so careful, severing all ties to the old days. She bit her lip, cursing herself. She’d missed something, evidently. Somehow, they’d tracked her down.

      How long had they been watching, waiting?

      She turned and ran to the front door, bent down to the mat and tugged her old running shoes onto her feet. She straightened, and sprinted to the kitchen, where she started pulling open the cupboard doors, lifting a bottle of cleaning fluid out and placed it on the counter-top.

      She glanced at the closed steel door, the red light on the entry keypad blinking a steady beat, and bit her lip.

      The Caretaker had told her the room would hold, that no matter what happened to the house around it, the space would be impenetrable.

      Alex had enough supplies inside to last four weeks; easy-to-open packets of snacks, and plenty of water. If she missed her daily call to the Caretaker, he’d come. Wherever he was in the world, whatever hellhole he was currently inhabiting, he’d come.

      She reached out to the cooker hob and turned the four gas outlets on full, then opened the oven door.

      Within seconds, the putrid stench had begun to fill the space, and she ran across the room to close the window.

      Dashing back past the kitchen bench, she grabbed the bottle of bleach, and moved back along the hallway, flicking off light switches as she went.

      She ran into the living room, switched off the television and the table lamps, and the house finally plunged into complete darkness. Leaving the room, she pulled the door shut, then lunged for the front door and wrenched it open. She checked the security screen was locked, then uncapped the bottle of bleach, pushed the door so it was only ajar, then reached up and balanced the bottle on top of it.

      Her chin jerked down at a slight movement at the end of the short path that led to the expensively paved road that curved round the exclusive housing estate, and she stepped back into the shadows of the house.

      In her mind, she ran through last-minute checks.

      The back door was already locked; unless she or Alex went out into the garden, which was rare, it was never opened. The kitchen window had been the only room open in the house as she’d planned to put the air conditioning on upstairs half an hour before she went to bed. Alex felt the cold, and so it would be another month before he’d acquiesce to the unit in his bedroom being used.

      That was it.

      She darted back towards the kitchen, covering her nose and mouth with her sleeve, and tried not to gag at the stench.

      She spun in the centre of the room, her eyes fully adjusted to the gloom as she spotted possibilities, but nothing that would be guaranteed to work, before she lunged across the tiles to the floor and grabbed the remote for the air conditioning unit that had been set into the wall above the dining table.

      A moment after she’d touched it, a crashing sound reached her ears as the intruders began to tear at the security screen at the front door.

      She dropped to the floor and crawled across it on her hands and knees, reached up, and pushed the kitchen door closed.

      Next, she placed the remote control on the floor so that it faced the closed door, lining it up with the spring that prevented the door from hitting the plaster wall when it was opened.

      She leaned down, her cheek touching the tile, gauging the position, and shifted the remote a little to the left, then straightened and dashed towards the secure door.

      As she punched in the last number of the four-digit pin code, she heard a loud thump against the back door, and then the security screen door at the front of the house gave way.

      She felt a momentary note of triumph as one of the intruders cried out, no doubt blinded by the bleach that had spilled out over his head, then she pushed open the door and stepped over the threshold.

      Alex was standing in the middle of the room, a torch in one hand, his thumb in his mouth. He removed it as she entered, and looked up at her, his face contorted with fright.

      ‘Mummy?’

      Eva slammed the door shut behind her, felt the structure shudder as it settled back into place, then launched herself across the floor towards him, scooped him up in her arms, and pulled him into the far corner of the room.

      She sat on the floor, hugging him to her chest, and stared at the steel door.

      ‘Cover your ears, Alex,’ she said. ‘It’s going to get loud.’
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      British Embassy, Berlin

      

      Miles Newcombe slid the manila folder under his arm, the Queen’s seal on the outer cover as faded as the stamped “Top Secret” lettering printed underneath it, and snatched two plastic coffee cups from the dispenser next to the machine.

      He slipped the first cup into place, pressed a button, then wrinkled his nose as the hot liquid spat into the cup, and took a step back.

      The beans were burnt, again, and the aim of the jet was temperamental at the best of times.

      He peered down at his wrinkled shirt, and wondered when he’d get time for a shower and change of clothes.

      The signal had been received at nine minutes past seven the previous evening, mere moments before he was due to leave the office. Twenty-one minutes later, and it would have been someone else’s problem.

      Instead, he’d phoned his wife, and apologised profusely. His gaze had drifted to the photograph on his desk as he’d hung up the phone, and he’d wondered how much of his kids’ childhood he’d have missed out on due to his career, if he and his wife had been able to conceive.

      The coffee machine spluttered to a standstill, and he swapped the cups over, leaving the first to stand on top of the vending machine. He peered over his shoulder at the beige-painted corridor that led towards the secure reception area. The soundproof lining of the walls lent a muffled, cocooned effect to the offices, the muted interior a poor reflection of the beautiful city outside.

      The machine coughed, and checking the second cup was full, he adjusted the folder under his arm, then picked up both plastic cups at the rim, trying to ignore the burning sensation that scorched his fingertips.

      He turned and hurried along the corridor towards Room D-41, questions churning his thoughts.

      The contents of the folder had been disturbing.

      If Philip Petersen hadn’t retired last July, it wouldn’t have come to this. Management would have phoned Petersen at home, demanding he return to the office immediately.

      Instead, Miles had been handed the folder – after it had been retrieved from the secure archive three floors under where he now walked, a complex library of secrets hidden beneath the German streets.

      He passed one of the rare windows in this area of the building, its bulletproof tinted glass lending a smoky aspect to the early morning city skyline, before turning right to face a closed door.

      He glanced down at the full cups, contemplated the folder under his arm, then raised his chin and glared up at the security camera before jerking his head towards the door.

      The camera stared back at him, its opaque lens taunting him below a single red flashing light.

      Nothing happened.

      ‘For fuck’s sake. Pay attention,’ he murmured.

      He kicked the door twice, then glared at the camera once more, and raised the coffee cups a little.

      An electronic beep sounded from the other side of the door, then it swung outward.

      He stepped back, sloshing hot liquid over his hands, and the folder slipped from his precarious grip, dropping to the floor.

      Miles swore as two pages escaped from it, fluttering to one side and landing on the carpet tiles.

      ‘Whoa, sorry, Miles.’

      He glared at the bespectacled man who peered around the door, thrust the coffee cups at him, then crouched to retrieve the folder and its contents.

      ‘You’re supposed to monitor the camera feed, Nathan,’ he grumbled.

      ‘Sorry, I was—’

      ‘Yes, I know. Watching the interview room.’ He stood, flicked the folder under his arm, then reached out for one of the cups. ‘Lead the way.’

      He kicked the door shut and followed Nathan Crowe into a small darkened room; the only available light was provided by a row of six computer screens that illuminated Nathan’s face as he pulled out one of the two swivel chairs for Miles, who put his coffee cup on the desk below the screens and sank into the cracked leather upholstery.

      Crowe ran a hand through dark unruly hair, his brown eyes troubled as he returned to his seat in front of the computer.

      Somehow, the Section’s systems had failed Eva Delacourt, and they needed to find out how.

      Miles placed the folder on the desk, a little to the left of the coffee cup but still within easy reach, and raised his gaze to the large panel of glass above the screens.

      His research proved one thing – the man assigned to watching her was unaware of what the woman was truly capable of, and that troubled him.

      ‘How’s she doing?’

      Nathan leaned forward and pointed at the screen nearest to Miles. ‘Her heart rate is up, but that’s only to be expected. Humidity in the room hasn’t changed dramatically since she arrived.’

      ‘So, she’s not panicking?’

      ‘Not yet. Should she be?’

      ‘We’ll see.’

      ‘What’s her background?’ asked Nathan, leaning across the desk and placing his hand on the folder.

      Miles tugged it out of his reach and yawned. ‘Special operative. Hasn’t seen active service in three years. Until last night, that is.’

      He sipped the coffee and contemplated the woman sitting at the small table in the interview room.

      She looked bored, her head propped in one hand, her elbow on the table, while she traced patterns on the table surface with a finger, her eyes firmly fixed on what she was doing.

      ‘Has she looked in the mirror?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘Huh.’

      ‘She obviously knows it’s a fake.’

      ‘Of course,’ said Miles. ‘She’s been on this side of the room often enough in the past.’

      ‘Oh.’ Nathan sat back in his chair and stared through the window. ‘I didn’t know that.’ He frowned, then turned to Miles. ‘So, what has she been doing?’

      ‘Keeping her head down,’ said Miles. He flipped open the folder and glanced at the executive summary, a one-pager that he’d typed up at one o’clock that morning, and one that he’d already committed to memory.

      ‘Okay, so we know she’s been living in Cyprus for just under a year,’ he explained. ‘In plain sight, under an alias that changes every twelve months when she moves country. Before you joined the Section, she was in Prague, then moved to Bermuda, then Cyprus. She bases herself somewhere with a British ex-pat presence, usually in a gated community.’

      ‘Why that particular order of location?’

      Miles shrugged. ‘No reason that I can see. It just is what it is. She was due to move again in two weeks’ time.’

      ‘Where to?’

      ‘Copenhagen.’

      ‘What about the job she had in Cyprus – at the British Embassy? Was that a ruse to keep her close?’

      ‘Or a ruse for her to keep an eye on us.’ Miles rubbed his chin and flipped the folder shut. ‘Where’s the boy?’

      ‘Next door, in D-43, watching cartoons.’ Nathan pointed to one of the other monitors.

      ‘Any indication from the psych report how he’s holding up?’

      ‘He seems fine, all things considering. Asks for his mother every now and again, but seems to be okay when they’ve told him she’s just next door and helping us with some stuff.’

      Miles sighed. ‘Poor mite.’ His thoughts turned to his own nephew, only three years younger than the boy, and wondered how he would cope in the same circumstances. He shook his head to clear the thought. He didn’t want to contemplate such a scenario.

      ‘All right,’ he said, and stood, stretching his arms over his head. He stifled a yawn and snatched up the folder before turning to the inner door. ‘Let’s see what she’s got to say for herself.’

      ‘How did they find her?’ asked Nathan. ‘She must’ve made a mistake.’

      Miles shook his head and thought of the documents he’d been reading all night. ‘Eva Delacourt doesn’t make mistakes,’ he said. He pointed towards the two-way mirror between the office and the interview room.

      The woman sat forward and put her head in her hands, momentarily letting her true emotions show, and obviously not caring who saw the gesture.

      ‘Someone knew where she was. Someone sent the strike team there.’

      ‘Well, that was a monumental fuck-up.’

      ‘Indeed.’

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Eva raised her head from her hands as a man entered the room, and immediately noticed how dishevelled he looked.

      Maybe she wasn’t the only one having a rough time of it, then.

      He looked to be in his late thirties or early forties, his light brown hair just starting to recede from his forehead. His green eyes were bloodshot, but she couldn’t tell whether that was from lack of sleep, too much coffee, or both.

      ‘Hello,’ he said, and held out his hand as he approached. ‘I’m Miles Newcombe.’

      ‘Hello, Miles,’ she said, returning the handshake. ‘What’s your role in all this?’ She cast her eyes around the room and then pointed at the mirror. ‘Are you in charge, or are there several layers above?’

      His mouth twitched. ‘There are a few layers, yes.’

      She leaned back in her chair and watched as he dropped a notepad and a manila folder on the desk between them and settled himself into the chair opposite. She noticed the wedding ring on his left hand, and pitied the woman who had married him. He was obviously a career-spook, no doubt of that.

      She sighed, and pointed at the folder. ‘That’s what my life comes down to, is it? A flimsy file?’

      Miles loosened his tie, rolled it up, and placed it on the desk. ‘I’m wondering how much of your life is in here, actually.’ He glanced at it, but didn’t open the file. ‘It does seem a bit thin, given some of the stories I’ve been hearing tonight.’

      ‘Where’s Alex?’

      ‘Next door, watching cartoons.’ He smiled. ‘He’s a nice kid.’

      ‘You’ve got children of your own?’

      ‘No.’

      His demeanour changed slightly, and Eva picked up a sense of loss in his tone. She decided not to press him, however, and instead edged forward on her chair and folded her arms on the desk. ‘Have you done a psych evaluation already?’

      ‘He’s fine. I’m sure with your care he’ll be able to put it behind him over the coming months.’ He finally flipped the folder open, and clasped his hands together so they covered the front page.

      She managed to read some of it though, then relaxed as she realised the typed words were simply a timeline of her documented past. No surprises. Good to know he’d done his homework.

      She allowed herself to relax a little, and settled in to answer his questions.

      ‘Your flight from RAF Akrotiri was okay?’

      ‘Yes. Thanks.’

      ‘How long was it before you were able to leave the property?’

      ‘What’s left of it, you mean?’ Eva leaned back in her seat. ‘Two hours, by the time the fire service had put the flames out and then the local police called the embassy.’

      ‘Any issues?’

      ‘None. I showed the policeman in charge my diplomatic credentials, and he provided a car and driver to get us to the RAF base straight away.’ She broke off, a small smile crossing her lips. ‘I think he was glad to be rid of us. The neighbours were certainly giving him a hard time.’

      ‘That’s something, I suppose.’ Miles rubbed his chin and turned a page. ‘Were you able to salvage anything at all?’

      ‘No. I’m even wearing borrowed shoes.’

      He glanced down and she shuffled in her seat so she could move her foot out from under the table.

      ‘They’re rather, er, fetching.’

      She shrugged, and straightened. ‘They’ll have to do.’

      ‘I’ll have someone take a note of your measurements; we’ll send someone out to get a change of clothes for you and Alex.’

      ‘Thanks.’

      ‘Can you tell me exactly what happened?’

      ‘I’m presuming you’d like to hear it all “from the top”,’ she said, accentuating the words with her fingers.

      He nodded. ‘If you wouldn’t mind. You know how it is,’ he added with an apologetic shrug. ‘Better to hear what happened with my own ears.’

      Eva began to walk him through the events of the past twenty-four hours, starting with a précis of how her day had been prior to Alex calling to her, and the gatehouse guard’s murder.

      As she began to talk, Miles took a pen from his shirt pocket and began to take notes. She was slightly surprised that he favoured a fountain pen, thinking it a little old-fashioned, but she kept churning out the words, watching as his large looped handwriting began to fill page after page of the large notepad he’d brought in with him.

      She stopped after fifteen minutes and reached out for one of two glasses that had been left on the table, and nodded her thanks as Miles filled it and the other for himself from a plastic jug.

      She took a few sips, then pointed to the notepad. ‘Isn’t this being recorded?’

      A faint smile crossed his lips. ‘I prefer to take notes,’ he said. ‘It helps me absorb what I’m hearing.’ He raised his eyes to the ceiling. ‘Of course, if I miss anything, then we’ve got a back-up.’

      His gaze fell to her, his eyes sparkling.

      He’s loving this, she realised. Probably the most excitement he’s had here in years.

      ‘Right, where were we?’ He flicked over the page, checked his last note, then looked up at her. ‘The remote for the air conditioning unit. Why?’

      She shrugged. ‘They were professionals. Unless they had a complete rookie with them, none of them were going to hit a light switch after smelling all that gas. I had to force their hand.’

      Miles frowned. ‘The explosion that levelled the house?’

      Eva nodded. ‘Whoever was leading the intruders from the front door had to open the door into the kitchen if they were going to try to breach the panic room. I popped the back off the remote to expose the batteries to be sure, then lined it up so the door would hit it when they pushed it open, causing an explosion.’

      She watched, fascinated, as he wrote the word “boom” and then drew a little cloud around it. She tore her eyes away as he raised his head.

      ‘What about accents?’ he said. ‘Recognise anyone’s voice?’

      She took a moment, closed her eyes, and tried to remember. ‘There was one man. When the first intruder came through the front door and the bleach landed on him, he yelled, and I heard another man speak.’ She opened her eyes. ‘Eastern European, I think.’

      ‘You’re sure?’

      ‘Yes. Definitely not Russian, but perhaps one of the old Eastern Bloc countries.’

      ‘Do you know how many there were?’ he asked.

      ‘No,’ she said, and frowned. ‘Although I’m assuming a minimum of six. Three through the front, three at the rear.’

      He nodded. ‘Spot on.’

      ‘How many were left?’

      ‘None.’

      ‘Ah.’

      ‘Yes,’ said Miles. ‘Therein lies the problem. No-one to question to find out who they worked for.’

      ‘Damn,’ replied Eva. ‘I’ll try to remember that next time.’

      He rolled his eyes. ‘It was merely an observation.’

      ‘So,’ she said, as she crossed her arms over her chest, and leaned back in her chair. ‘How the hell did they find me?’

      ‘You’ve got no ideas? Anything at all?’

      She shook her head, exhaustion threatening now that the adrenalin had well and truly worn off. ‘No,’ she murmured. ‘And that’s what worries me.’ She uncrossed her arms and eased forward. ‘I haven’t seen anything these past few weeks. I would’ve told the Section otherwise.’

      He sighed, and threw his pen down. ‘That’s what we thought.’
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      Miles pushed the door closed, stalked over to the spare chair in front of the computer screens, and slung the folder next to his empty coffee cup.

      He sank into the chair and ran a hand over his eyes.

      Nathan broke the short silence that followed. ‘Do you think she’s telling the truth?’

      ‘Yes,’ Miles mumbled from behind his hand.

      ‘Shit.’

      After a pause, Miles heard the other man’s chair squeak and waited for the next question.

      It didn’t take long.

      ‘Miles – all I know is what my job description entails. Why was she in hiding?’

      Miles sighed, pushed the chair away from the desk so he could stretch out his legs, and folded his arms across his chest, wondering how the hell he was going to come up with a strategy to fix the problem that would meet with the Section chief’s approval.

      ‘It’s because of her fiancé. His name was Douglas Bolton,’ he began, keeping his eyes on Eva through the glass. ‘Doug worked at the British Embassy in Prague as a cultural attaché.’

      ‘He was a spy?’ Nathan leaned forward, resting his arm on the desk as if to stop himself from falling out of his chair.

      Miles glanced at him, then back to Eva. ‘Yeah. He was a spy.’ He paused. ‘More like a messenger, really, without wanting to make it sound insignificant. He passed on messages between us, the CIA, and various informers. He used the diplomatic communications channels to get information in and out of the country.’

      ‘What sort of information?’

      Miles eyed the folder, then looked away. ‘Sensitive information.’

      ‘What happened?’

      ‘The Section received intel to suggest his life was in danger, so we had them both moved to a safe house in the city,’ said Miles. ‘The admin staff at the embassy were told Doug and Eva were going on a holiday for a few weeks. Except after two weeks, it became apparent that if they stayed there, Doug’s contacts would deteriorate – the sort of informers he had links to, they’d never talk to anyone else.’

      ‘So, the Section chief sent them back?’

      Miles nodded. ‘Doug agreed, though. He’d just made contact with a new informant who wanted to defect when the Section pulled them out, and there was still time to make contact without it seeming suspicious. He was as keen as us to see it through.’

      ‘What about Eva? What was she doing all that time?’

      Miles ran his hand over his jaw. ‘She was assigned as Doug’s close protection officer as a way of taking a break from her work for the Section after a particularly difficult job.’

      ‘Was she in danger too?’

      ‘No more than usual.’

      ‘So, how was he killed?’

      ‘He was walking down the front steps of their house in Malá Strana towards his car. The driver was standing with the passenger door opened.’

      ‘Armed?’

      ‘Of course.’ Miles leaned forward and balanced his elbows on his knees. ‘As Doug reached the pavement, a motorbike appeared from a side street, sped past, and the pillion passenger took out Doug and his driver. Single shots to the head.’

      ‘Shit.’ Nathan leaned back in his chair, and Miles caught the note of admiration in his voice despite the seriousness of the events. ‘That’s one hell of a shot to take once, let alone twice.’

      ‘There are only a handful of likely candidates we know of that could possibly have done it,’ said Miles.

      ‘So that’s why she’s been in hiding,’ said Nathan. ‘The shooter and the accomplice were never caught.’

      ‘Right.’ Miles jerked his thumb at the wall. ‘Plus, she had the boy to worry about. He was only three at the time.’ He pushed a newspaper clipping across the desk to Nathan, its headline screaming out the terror of the assassination of a high-profile British Embassy official in the historical enclave of Malá Strana.

      He swallowed, the thought of his nephew having to be told that his father had been assassinated in cold blood sending a shiver up his spine and across his shoulders.

      Nathan snatched the clipping from the desk, pushed his glasses up onto his forehead and squinted at the grainy photograph that depicted the front of a three-storey house, its front door obscured by plastic sheeting that led down to the pavement to maintain the crime scene. ‘And so she’s been hiding ever since.’

      Miles nodded.

      Nathan’s gaze drifted to the woman on the other side of the glass, and he flicked his glasses back onto his nose. ‘That can’t have been easy with a kid in tow.’

      ‘No, it can’t have been.’

      ‘Anything to suggest why her fiancé was shot?’ asked Nathan.

      ‘Only rumours,’ said Miles. ‘But we can’t prove it, because no-one got the chance to ask him before he died.’

      ‘What sort of rumours?’

      ‘We thought he might have been passed some information, something explosive,’ said Miles. ‘I was only a junior analyst at the time, but whatever it was died with him. Housekeeping got to the house at the same time as the emergency services and turned the place upside down. Eva was brought in for questioning, too – standard procedure in the circumstances, but she knew nothing of his activities. He never discussed it with her. Both of them were true professionals.’

      ‘Shooting from a motorbike though,’ mused Nathan. ‘That’s the Israelis’ preferred method of dispatch, isn’t it?’

      ‘It was also Eva’s method. She was one of our best assassins until she took a break from that and joined the contingent at the British Embassy.’ Miles scratched his earlobe as he stared through the glass at Eva. ‘It’s the reason why we think he was deliberately targeted. Retaliation for one of her hits.’
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      Miles turned at the sound of the keypad on the door being activated, then stood as the Section chief entered the room.

      ‘Sir. I didn’t know you were in the building so early.’

      ‘I think it’s going to turn into a long day for all of us.’ The elder man pointed through the glass. ‘Anything of use?’

      ‘Honestly, no,’ said Miles. ‘We’ve been through it a few times, from different angles. I’d say her memory is perfect. No deviation from the story at all.’

      He watched, warily, as the Section chief stared through the glass at Eva.

      Gerald Knox had been his boss for only a year since Petersen had retired, and he’d yet to get used to the man’s grating manner.

      It wasn’t Gerald’s fault, of course. Recruited into MI6 straight from university, he held an enviable track record of running successful overseas operations, and had a reputation as being an impeccable strategist. Rumour had it that the man was still gunning for the top job, despite the fact his own retirement was only two years away. However, his style of management left a lot to be desired; one moment he could be fractious, demanding to know every detail of an active operation; the next, driving his team by playing to their egos.

      Knox pointed at the manila folder. ‘What do you make of it all?’

      ‘Either the people who arranged the attack on her got lucky, or we’ve got a serious leak.’

      Knox’s eyes opened wide. ‘A leak?’

      Miles shrugged. ‘I can’t think of any other explanation,’ he said. ‘She’s one of the best we have. The whole operation has been running without a hitch for three years – so well, in fact, that we’ve only had a watching brief assigned to it for the past nine months,’ he added, indicating Nathan.

      ‘That’s worrying,’ said Knox, his gaze returning to the woman sitting in the interview room.

      ‘Sir? I wonder if it’d be possible to have Eva relocated to a hotel for the next few days?’ said Miles. ‘Under guard, of course,’ he added as Knox’s eyebrows shot up. ‘Maybe if we get her and Alex into some nicer surroundings than this, she’ll be able to relax a bit. Perhaps that will trigger a memory from one of them; something we can use.’

      ‘I don’t know, Newcombe. Seems awfully risky.’

      ‘I understand, but at least that way, Nathan here will have time to finish going through the camera feed from the complex. If he finds anything, we can run it by her – see if she recognises anyone.’ He glanced over his shoulder through the mirror. ‘Let’s face it. She’s got nowhere else to go.’

      Knox rubbed at his chin. ‘I suppose that would work. It’s not ideal, of course.’

      Miles held his breath. He desperately wanted a chance to continue working on the case, now that he knew the woman’s background. And then there was Alex, an innocent caught up in a horrendous attack. His fingernails dug into the palms of his hands. He’d vowed to himself that he’d find those responsible, and he didn’t want to let the boy down.

      ‘All right,’ said Knox. ‘Let me talk to her. Set some ground rules. We’ll go from there. Come on – both of you.’

      Miles caught the surprised expression on Nathan’s face, then hurried after Knox, who had already opened the door to the interview room.

      ‘Eva,’ said the Section chief, offering her his hand. ‘I’m Gerald Knox. I believe you knew my predecessor, Philip Petersen.’

      Eva stood, and Knox seemed surprised at her height. She shook his hand, then raised an eyebrow as Nathan followed Miles through the door.

      ‘Ah, so the man behind the mirror makes an appearance?’

      Miles ignored the faint blush that crossed Nathan’s face. ‘Gerald is our Section chief,’ he explained. ‘He’d like to ask you a few more questions. Nathan here is the analyst assigned to your operation. I hope you don’t mind?’

      ‘Not at all.’

      Her mouth quirked as she gestured to the seat in front of her.

      Miles leaned against the wall behind his boss, and folded his arms over his chest as Gerald eased himself into the plastic chair and crossed one socked ankle over the other.

      Nathan appeared flustered, then copied Miles’s stance and tried to look relaxed.

      ‘It seems you’ve attracted the attention of some rather nasty people,’ Knox began. ‘I’m glad to see you and Alex are none the worse for wear.’

      ‘Thank you,’ said Eva. ‘What are you doing about finding out who tried to kill us?’

      Knox held up his hand. ‘Bear with me,’ he said. ‘First of all, are you absolutely sure you had no idea the attack was imminent?’

      From where he stood, Miles noticed the dangerous flash in Eva’s eyes, and silently willed her to keep her cool.

      ‘No, nothing,’ she said eventually. She checked her watch, then glared at Knox. ‘We’ve been through it at every angle for the past eight hours.’

      ‘Newcombe here has suggested that we move you to a hotel for a few days, under guard of course, so that you can recover,’ said Knox. ‘Given your track record, however, I’m presuming that you would rather take on a more active role in the investigation, would that be correct?’

      Eva leaned forward and folded her arms on the desk. ‘Yes. Yes, I would.’

      ‘I thought so.’ Knox leaned back, and Miles could imagine the smug look that had crossed his face. ‘Then I suggest the following course of action. Newcombe here will be assigned as your case officer. You will report to him while the investigation is ongoing. The boy can stay with you, of course.’

      Knox turned in his seat to face Miles. ‘The pair of you will work together to find out how the hell the house in Cyprus was compromised, and who attacked you. Newcombe, you’ll report direct to me. The usual lock-down protocols apply – understood?’

      Miles nodded. ‘Understood.’

      ‘Good.’ Knox pointed at Nathan. ‘The pair of you can work through the camera feed from the hotel, correct?’

      Miles heard Nathan swallow before he answered.

      ‘Er, yes – that’s correct. Sir.’

      ‘Good. Go and grab whatever you need. You’re going with her.’

      Nathan’s eyes widened. ‘I am?’

      ‘You are,’ confirmed Knox. ‘So, if you’re ready, we’ll adjourn to my office and work out the detail, shall we?’

      He rose and offered his hand to Eva. ‘No doubt we’ll talk soon. In the meantime, try to get some rest, and then work with Nathan to see what you can find out. I need to know how badly the rest of your mission has been compromised, understand?’

      ‘He can’t be serious,’ said Eva as Nathan followed Knox from the room. She left her seat and approached Miles. ‘I’ve got enough on my hands looking after Alex. You can’t expect me to babysit your computer guru as well.’

      ‘You won’t be babysitting. He’s been out in the field before.’

      ‘Not like this, I’ll bet.’

      ‘You don’t have a choice. He’s going with you.’

      ‘He’s an analyst, for goodness’ sake!’

      Miles spun on his heel and glared at her. ‘You don’t get it, do you? When Douglas was shot, the programme got removed from the active operations system. Mothballed. No-one else knows about it.’

      ‘So, why does Nathan know about it?’

      ‘He was tasked with making sure it didn’t fail. That no-one ever found you. Call it a watching brief, if you like.’

      ‘Can we trust him, given what’s happened in the last twenty-four hours?’

      Miles sighed, threw the manila folder onto the table, and sank into one of the chairs. ‘Eva, he’s the one that tried to tell us a week ago that someone had found you.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘I’m sorry,’ said Miles, holding up his hands. ‘We didn’t believe him.’

      ‘You bastards.’

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Eva followed Nathan into the hotel lobby, her fingers wrapping around Alex’s small hand as her gaze roamed their surroundings.

      For government-sponsored accommodation, it was opulent, and she wondered what UK taxpayers would think; then she realised that Knox had placed them here because the very nature of the establishment ensured a better degree of privacy.

      The staff would be used to VIPs, and wouldn’t bat an eyelid at some of the Section’s demands that would have had to have been made to assure her and Alex’s safety.

      She shifted the canvas holdall in her right hand containing the selection of clothing and toiletries one of the Section’s enterprising admin staff had put together, and checked her watch.

      She needed sleep, to recharge.

      She couldn’t concentrate without rest, and she desperately wanted to soak in a bath and ease the past twenty-four hours out of her pores.

      Movement at the top of a marble staircase to her right caught her attention.

      A black-suited man stood at the top of the stairs on the landing, trying to blend in as a member of staff. The tell-tale bulge under his jacket spoilt the effect, but a normal person wouldn’t notice.

      Eva exhaled, trying to loosen the tension in her body, and realised Nathan had spoken.

      ‘I’m sorry, what?’

      ‘I said I’ll get our room keys, shall I?’

      ‘Okay. Thanks.’

      Alex tugged at her sleeve and pointed at him as he walked away. ‘Who’s he?’

      Eva turned, then sighed as Nathan jogged over the marble tiled hotel lobby towards the reception desk. ‘A computer nerd.’

      Alex giggled. ‘Nerd,’ he repeated.

      ‘Shh,’ said Eva, fighting the urge to smile, despite her frustration. Instead, she concentrated on finding her bearings, noting the staff exit behind the reception area and the double doors leading to a bar, and counting the fire exits.

      Her eyes drifted over the people that milled about the lobby, consigning each into a mental filing system; potential Section personnel, hotel staff, hotel guests, and—

      She swallowed, and kept her gaze sweeping the lobby, while her mind worked overtime.

      A man was sitting at the bar, his body angled so that he could lean against the ornate brass rail that surrounded the serving area, whilst watching the lobby.

      She calculated the distance, and then lowered her gaze to Alex. The boy was staring open-mouthed at the large chandelier hanging above their heads, his eyes sparkling in wonder.

      Out the corner of her eye, Nathan was in the final throes of obtaining their room keys, and she hurried towards him, studiously ignoring the double doors through to the bar area, keeping her body between Alex and the man that sat there.

      ‘Nathan, move!’ Eva ignored the startled exclamation from the reception desk, grabbed the room keys, then took Alex by the sleeve and hurried towards the elevators.

      ‘Wait!’

      She hitched her bag up her arm. ‘Press the button, Alex. Hurry.’

      Alex did as he was told, then looked over his shoulder. ‘What’s wrong?’

      ‘Never mind. Turn around.’

      The elevator emitted a low ping as Nathan hurried towards them.

      ‘Can you believe this place?’ exclaimed Nathan. He raised his gaze to the ornate chandelier hanging from the ceiling that had held Alex spellbound. ‘I could get used to this.’

      ‘Here’s a hint,’ she said. ‘Don’t.’

      ‘What’s the rush?’

      ‘I’ll tell you in a minute.’

      They rode the elevator car in silence, until it stopped on the sixth floor and the doors opened.

      ‘Hold on,’ said Eva.

      She handed her bag to Nathan, then pushed Alex towards him and eased herself from the elevator.

      As she stepped into the hallway, she looked left, then right. Her breath caught in her throat as she made out two dark-clothed figures halfway along.

      They faced the elevators, one with a finger to his ear, the other with his hand behind his back, as if to pull a weapon from his belt.

      The first dropped his hand, and moved towards her, gesturing to the two doors to her left. ‘We managed to find adjoining rooms,’ he said. ‘There’s a kitchenette and diner, and the refrigerator has been fully stocked. You should make yourselves comfortable.’

      ‘Thanks,’ said Eva, then turned back to the elevator and beckoned Nathan and Alex forward. ‘Come on,’ she said, and led them along the hallway to the first door.

      They waited while the second security guard opened it for them and conducted a brief search, before he stepped aside.

      ‘We’ll wait in here while you check the other room,’ said Eva, and brushed past, knocking his arm. ‘Sorry.’

      The agent shrugged. ‘Both rooms were checked only twenty minutes ago.’

      Eva peered over her shoulder and raised an eyebrow. ‘All the more reason to check it again.’

      She waited until Nathan and Alex had stepped over the threshold, then slammed the door shut and locked it.

      ‘Right,’ she said, keeping her voice low. ‘I don’t care what those two say. Be alert, and keep your voice down. I’d imagine the Section has installed listening devices.’

      ‘Why would they do that?’ Nathan said, spinning on his heel to face her and dropping the bags to the floor.

      Eva held up her hand to silence him, then put a finger to her lips. ‘Be careful what you say,’ she murmured. She turned her attention to Alex. ‘Go and put the television on,’ she said. ‘Find a cartoon channel. Turn up the volume.’

      Alex nodded and hurried across the room, pulled out the television remote control, and began flicking through channels. Soon, the sound of a familiar cartoon theme song filled the room, the volume increasing within seconds.

      ‘What are you doing?’ hissed Nathan.

      Eva pointed at the door to the suite. ‘How long have you worked with the two men that are standing out in that corridor?’

      ‘What?’

      ‘How long?’

      ‘I’ve never seen them before in my life,’ he said, confusion in his eyes.

      ‘So, how do you know you can trust them?’

      ‘They’re from the Section,’ he said.

      ‘But how do you know you can trust them?’ persisted Eva. ‘Have you seen their credentials? Did Miles tell you their names, or who had organised them to be here with us?’

      Nathan lowered his gaze, and ran his hand along the kitchen worktop that separated the space from the living area. ‘No.’

      ‘How long have you worked with Miles?’

      ‘A few months.’

      In the background, the noise from the cartoon grew louder until Alex dropped the remote onto one of the plush lounge chairs and made his way back towards the kitchenette.

      ‘That’s what I thought,’ said Eva.

      ‘What are you thinking?’ he asked.

      Eva peered across to the closed door to the hallway, then leaned forward so she could murmur into his ear without being easily overheard. ‘We’re leaving. Now.’
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      Samuel Parkes drained the glass of sparkling mineral water, swung away from his bar stool, and strode towards the lobby.

      He’d already noticed the four agents milling about the staircase and reception area, so kept his gait relaxed as he exited the bar. Instead, he adjusted his cufflinks and straightened his tie, then checked his watch.

      Plenty of time.

      He was sure Eva had seen him, which was a shame. He preferred the element of surprise, but the hunt always excited him, no matter the circumstances.

      He’d been surprised to hear that she’d escaped unscathed with the boy after the assault on her home in Cyprus, but revelled in the challenge that lay ahead.

      He ignored the agent he passed as he made his way towards the elevator. The man was young, probably inexperienced, and like his colleagues had most likely underestimated the woman they’d been sent to guard.

      And her enemies.

      When he’d first received the phone call, he’d sat down at the kitchen counter of his two-bedroom apartment. He’d never admit it to his contact, but his legs had started shaking. He still wasn’t sure if had been from shock, or excitement. The one hit he’d hoped for, dreamt of, prayed for, was his.

      And he owed her.

      He adjusted the sleeves of his black suit jacket, smoothed a hand over close-cropped sandy coloured hair, and then reached to the open collar of his crisp white shirt and ran his finger and thumb over the thin gold chain around his neck.

      It had belonged to his grandmother, a devout Christian, and when the chain slipped between his finger and thumb and found the engraved crucifix, he closed his eyes for a brief moment and murmured a silent prayer.

      Vengeance would be his.

      He pressed the button between the two elevator doors nearest to him, and waited, whistling under his breath as the numbers counted down from the upper levels. He’d already worked out which floor she’d be staying on – it was a simple case of waiting and watching the agents as they prepared for her arrival. From his perch at the bar, he could observe the bank of elevators with ease. Without fail, each agent had punched the button for the sixth floor at some point or other over the past hour.

      A soft ping preceded the left-hand elevator’s arrival, and Parkes stood to one side as an elderly couple stepped into the lobby. The old man nodded his thanks, and Parkes smiled politely before stepping into the elevator.

      His senses picked up movement behind him before he heard the footfall, and his eyes found the mirrored wall at the back of the elevator.

      One of the agents had reached out to stop the doors closing.

      Parkes held his breath, keeping his face calm and his shoulders relaxed. By his count, there were already two agents outside Eva’s hotel room, so this guy was either following him, or checking on his colleagues. He favoured the latter.

      He turned and reached out for the panel, pressing the button for the floor below Eva’s room, figuring the obviously inexperienced agent would relax once he could write off Parkes as a non-threat.

      Sure enough, the agent leaned across with an apologetic smile, and pressed the button for the sixth floor.

      Parkes moved to one side, linked his hands in front of his crotch, and waited.

      The elevator slowed as it approached the fifth floor, before the familiar ping announcing its arrival filled the car. The doors opened, revealing an empty hallway. No guests waited to enter the elevator.

      Parkes spun around, the heel of his open hand slamming underneath the agent’s nose, driving the cartilage upwards.

      The man slumped to the ground, his body convulsing as bone fragments entered his brain.

      Parkes punched the button to keep the doors open a little longer, checked the hallway was still deserted, then crouched and dragged the now lifeless agent from the elevator.

      Dumping the body on the ornate carpet, he then brushed off his suit, straightened his tie, and stepped back into the elevator.

      Now he only had to deal with the two agents outside Eva’s door, and the hunt could begin in earnest.
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      ‘Why? How?’

      Eva jutted her chin towards the window. ‘We’ve been compromised. When the car pulled up, I noticed this side of the building has a fire escape. That window will open out onto it.’

      ‘You want us to climb out there?’

      ‘Grab what you need from your bag,’ she said. ‘You’ll need your passport, cash, and anything that identifies you. Leave everything else behind.’

      She watched as he moved across the room to where they’d dumped their bags and began to rifle through the outer pocket until he withdrew his passport.

      ‘Is that everything?’ she asked, craning her neck to see around his body.

      ‘Yes,’ he scowled over his shoulder, and then stood. He patted the pockets of his jeans as he walked towards her. ‘Everything else is here.’

      ‘Good.’ She moved away from counter, lifted one of the ornate chairs that had been placed against the wall next to the television, and carried it to the door that led to the hallway.

      She moved slowly, grateful for the plush carpet that silenced her footsteps. Once next to the door, she lowered the chair, and rested her ear against the door’s surface, blocking out the sound from the television with her hand over her other ear.

      She held her breath, straining to hear through the health-and-safety specified fireproofed woodwork. A faint murmur of voices carried briefly from the other side, but appeared to be several paces away down the hallway, not right outside.

      Satisfied, she dragged the chair towards her until it touched her toes, then moved and wedged it firmly under the door handle before returning to the main living area.

      ‘Why are you doing this?’ Nathan leaned forward on the kitchen bench, his eyes troubled.

      ‘I don’t trust the Section,’ she whispered.

      Nathan’s eyebrows shot upwards. ‘Why ever not?’ he hissed.

      ‘Gut feeling,’ she said, then sighed. ‘Helped along by the fact that you told them over a week ago that mine and Alex’s life could be in danger, and they did absolutely nothing about it.’

      ‘That seems a bit extreme,’ argued Nathan. ‘After all, the communiqué I sent was probably one of hundreds they have to read every day.’

      She shook her head. ‘Don’t make excuses for them. What if your report was deliberately ignored?’

      ‘Why would they do that?’

      ‘I don’t know,’ said Eva. ‘I’ve never worked with any of you before. So, I don’t know if I can trust them.’

      ‘If you don’t trust them, then why do you trust me?’ asked Nathan, his voice uncertain. ‘Why are we even having this conversation?’

      ‘I have to trust you,’ she said. ‘You’re the only one left in the Section that knows the systems and can get me the information I need. And you tried to warn them my life was in danger. So, I figured you’re one of the good guys. Quite possibly the only one left.’ She turned and blew a low whistle at Alex.

      When he drew closer, she leaned down and took his arm. ‘Go and check the window,’ she said. ‘Unlock it, but don’t open it out all the way. Just a little, understand?’

      Alex nodded, then hurried to do as he’d been instructed.

      She held out her hand to Nathan. ‘Give me your mobile phone.’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘You can stay here, if you want.’

      Nathan sighed, reached into the pocket of his jeans, then handed over his phone. He watched Alex cross the room, then turned back to Eva and pointed at his phone in her hand. ‘What are you going to do with that?’

      Eva grabbed a towel from a neat pile next to the sink, unravelled one of the larger ones, and removed the memory cards and batteries from both his phone and her own. Next, she placed the parts on the square of material before covering them with the other half of the towel. She pulled open the cupboards until she found a complimentary steam iron, then glanced up to see Nathan staring at her, his mouth open, and winked.

      She then smashed the contents of the towel with two precise blows.

      Nathan held up his arm to shield his eyes from the pieces of plastic that escaped the material and shot through the air, then glared at her. ‘Wasn’t that a bit extreme?’ he hissed.

      ‘Not really,’ said Eva, holding up the iron and examining the now-pockmarked surface. ‘I never liked ironing.’

      Eva ignored the glare Nathan gave her, and used the towel to collect the remnants of plastic that had managed to escape across the countertop.

      She bundled the towel, then knotted the top of it and threw it across the room to Alex, who caught it with a grin on his face.

      ‘What’s the point of keeping that?’

      ‘I don’t want anyone putting them back together,’ she said. ‘I’ll scatter the parts.’

      Nathan folded his arms across his chest. ‘Don’t you think you’re being a bit too paranoid?’

      ‘No,’ said Eva. ‘I don’t. There’s a man downstairs. I noticed him when you were getting the room keys.’

      ‘What man? Where?’

      ‘In the bar, off to the left of the reception desk.’

      ‘Where do you know him from?’

      ‘I’ve seen him somewhere before, a long time ago.’

      ‘You weren’t just a diplomat’s fiancée, were you?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘And you haven’t been in witness protection either, right?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘Why is he so important? Why run?’

      ‘He used to be a trained killer,’ said Eva, her tone patient. ‘Wet work. Unsanctioned hits, that sort of thing.’

      ‘You say “used to”,’ Nathan persisted. ‘What if he’s just working in a different role now?’

      ‘I doubt it very much.’

      ‘What makes you say that?’

      ‘Because he isn’t meant to be here,’ said Eva, peering through the net curtains. ‘He’s meant to be dead.’
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      Eva edged along the wall alongside the window, the net curtain billowing in the gentle breeze.

      The scent of exhaust fumes mixed with the cold air that blew through the open window, freezing now that she had moved away from the sanctuary of the hotel room’s reverse-cycle air conditioning.

      Lifting her gaze to the opposite building, she watched and waited until she was sure no other surveillance was apparent; the windows of the building opposite were sparse and appeared to mark the rear of offices converted from an eighteenth-century residence, while the street below was deserted.

      She checked her watch.

      Two o’clock.

      The locals would have finished their lunches, and with any luck their guard would be down, muted by good food. And, with luck, not the sort of time for her enemies to draw attention to themselves.

      It was as good a time as any.

      She glanced over her shoulder at Nathan, and beckoned to him.

      ‘You go first,’ she said. ‘Straight down the fire exit and crouch behind the bins at the bottom, near the wall, okay?’

      ‘What are you going to do?’

      ‘I’ll wait until you’re halfway down, then I’ll send Alex. Keep him with you,’ she said. ‘When you’re both down, I’ll follow.’

      She saw the flash of concern in his eyes, reached out and put her hand on his arm. ‘Please. Trust me.’

      He leaned out the window and peered down the length of the building to the cobblestones below. His Adam’s apple bobbed in his throat, and then his brow creased. ‘Where are we going once we leave here?’

      ‘Train station,’ said Eva. ‘We need to put as much distance as possible between ourselves and Berlin.’

      ‘They’ll be looking for us, won’t they?’

      Eva nodded. ‘Of course. But hopefully by the time they realise we’ve gone, we’ll have a good enough head start. Even if they check the CCTV cameras at the station, we’ll be long gone.’

      ‘They’ll know which train we’re on,’ he protested. ‘They’ll be checking the CCTV cameras at all the stations leading out of the city.’

      ‘They’ll know which train we left on,’ she corrected him. ‘We’re going to have to be smart about this, Nathan, and that means we change trains a few times to make sure we shake them off.’

      His gaze rested on the locked door to the hallway. ‘Are you sure about this?’ He turned back to her. ‘Absolutely sure?’

      ‘Yes.’ She shrugged. ‘If I’m wrong, we get told off for slipping past our security detail. If I’m right…’ Her eyes fell on Alex. ‘We stay alive for a bit longer. Hopefully long enough for me to work out what the hell is going on.’

      Nathan sighed. ‘Okay.’

      She stepped aside as he brushed past her and watched him clamber over the low windowsill and onto the steel fire exit.

      He edged across the narrow platform, then began to lower himself down the steps. He stopped as he was about to slip from view. ‘You never asked how I found out about the threat on your life,’ he said.

      She held his gaze. ‘But I believed you anyway,’ she said.

      She saw his jaw clench, and then he began climbing once more, the sound of his feet on the steel treads floating up to where she stood long after he’d disappeared from sight.

      Alex joined her, his fingers wrapping around hers as he leaned forward, copying her stance.

      She swallowed, wondering how much he remembered; whether he recalled the terrifying ordeal that had been their escape three years ago, or whether the whole experience had been consigned to some deep part of his memories.

      She gave his hand a quick squeeze. ‘Come on, Alex – it’s your turn.’

      She helped him over the windowsill, casting her eyes around the surrounding buildings and street below.

      Please let this work.

      ‘Go,’ she whispered.

      Once Alex was safely on the platform, he dropped into a crouch and crawled towards the ladder. He turned, stretched one foot tentatively towards the first rung, and glanced up at her.

      ‘Go,’ she urged.

      He nodded, then settled his weight on the ladder and began to slip from view, his hands gripping the sides of the metal structure as he descended.

      She waited until the top of his head was out of sight, then followed, holding onto the windowsill until she’d found her balance on the steel structure.

      She hurried across the platform, peered down the first ladder to make sure Alex was clear, then turned, placed her hands on the handrails either side of the treads, and began to lower herself.

      She was halfway down the ladder when she heard the unmistakable bark of gunfire.

      Her head jerked up at the sound, a fraction of a second before she picked up speed, sliding down the last four rungs of the ladder rather than waste time climbing.

      She reached the second platform as a second shot resonated through the open window from the floor above. She took a moment to lean over the fire exit to check Alex’s descent.

      He was almost at the last platform, Nathan’s face peering up at him, beckoning him. His eyes met hers, and she quickly put her finger to her lips before gesturing to him to get Alex to hurry.

      That done, she turned and moved towards the next ladder, her fingers wrapping around the handrails before she dropped in a fast, controlled slide using the instep of her new ankle boots to slow her descent.

      She fled across the third platform moments before a splintering crash reached her ears.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      Parkes tested the weight of his gun in his hand, then pressed against the right-hand wall of the elevator as it completed its short journey to the sixth floor.

      As the doors slid open, he reached down and selected the button to keep the doors open, gambling on the agents’ inquisitive nature and heightened senses. They’d be expecting their colleague, so he reckoned their first instinct would be concern when he didn’t appear from the elevator.

      Sure enough, he heard a muffled curse, then the footfalls of the agent that had lost the argument coming closer.

      The man’s pace was steady, assured, and not the sound of someone expecting to be attacked.

      Parkes brought the gun up to chest height, and waited.

      The agent stopped before reaching the elevator.

      ‘Dave? Everything okay?’

      Parkes let out a groan.

      The agent fell for the ruse, and stepped into view.

      Parkes didn’t hesitate; he shot the agent in the chest, then dropped to a crouch and sprang from the confines of the elevator, firing as he did so.

      The second agent fired once, a shot that went wide and ploughed into a ceiling panel before he cried out, sinking to the floor, his hand against his stomach.

      Parkes ran forward, and as the agent raised his head, shot him between the eyes.

      He spun on his heel, returned to the elevator, and used the gun to jam the door open. He’d still have to contend with the other three, but putting one out of action was better than nothing.

      He reached down to the first agent he’d killed and picked up his gun, noting with a satisfied grunt that it still held a full magazine, and removed a key card from the agent’s pocket. He jogged to the door of the room the second agent had been standing outside, and swiped the card across the locking mechanism.

      He entered the room, and quickly deduced that it hadn’t been used.

      He moved swiftly through the suite, checked the bathroom and bedrooms, and then returned to the living area, his senses alert.

      A sound from the adjoining room caught his attention, and he ran out the door into the hallway, and tried the next room.

      Locked.

      Parkes stood back and aimed the gun at the lock, then turned his head and fired.

      Splinters of wood showered his hair, covering his jacket.

      He brushed away the detritus, then raised his weapon once more when the door refused to open against his weight.

      Two shots obliterated the top of the chair that had been placed under the handle, and he aimed a low kick at the door.

      His eyes immediately picked up the net curtains flowing in the breeze.

      He raced to the open window, craning his neck to peer down the fire escape that hugged the wall, and then cursed.
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      ‘Move!’

      Eva grabbed Alex’s hand and pulled him along the alleyway towards the back of the hotel.

      Beyond the exit from the alley, cars flashed by on a busy street, and pedestrians hurried back and forth, oblivious to Eva, Alex and Nathan as they emerged as one onto the pavement.

      ‘Here,’ said Eva, and led the way to a subway entrance.

      ‘Won’t there be cameras?’ said Nathan.

      ‘I hope so,’ said Eva. ‘We’ll use those to our advantage – send them on a wild goose chase with any luck.’

      She reached the bottom of the stairs, then followed the subway signs to the nearest platform.

      Her eyes flickered over the signs, her brain translating the German easily.

      ‘This way – hurry!’

      Eva picked up Alex, and held him tight to her chest as she ran towards the platform that headed north.

      As they reached it, a roaring sound began to emanate from the tunnel, and a hot wind preceded the headlights of a train. It slid to a halt, and Eva and Nathan stood to one side as passengers disembarked, before climbing on board.

      Eva selected a seat that gave her a view of all the exits and sank into it, turning Alex in her arms.

      As the train pulled away from the platform, Eva glanced across the aisle to Nathan.

      He was panting, his hair slicked to his forehead.

      She pulled Alex closer on her lap and peered over his fair hair at the passengers at the other end of the carriage.

      A couple of tourists pored over a map at the far end, pointing and laughing as they compared the pages in their hands with the route displayed above their heads, while an old woman glared at them from four seats away, then rose to her feet and shuffled towards the doors as the train began to slow once more.

      Eva caught Nathan’s attention. ‘Two stops,’ she said. ‘Then we have to hurry, understand?’

      ‘Got it.’ He ran his fingers through his hair. ‘I didn’t realise I was so unfit.’

      ‘You have to keep up.’ Eva shifted Alex from her knee, but kept a hand on his arm. ‘We’re not out of trouble yet.’

      ‘Okay.’

      The train gathered speed once more.

      Eva had no idea how much back-up the Section would send their man, but she wasn’t going to underestimate them.

      Nathan leaned forward. ‘Those were gunshots, weren’t they?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘And you think it was the man you saw in the lobby?’

      ‘Yes, I do.’ Eva gave up struggling with Alex and let the boy climb across to the seat next to hers. ‘And those two agents that were posted outside our door won’t have stood a chance.’

      ‘But, why?’

      Eva swallowed. Nathan’s face was distraught. How could she even begin to tell him what she’d done, what she’d kept hidden? And now someone had discovered her, and she was on the run again. Her gaze fell to the small figure beside her, and she fought down the ache in her throat that threatened tears.

      She was so damn tired of running.

      The train burst out of the tunnel, bright sunlight piercing the windows, making her squint.

      ‘Get ready,’ she said, then cleared her throat and steadied her voice once more. ‘We’re getting off here.’

      The train slowed and through the window, she noticed the urban sprawl had thinned a little, pockets of houses and apartment blocks replacing the busy metropolis.

      As they disembarked, Nathan reached out and took Alex’s hand before Eva could. He glanced up apologetically, but she shook her head. The gesture had been so natural, she didn’t have the heart to reprimand him.

      She wondered what his history was. With the rush of them being sent to the hotel, and then the sheer panic of their escape, she realised she’d never had the chance to ask him about his background.

      She still trusted him though. There was something about him that meant she simply couldn’t believe he’d cause her or Alex any harm.

      At least, she hoped so. It was what her instincts told her, and they hadn’t been wrong so far.

      Especially about the Section.

      How else had their attacker found them?

      ‘What do we do now?’

      Nathan’s question interrupted her thoughts, and she realised both he and Alex were staring at her, expectant looks on their faces.

      ‘We cross the platform,’ she said, and led the way towards a footbridge that crossed the tracks. ‘Then we get on a train that’s heading south and get as close to the Czech border as we can.’

      Nathan picked up Alex and hurried up the steel steps after her. ‘Why didn’t we do that in the first place?’

      ‘There were CCTV cameras at the subway we entered,’ she explained. ‘There are only a few here, and they probably won’t get to check these for a couple of hours or more. They’ll be expecting us to head north, to go back to the UK.’

      ‘And we’re not?’

      ‘No. We’re not.’

      Alex wriggled in Nathan’s arms, and he set him down at the top of the steps. The boy reached out for Eva’s hand, evidently determined to walk down the stairs on his own rather than be carried.

      She smiled a little. He was at the age where one moment he’d be all grown up, determined to forge ahead on his own, before changing his mind and reverting to the little boy that she loved so much.

      ‘Look,’ she continued, ‘they’ll be watching all major stations and airports for us. If I was them, I’d be banking on my heading north so I’d put most of my manpower there. Of course, they’ll be checking south of the city as well, but I don’t think it’ll be as heavily patrolled.’

      Nathan frowned. ‘You’re absolutely convinced it’s the Section that did this?’

      ‘Whose idea was it for us to be placed in a hotel in the first place?’

      ‘Miles.’ Nathan exhaled. ‘Shit.’

      Alex giggled.

      ‘Sorry.’

      ‘It’s okay. He’s heard worse.’ Eva smiled. ‘Sorry you got dragged into this. You’re a bit out of your depth, aren’t you?’

      ‘I guess.’ Nathan glanced over his shoulder at the approaching train. ‘I did all my fieldwork training, but then I got assigned to this project. Spent most of the last six months at a desk.’

      ‘Don’t apologise,’ said Eva. ‘If you hadn’t reported a breach in the system, no-one would have believed me about the attack in Cyprus, and—’

      ‘What?’

      The noise of the train drawing to a halt next to the platform put paid to any conversation. Instead, Eva peered through the window of the carriage and, noticing it was deserted, pulled Alex in after her and sat down.

      Nathan joined her as the doors slid shut and the train pulled away.

      ‘What did you say?’

      Eva checked Alex was settled into his seat and happy to watch the scenery pass by the window, then turned her attention back to Nathan.

      ‘It’s why they assigned you to go with me to the hotel.’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘Think about it,’ said Eva. ‘We’re the only two people that know about my existence, and the Section puts us in a hotel together.’

      ‘And then send an assassin to kill us,’ finished Nathan.

      ‘If you hadn’t flagged the breach—’

      ‘They wouldn’t be trying to kill me as well,’ said Nathan. His gaze fell to the window as the train re-entered the tunnel and began powering through the city on its journey south. ‘Shit. I hate being right.’
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      ‘What the hell happened, Greg?’

      Miles slammed the door to the room that had been allocated to him, and glared at the two analysts that looked up from their computers, shock on their faces.

      ‘We don’t know,’ the elder of the two men admitted. ‘We think something spooked her.’

      ‘You think?’

      ‘She was already on the move before the gunman reached her room.’

      Miles ground his teeth, forcing the anger down, and held up his hand. ‘Okay, status report. What do we know?’

      ‘They checked in at eleven seventeen, collecting separate key cards for their rooms,’ said Greg. He pointed at two computer screens displaying a frozen image from the hotel’s security cameras. ‘We’ve got two angles on these. One from the reception desk, the other from the front door.’

      Miles leaned closer to the two screens. ‘What’s the layout, Jason?’

      ‘The elevators are to the right of the reception desk as you enter the hotel lobby,’ said the younger analyst. ‘On the left is the bar, separated from the lobby by double doors.’

      ‘Okay, got it. Play the recording.’

      Miles stood with his arms folded across his chest as the screens flickered, and the camera feed returned to its starting position.

      Greg had cued it from the moment Eva, Nathan, and Alex entered the hotel, the small boy turning his head from side to side, a look of wonder on his face as he gaped at the extravagant surroundings.

      Nathan hurried towards the reception desk, efficiency in his movements as he left Eva to check in. Within moments he could be seen talking to the two receptionists, one of them laughing at something he’d said, before her colleague had turned to her computer and started the check-in process.

      Miles realised he was holding his breath as he watched Eva.

      Although to a casual observer she appeared to be bending to Alex’s will, letting him point and tug at her sleeve to get her attention, Miles could see the way her eyes swept the lobby, looking for any signs of threat.

      He watched the way her head jerked up, and noted that it had only taken her moments to spot the men he’d put in place to protect her. She was professional though, and did nothing to alert anyone around her that heavily armed men were walking around one of the most prestigious hotels in Berlin.

      Her gaze shifted to her right, assessing the elevators, and no doubt the fire exits and staff areas that would have already been checked for potential threats by Miles’s team.

      Then she looked to her left, towards the bar, and Miles thought his heart would punch through his ribcage.

      ‘Stop the tape!’

      Jason leaned forwards and hit a button, then waited, his hand hovering over the controls.

      ‘Move it back to when she looks at the entrance to the bar,’ said Miles. He glanced at Greg. ‘Do we know if the doors were open at that time?’

      Greg leafed through his notes, his eyes flickering over hastily scribbled details he’d managed to glean from the security detail so far. ‘Yes. The bar opened at eleven, so the doors from the lobby would’ve been open.’

      Miles pointed at the screen. ‘Play it again. Pause it when I say so.’

      The three men watched in silence as the recording began, the two cameras clearly showing Eva leading Alex through the lobby.

      At first, she appeared wary, her chin jerking slightly as she noticed the Section’s security men for the first time.

      Then, she turned her head to her left, and her whole demeanour changed. She’d looked away quickly, but her shoulders stiffened, and she quickened her pace towards the reception desk.

      It was subtle, but enough to convince Miles. He straightened, his mind racing. ‘Do we have any footage of the bar area?’

      ‘Negative,’ said Greg. ‘Nothing at all.’

      ‘Okay,’ said Miles. ‘Replay the footage from the whole morning from both camera feeds. From first light to an hour after Eva left the building. I want every single person who went anywhere near that side of the lobby to be accounted for. Identification, home addresses, and whether they’re staff or otherwise, understand?’

      ‘Got it,’ said Greg, his fingers already flying over his keyboard.

      Miles turned as the door opened, and raised an eyebrow as Knox entered.

      ‘I heard about the attack,’ he said, loosening his tie as he approached. ‘What happened? Is she alive?’

      Miles pointed at the screens. ‘Something spooked her. She got out just in time.’

      ‘What spooked her? Not our men?’

      ‘No – she’d seen them and didn’t bat an eyelid. Almost as if she expected us to have people there.’

      ‘So, what scared her off?’

      ‘Greg – play that sequence again,’ said Miles.

      He watched and waited while Knox was shown the footage, and then leaned forward to stop the recording. ‘She saw someone,’ he said. ‘I’m certain of it. Someone was in that bar, and whoever it was frightened her.’

      Knox’s brow furrowed. ‘Are you sure?’

      ‘No,’ said Miles. ‘But at the moment, that’s the only reason we’ve got to explain her actions.’ He frowned. ‘My guess is that she recognised the shooter before he had a chance to get to her room, and escaped down the fire exit, taking Alex and Nathan with her. We’re pulling CCTV footage from the nearby subway stations now.’

      Knox ran a hand over his jaw. ‘I have to say, Newcombe, this is extremely troubling. Eva is one of our best assets. She’s had her cover blown, and her life and that of the boy are still under threat. And now she’s on the run. Presumably because she thinks we’ve got something to do with the attack.’

      ‘I’m going to need more manpower, sir.’

      The Section chief sighed, and motioned Miles over to the far corner of the room. ‘The problem is,’ he said in a low voice, ‘the more people I bring on board, the more her life could be at risk.’

      ‘You think someone here could be involved?’

      ‘I don’t know what to think. When was the last time you knew of a deep cover operation like this being exposed so badly?’

      Miles exhaled. ‘True.’

      ‘Let me see what I can do about some extra manpower. We’re going to have to be careful, though,’ said Knox. ‘Right,’ he said, and pointed at the two analysts that stared up at him from their desks. ‘No-one leaves this building until we find her, understood?’

      ‘Yes, sir,’ said Miles, ignoring the glares from his team. ‘We’ll let you know as soon as we have something to report.’

      ‘Make sure you do,’ said Knox. ‘And find out who that shooter was, where he’s gone, and how we’re going to stop him. This is an absolute disaster, Newcombe.’

      ‘Sir.’
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      Eva wiped the condensation from the window of the train carriage with her sleeve and peered out into the night, cupping her hands around her face to block out ambient light.

      As the train slowed, a station drew into her line of vision, and a nameplate loomed out of the darkness, illuminated by the light from the train carriages.

      She dropped her hands and turned to Nathan.

      ‘It’s this one. Let’s go.’

      They hurried along the length of the carriage and as the train crawled to a halt, Eva swung the door open, climbed down onto the platform and then turned to take Alex from Nathan before he joined her and slammed the carriage door shut.

      No-one else alighted from the train.

      The conductor’s whistle blew from the end of the train, echoing the piercing shriek emitted from the stationmaster’s whistle at the far end of the platform, and the carriages began to ease forward.

      ‘Move,’ said Eva, and led the way into the shadows of a low structure she guessed to be a waiting room.

      The interior was dark, and there were no other passengers to be seen.

      They averted their eyes as the last of the train carriages passed, the slam of the door to the guard’s cabin reaching her ears before a final rush of air tugged at her clothes, and then the train’s rear lights disappeared into the night.

      ‘Wait,’ she whispered. ‘Don’t move.’

      She craned her neck to peer around Nathan, hugging the sleeping form of Alex to her chest while she tried to gauge the stationmaster’s movements.

      She froze, as at the far end of the platform he stopped moving, and seemed to be waiting.

      Eventually, perhaps deciding that whoever had disembarked had already left the vicinity, he shook his head and shuffled across the poorly lit platform to his office.

      A door closed, the lights beyond their hiding place dimmed, and silence descended upon the train station.

      ‘What is this place?’ hissed Nathan.

      ‘We’re near the border with Germany and the Czech Republic.’ She jerked a thumb over her shoulder. ‘Half a mile that way is the official border.’ She pointed to her left. ‘But we’re going that way. It’ll probably take us a couple of hours to cut through the fields.’

      ‘What about border control?’ asked Nathan.

      ‘Negative,’ said Eva. ‘The Czech Republic signed up to the Schengen Agreement with its neighbours, so that makes border crossings easier. Despite more stringent controls on main roads because of the migrant crisis, we should be okay. My guess is that if we cross through one of the small towns, we won’t be stopped. They probably won’t even have anyone manning the crossing at this time of night.’

      ‘Are you sure?’

      ‘No. Keep an eye out for any customs officials once we’re in sight of the signs for the border, just in case.’

      An hour and half later, Eva’s new ankle boots were covered in mud and her jeans were clinging to her calves.

      The route across the fields and through hedgerows had been hard going, hampered by having to carry a fitful and exhausted Alex.

      Eva had been grateful when Nathan offered to carry him, and between them they managed to keep going, one bearing the extra load when the other began to stumble.

      ‘Why Prague?’

      ‘It’s where all this began,’ said Eva. ‘I thought maybe we’d find some answers there.’

      ‘Wouldn’t it have been better to head for the UK, regroup there and work out what’s going on? ‘

      ‘Better, maybe. But not safer.’ A breeze lifted her hair off her forehead, and she shivered. ‘The way things are going, I don’t know if we’d ever make it back there alive.’

      The moon scuttled back behind a cloud, but not before she’d seen the look of shock that crossed his face.

      ‘Better that you know the truth, Nathan.’

      ‘Easy for you to say.’

      She stopped and held up her hand as a rushing sound reached her ears.

      ‘What’s that?’

      ‘The main road. We need to put some distance between us and the border before we venture out onto it though. We’ll raise too much suspicion otherwise.’

      ‘What’s your plan?’

      ‘We’ll hitch a ride to the outskirts of Prague. It’s only sixty miles away.’

      ‘Isn’t that risky?’

      ‘No. We’ll say we were dumped by an unscrupulous taxi driver who decided to ditch us just over the border. Follow my lead. We’ll be fine.’

      Twenty minutes later, they found a small stream beside a hedgerow and despite the cold, waded in and washed the worst of the mud from their shoes and jeans.

      ‘We’ll dry out fast enough,’ said Eva, ignoring the biting chill that now nipped at her skin. ‘We’d stand out a mile with all that mud over us.’

      They pushed through a break in the hedgerow and stepped onto a grass verge that bordered the main road leading towards Prague.

      Nathan checked his watch. ‘It’s one o’clock in the morning. We’ll never get a lift at this time of night.’

      Eva cast her eyes along the deserted highway, and then pointed to her right. ‘Okay, well Prague is that way, so let’s keep going.’

      Despite Nathan’s foreboding, vehicles did pass them as they walked. After what seemed an age, and an inordinate amount of unsuitable vehicles, including two motorbikes and a large truck, Eva spun round at the sound of an approaching car.

      ‘This one,’ she said, and pushed Nathan to the edge of the pavement. ‘Make sure he stops.’

      She pulled Alex until he was standing in front of her, and placed her hand on his shoulder. ‘Nearly there,’ she murmured. ‘Then you can sleep.’

      Alex grumbled under his breath, but remained where he was.

      Eva lifted her eyes from the downy fluff of his blond hair to the glare of the approaching headlights, and let her desperation show.

      Nathan lifted his hand as the vehicle drew closer, stepping off the kerb as it slowed.

      The driver lowered his window as the car stopped, his features etched by the pyramid of light that shone from the halogen lamps above.

      ‘Co je špatně?’

      ‘Thank you so much for stopping,’ began Nathan in broken German, and glanced over his shoulder at Eva.

      She took the hint; he’d struggle to maintain the lie and needed her to take over.

      She took Alex’s hand and led him towards the vehicle, smiled at Nathan as if he was her knight in shining armour, then turned her attention to their very real saviour.

      ‘Sprechen Sie Deutsch?’

      ‘Ah – ja! I speak a little German,’ he beamed. ‘That will have to do.’

      ‘We’re so sorry to trouble you,’ she continued in fluent German. ‘We only arrived this morning. Our taxi driver dumped us two miles away from here.’ She swore under her breath, her disgust apparent. ‘We didn’t know he wasn’t a legitimate driver. He’s stolen all our luggage.’

      The driver of the vehicle cursed, and nodded. ‘It is a problem,’ he said. ‘So many unscrupulous people, taking advantage of tourists.’ He smiled at Alex. ‘Where are you from?’ he asked.

      ‘Australia,’ said Eva, and hoped to hell her German disguised the fact that her accent was pure English. ‘We were wondering – if you wouldn’t mind—’

      The driver held up his hand to stop her. ‘Where do you need to go?’ he asked.

      Eva exhaled with real relief. ‘Into the city,’ she said. ‘If you can get us to—’ She frowned, and paused as if to try and recall, ‘—Smíchov, we’d be very grateful. We can pay you – we have cash.’

      ‘No, no – I won’t take your money,’ said the driver, and climbed from the vehicle. He held out his hand. ‘I’m Markus.’

      Eva smiled. ‘Natasha,’ she said, ‘and this is my husband, Simon. This little imp is Alex.’

      She deliberately stuck to Alex’s real name – it was safer, and less likely to confuse him in his exhausted state.

      Markus opened the back door and ushered Alex and Eva to the back seats, then gestured to Nathan to take the passenger seat. ‘It’s only a little out of my way. We’ll be there in no time.’

      Eva leaned over and fastened Alex’s seatbelt for him while the driver jogged back to the open driver’s door, swung it shut and eased the car back onto the highway.

      As the the vehicle picked up speed, she exhaled some of the tension she’d been holding back.

      They weren’t out of danger yet, not by a long shot, but they were moving again – and in the right direction.

      ‘Do you have somewhere to stay in Smíchov?’

      ‘Yes,’ said Eva. ‘My sister keeps an apartment there. Luckily she’s expecting us.’

      ‘A nice area,’ agreed Markus. ‘Very close to everything.’

      He indicated, and overtook a large double-trailer truck with Polish plates, the powerful car surging forward before sweeping back into the right-hand lane once more.

      ‘Would you like me to take you to the police station in the morning?’ he asked, his eyes finding hers in the rear-view mirror. ‘You and your husband should report this as soon as possible.’

      She shook her head. ‘That’s very kind of you,’ she said. ‘But we’ll go and see them once we’ve phoned our travel insurers and the embassy.’ She leaned over and ruffled Alex’s hair. ‘At the moment, we’re just trying to get to our destination and keep our fingers crossed this one thinks it’s a big adventure.’

      Markus smiled and nodded. ‘I have two nephews,’ he said. ‘I understand.’

      Eva let the conversation end, and the occupants of the car spent the rest of the journey into the city centre in companionable silence. She was grateful Nathan spoke no German – it stopped Markus asking too many questions.

      Instead, she watched Nathan’s reflection in the window next to his head. He seemed lost in thought as he looked out at the streets as they passed by in a blur.

      She resisted the temptation to look over her shoulder at the sparse traffic on the road behind them. She would be followed, she knew, but for now she had to trust that her quick thinking had put some distance between her and her pursuers – whichever side they were on.
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      Miles fought down the sense of frustration that was threatening to overwhelm him and instead paced the room, his eyes roaming over the different feeds from the various CCTV cameras around the hotel.

      Knox had found three more analysts to work with him, but had been reluctant to part with more from the Middle East section.

      ‘The fewer people that know about this, the better,’ he’d said. ‘Let’s keep this close.’

      Miles appreciated what the Section chief was saying, but it didn’t help the fact that he was understaffed and desperate to find Eva, Alex and Nathan. Worryingly, there was no sign of the assassin who had killed five of the Section’s agents, either.

      The only lead they had so far for him was a grainy feed from the hotel bar’s CCTV camera. The images were saved onto a different server than the rest of the hotel, and were recorded at one minute intervals rather than continuously. Greg was running the images through a software application to try and clean them up.

      ‘Who’s checking car rental companies?’

      One of the new analyst’s hands shot up in the air, although his eyes didn’t leave the screen in front of him. ‘Nothing to report. I’ll keep monitoring it, but at this stage it looks like they’ve use another mode of escape.’

      ‘Nothing on the taxi radios, either,’ said Jason.

      ‘Well, they won’t have got far on foot, and Eva wouldn’t risk it with Alex in tow,’ said Miles. ‘That leaves the train station, subways, and bus stations. Get on with it.’

      He ran a hand through his hair, knowing he was taking out his frustration on the team, but unable to stop himself. His mind raced while he tried to fathom who had found out that Eva was in the hotel before she’d even arrived, let alone how they had found out she was in Berlin. The flight plan hadn’t been logged until the RAF plane was an hour north of Alicante the previous night.

      Desperate, he returned to his desk and began to scroll through the reports that were coming in.

      He cursed himself for being so complacent. He should have known that whoever organised the attack on the condo in Cyprus wouldn’t stop there. Somebody wanted Eva and Alex dead, and was prepared to do anything to ensure that outcome.

      Guilt washed over him. He had no doubt Eva could look after herself, but he had put Nathan in that situation and the man had undergone no current field training. Not for situations like this. In his haste to find answers, he had put three lives at risk.

      ‘Miles? I think I’ve got something.’

      His head jerked up from his screen at the sound of Greg’s voice, and he made his way over to the other man’s desk.

      Greg pointed at the frozen image on the screen. ‘I found him.’

      Miles leaned forward. On the screen, Greg clicked through a series of images. A man dressed in a black suit entered the bar at two minutes past eleven, sat on a bar stool and twisted around so that he could see the lobby. He waved over a waiter and ordered a drink, which he then ignored.

      ‘This is the only person in the bar,’ said Greg. ‘I’ve already put a call through to the hotel and sent them this image. They confirm the man isn’t a guest.’ He flicked to a different image, this time from the CCTV camera in the hotel lobby. He pointed at the screen. ‘He walked in off the street at ten to eleven.’

      Miles stabbed his finger at the monitor. ‘Find out who that is. Where he’s from, why he’s here. Everything.’

      ‘Why do you think he’s involved?’

      ‘Watch Eva in that footage from the hotel lobby. She’s relaxed, almost, when the embassy car drops them off. Her shoulders are slumped; she’s tired. Yet within two minutes, her whole demeanour changes. Why?’ He tapped the screen again. ‘Because she saw him.’

      Miles picked up his mobile phone and called Knox. ‘You’ll want to see this. We’ve got a match on the gunman. Greg’s emailed you the image. What—’ He waited while Knox barked out an instruction. ‘Okay. I’ll see you in a minute.’

      He ended the call and turned to Greg. ‘Knox is on his way down.’

      He didn’t have to wait long. Within five minutes, the familiar beep of the security pad on the door being activated reached his ears, and Knox strode in.

      ‘Show me.’

      Miles pointed at the screen next to Greg’s desk and joined the Section chief. ‘Run Gerald through it,’ he said, lowering himself into one of the spare chairs and folding his arms over his chest.

      Out the corner of his eye, he saw Knox’s jaw clench as the suspect’s image filled the screen, the analyst taking them through the whole sequence of images, from when the man entered the bar until the moment he left – only minutes before the killing began.

      Knox remained silent as the photographs flashed before his eyes, and Miles was about to ask him what he thought, when the Section chief spoke.

      ‘Miles? Step outside a moment, would you?’

      Knox jerked his head towards the door, then walked away and opened it, not waiting to see if Miles followed.

      Miles cursed under his breath, then pushed his chair back and hurried to catch up with him. He closed the door and found Knox standing a little further up the corridor, leaning against the wall, his arms crossed over his chest. He looked troubled.

      ‘What is it?’

      Knox glanced up as he approached, then checked to make sure the corridor was empty.

      ‘The man in the CCTV image,’ said Knox. ‘His name is Samuel Parkes.’

      Miles frowned. ‘You know him?’

      Knox’s mouth formed a thin line. ‘I should do. I recruited him.’
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      Prague

      

      ‘Where are we going?’

      Nathan matched her pace, and Eva could hear the impatience in his voice. She felt responsible for him, aware that he’d been thrust into a situation that was beyond his comprehension. She owed him an explanation, and soon.

      ‘Somewhere safe, I hope,’ she said. ‘We’re nearly there.’

      In fact, they’d already passed the apartment a block back, and she was now circling round to lead them down the street that passed along the rear of the building. So far, she’d seen nothing suspicious, but she wasn’t prepared to let down her guard yet.

      ‘Why did you insist on speaking German to the Czech guy who gave us a lift?’

      ‘It’ll buy us some time if the Section can’t determine where we are, or which direction we went. They’ll put out an alert for a missing English couple with a little boy in tow. If Markus sees it, hopefully it’ll take him a while to put two and two together or, better, not at all.’

      She bent down and gathered Alex into her arms. He’d stumbled, exhausted, and she needed to get him to safety so that he could rest. A fractious child would only draw attention to them, something they could ill afford at such a late time of night on a quiet street.

      After persuading Markus to drop them off close to the city centre, she’d set a quick pace towards the old safe house. She knew it was a risk, but no-one in the Section knew about it.

      The property had been part of an inheritance, and one that had been kept a secret through necessity, the papers hidden in a safe deposit box in a London bank vault.

      Three years ago, it had been cared for by a part-time manager; those days had long passed, and her contact assured her that no interest had been taken in the building for the past few months.

      It would have to do.

      Alex’s weight slowed her progress, and she fought off the weariness that threatened to engulf her.

      ‘I can take him, if you want?’

      ‘That’s okay, I’ve got him.’

      ‘You’re exhausted.’

      ‘We’re nearly there.’

      Headlights flashed further along the street in front of them, and Eva jerked to a stop.

      ‘Get down,’ she hissed, dropping to a crouch beside a parked vehicle. She prayed none of the residents in the narrow buildings lining the street looked out from their windows.

      Nathan copied her stance, and they peered through the car’s windows as the vehicle drew closer, and then passed them.

      Its brake lights flashed when it had gone a few more metres, and then the driver stopped and reversed into a parking space on the opposite side of the road.

      Doors opened, before being slammed shut, and the voices of a young couple wafted across the street towards them.

      Eva and Nathan stood, and she flashed him a guilty smile. ‘Sorry.’

      He shook his head. ‘You’ve got some explaining to do when we get to wherever we’re going.’

      ‘I know. I will,’ she said. ‘I promise.’

      She led the way along the street towards an alleyway. She checked over her shoulder once, then led the way past discarded takeaway cartons, the back door to a Chinese fast food outlet casting bright light over the asphalt.

      She hurried past, avoiding the temptation to look through the door into the busy kitchen, in case someone saw her face, and then stopped at a door set into the side of the opposite building.

      She slid Alex to the floor, made sure he stayed close, then reached into her pocket for a set of keys.

      After her interview at the Berlin office, Miles had automatically assumed they had belonged to the house in Cyprus, and had handed them back to her, a rueful expression on his face.

      Now, she inserted the larger of the two keys into the door, and breathed a sigh of relief when the lock turned smoothly.

      ‘Come on,’ she said, and ushered Nathan and Alex over the threshold.

      A small window set above the door allowed light from the Chinese takeaway to filter through the dirty glass, illuminating a narrow corridor that led away from the door and towards a flight of stairs.

      Eva brushed past Nathan, picked up Alex, and led the way down the passageway, ignoring an archway in the wall to her left.

      As she reached the stairs, she realised Nathan wasn’t following, and stopped, glancing over her shoulder.

      He was standing stock-still, staring through the opening in the wall, a look of wonder on his face.

      ‘A bookshop?’

      She wandered back to join him, running her eyes over the bookcases that ran in several rows through the space to where she knew a counter to be at the front of the shop.

      She pursed her lips. ‘It’s guaranteed to go up in flames very quickly if we need to cover our tracks.’

      ‘Oh.’ Nathan ran his hand along the nearest dusty and cracked spines before he shook his head and caught up with her. ‘That would be a shame,’ he murmured.

      Eva said nothing, turned on her heel and trudged up the stairs ahead of him, ignoring the mustiness from months of neglect that permeated the stale air around her.

      At the top step, she lowered Alex, noticing the way his legs wobbled as he reached the floor, and put her hand on his shoulder to steady him.

      She turned her attention to the door that blocked their path, then punched a series of six numbers into the key pad set into its surface, and stepped back as the locking mechanism released with a loud clunk.

      Again, she stepped aside to let Nathan and Alex pass, before closing the door behind them and flicking a switch set in the wall.

      Four lamps set on small tables dotted around the room flickered to life, casting a muted glow around the large space. Faded sheets covered various items of furniture, their forms reduced to shapeless lumps in the poor light.

      Eva crossed the room and began pulling one of the sheets away, revealing two sofas and a coffee table.

      Nathan followed her lead, and began to help, uncovering a dining table and four chairs.

      ‘Looks like this place was abandoned in a hurry.’

      ‘It was.’

      ‘So, what happens now?’

      ‘I need to make a call. There’s someone who can help us.’

      Nathan frowned. ‘You destroyed our mobile phones.’

      Eva reached into her coat pocket and pulled out a phone. ‘I took this from one of the other agents.’

      ‘Wait. What? You stole that?’

      Eva glared at him. ‘You have a better suggestion?’

      ‘What if the call is being traced?’

      Eva glanced over her shoulder at Alex, who had curled up on one of the sofas and was drifting to sleep.

      ‘Given that we heard shots fired, I’m pretty certain the previous owner is no longer with us,’ she hissed. ‘Aren’t you?’

      Nathan folded his arms across his chest. ‘Who are you going to call?’

      ‘It’s not as simple as that.’

      Eva selected the internet connection on the phone, opened a familiar email website page, and logged in.

      ‘You’re going to use the “drafts” folder, aren’t you?’

      She nodded. ‘It’s not the best way, but it’s the easiest in our circumstances. My contact will be checking this regularly now, waiting for me to get in touch.’

      She hit “save”, then pulled the battery and SIM card from the phone and crushed them under her heel.

      ‘What do we do now?’ asked Nathan.

      ‘We sleep,’ said Eva, and rubbed her eyes. ‘I’m shattered.’
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      Berlin

      

      ‘What do you mean, you recruited him? When?’

      Miles glared at his boss.

      ‘About ten years ago,’ said Knox. He handed over the folder he’d been clutching to his chest. ‘He was one of our best assets.’

      ‘Was?’ Miles snatched the file from the Section chief and opened it, running his gaze down the neatly typed overview that had been clipped to the inside front cover.

      ‘He went rogue a little over three years ago. Despite our best efforts to trace him, he was too well trained. He disappeared.’

      ‘Until now.’ Miles closed the folder, took a few steps away and ran his hand over the stubble covering his jaw. ‘What the hell happened three years ago, Gerald? What isn’t in the dossier about Eva?’

      ‘Everything we know about Eva is on file, Miles,’ said Knox. ‘Listen, I know you need more manpower to bring this to a successful conclusion but like I said, we need to keep this locked down.’

      ‘I understand. We’re doing our best.’

      ‘Keep up the good work,’ said Knox as he turned away. ‘I’ll be in touch.’

      ‘Sure.’

      Miles waited until the Section chief disappeared from sight, then exhaled and leaned against the wall, staring at the ceiling.

      ‘Something doesn’t add up,’ he murmured.

      He strode back into the room, snatched up the manila folder containing all the paperwork about Eva, then told Greg to phone him on his mobile if there were any developments and made his way to the cafeteria.

      The place was deserted, but he chose a table at the back of the room in a corner away from any windows, and began to leaf through the documents once more.

      When interviewing Eva earlier that day, he’d concentrated on the events of three years ago, sifting through the file to try and extract memories from her, to find out how her Cypriot location had been compromised.

      Now, he pushed that aside and instead began to go through the papers that documented her recruitment process.

      As his eyes skimmed the typed words, a lump formed in his throat. While he’d been working his way through the bureaucratic ranks of the British secret service, Eva had undertaken a brutal training regime, and had been spat out the other end minus twelve other recruits that had attempted the course with her.

      After that, there had been no more recruitment programmes like it. Too many injuries, the report said, both physically and psychologically.

      He blinked, then picked up her active service sheet.

      She’d been busy.

      He traced his finger down the list of confirmed kills, his jaw slack. Some of them he’d seen in newspapers, reported as accidents or deaths by natural causes.

      He’d imagined, on nights where he lay awake in bed unable to get back to sleep, that the Section probably maintained a black ops capability, but until now, he’d kept that to himself. He’d simply never been part of such an operation, so it was easy to reconcile his work with the security of the nation.

      Yet here it was. Proof that they were involved.

      He pushed Eva’s file to one side, then flipped open the folder Knox had given him. His eyes widened as he read, working his way through each document in turn, until he stopped, and realised his hands were shaking.

      ‘Holy crap,’ he murmured.

      He let the page fall to the table, and rubbed his hand over his mouth.

      As the document settled, his eyes opened wide, and his hand shot out to stop the page sliding over the edge of the table.

      ‘That’s not possible.’

      He pulled the document closer, his eyes flickering over the staccato nature of the communiqué, his mind racing, before pushing the chair back and rising to his feet, trying to ignore the slight tremble in his fingers. Instead, he gathered up the remaining documents, shoved them into the folders and hurried back to the team of analysts.

      If he was right, Eva was in a lot more trouble than any of them had first imagined.
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      South-east Poland

      

      The interior of the large steel and concrete building fell silent as Maxim Kowalski stalked through the open double doors, his guards closing the metal panels once he was clear.

      A group of men stood in the middle of the space.

      No-one spoke; most were terrified.

      Maxim’s reputation was something the younger members of the group had feared as children in the neighbouring villages; they’d witnessed first-hand the way in which Maxim controlled his territory and dealt with dissenters.

      The boldest of them had later joined his underground army, weary of being destitute. The promise of money, drugs, and as many young girls as they could want, in return for unwavering allegiance.

      Power was a strong aphrodisiac, and something that Maxim used both to control his own men and retain his grip over the local population.

      Except Maxim wanted more.

      He dug his fingers into his palms as the soles of his boots echoed off the concrete walls. He could smell the fear emanating from the group of men as he approached, and it did nothing to allay the fury that was coursing through his body.

      Hunting down the boy had taken years of work; the past three years of his sordid life had revolved around tracking his movements, planning to kidnap him, then watching helplessly as each opportunity slipped by because the Section moved the boy, and the hunt began once more.

      Until last month, when Maxim finally traced him to the gated community in Cyprus favoured by embassy workers and ex-pats alike.

      Weeks of planning, getting his team in place one by one posing as tourists, so as not to alert the authorities. They’d travelled into Cyprus via Greece, buying European Union passports from a backstreet vendor in Athens, finding it easy to obtain fake identities within a country struggling with debt and an influx of refugees from the Middle East.

      Days spent following the boy and the woman from a distance, noting the weak spots in their routine. There hadn’t been many, and the team were growing frustrated by the time they realised the chink in the woman’s armour was the half-hearted security at the compound that she’d grown to rely on.

      Yet, despite all that, the woman had outsmarted his best men, who now lay in various states of decomposition in an Akrotiri morgue, their identities unknown thanks to his foresight to strip them of any identification that could lead back to their home country.

      And she and the boy had disappeared once more.

      Maxim felt warmth in his palm and, lifting his hand, realised he’d drawn blood. He stopped, licked his skin clean, then glared at the assembled men.

      ‘Where is she?’

      ‘Last seen in Berlin, Maxim,’ said an older man, his black hair shot through with grey. He met Maxim’s glare with an unwavering stare of his own. ‘Our contact sent his man after her, yet he was also outwitted.’

      Maxim snorted. ‘She’s just a woman, Vadir.’ He gestured towards the doors. ‘No more than one of those bitches out there that snivel around your heels and take your drugs.’ He ground his teeth. ‘This is our last chance. She knows now that nothing has changed in three years.’

      ‘She doesn’t know who we are,’ insisted Vadir. ‘Nothing was ever traced to you back then, and nothing will be traced back to you now.’

      Maxim stuffed his hands into the pockets of the heavy coat he wore. The edges of the forest were cold, even at this time of year, and it would only grow colder over the coming weeks. No sunlight penetrated the building despite the small windows inserted into the high walls, and he longed to return outside.

      Instead, he began to pace, in an effort to control the panic that was beginning to rise within him in the confines of the building, as well as work off some of the anger that threatened to overwhelm him.

      He needed to stay calm, to think, to plan.

      ‘All right,’ he said. ‘Use your contacts. Find out where she could have gone.’ He spun on his heel to face his men. ‘Hunt her down.’
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      Prague

      

      Eva twitched the curtain and surveyed the street below.

      She’d woken at the sound of a car pulling up outside, wiping sleep from her bleary eyes as she’d stumbled out of the bedroom and across to the front window in the living area.

      ‘Who is it?’

      Nathan moved by her side, his voice no more than a murmur.

      ‘Only the owner of the place next door,’ she said, checking her watch. ‘Opening time.’ She let the curtain fall back into place. ‘Did you sleep okay?’

      ‘Yes. Thanks.’ He stepped aside to let her pass. ‘What’s the plan for today?’

      ‘I’ve got some stuff to sort out.’ Eva sank onto one of the sofas and curled her legs up under her. ‘There are some things here I need to go through,’ she said. ‘It might take me a while.’

      Nathan perched on the arm of the sofa opposite. ‘What sort of things?’

      She met his gaze. ‘Some files, to start with.’

      ‘I’m guessing you mean you’ve got copies of Section documents.’

      ‘Some of them, yes. It’s okay, they’re in a safe. Only Douglas and myself knew the combination,’ she added when his jaw dropped.

      ‘You realise that’s a breach of the Official Secrets Act?’

      ‘Nathan, my whole life has been a breach of one law or another. I’m past caring.’ Eva stood and stretched her back muscles. ‘I want to find out who the hell betrayed me and put Alex’s life in danger.’

      ‘Do you really have no idea why someone wants you dead?’

      ‘What exactly do you know about me?’

      ‘What’s that got to do with it?’

      ‘Humour me.’

      ‘You’re Eva Delacourt. You’ve been in a government-run witness protection scheme with your son, Alex, ever since an unknown assassin killed your fiancé, Douglas Bolton. You’re still considered a high-risk target because of your own past as an assassin, which is why your location is changed every eighteen months to two years. There have been no threats on your life for three years, which is why you were only assigned a watching brief. Me.’

      ‘No-one else in the Section knows about it?’

      ‘Well, they probably do now after yesterday’s events. But, no – it was just me, Miles, and Knox. And, I suppose, Petersen – your old boss. After all, he was the one that put you both into the witness protection programme in the first place.’

      Eva sighed. ‘That’s what I thought. Did you have sight of what my next location was going to be?’

      He shook his head. ‘That wasn’t known. Not at the time. Miles told me it was Copenhagen when he was interviewing you. The way they run it, they’ll have three or four options being set up at the same time. They choose the final one at the very last minute, to try to prevent anyone finding out.’

      Eva stood up, then moved across to the window and checked the street below once more.

      ‘Have you heard from your contact?’

      She shook her head. ‘He won’t email back. He’ll be here if and when he can.’

      ‘What if he doesn’t show up?’

      ‘He will.’

      ‘Yes, but how long will we have to wait for him?’ Nathan said, pacing the room. ‘I mean, there’s a very good chance the Section will have traced our movements by now – I’ve seen the technology they’ve got.’ He checked his watch. ‘I reckon we’ve got twenty-four hours at most before we’ll have to move.’

      ‘Nathan, I know.’ Eva held up her hand. ‘I know. Look, I really need to check through my stuff. Can you keep Alex occupied when he wakes up?’

      ‘Sure, why not?’ said Nathan, his tone exasperated. ‘I’ll just stay here and babysit, shall I?’

      ‘There’s no need to be like that,’ said Eva. ‘I’m sorry you’ve got involved, really I am, but let’s just deal with it, shall we?’

      ‘Fine.’

      Eva brushed past him before he could utter another word, and made her way back along the passageway to the bedroom. She glanced over her shoulder before closing the door, and pulled a chair across the rug until she could prop it under the door handle.

      ‘That’ll have to do.’

      She moved to the large bay window, checked the net curtain was securely in place, then crouched down next to the window seat. She swore as a nail broke under her efforts to move the wooden seat cover, then felt the surface give way, and pulled it free.

      Setting down the lid, she knelt next to the exposed metal door of the fireproof safe, and wiped the grease from her fingers.

      The tell that she’d left in place under the seat hadn’t moved, so evidently the Section had never discovered her hiding place after Douglas’s death.

      Nor had her enemies.

      She chewed her lip. Maybe she, Alex, and Nathan stood a fighting chance after all.

      In her heart, she knew she wasn’t going to keep running this time; at some point, she’d draw on all her resources and take the fight to those who wanted her dead.

      First, though, she had to ensure Alex remained safe – he was her only focus for now.

      Eva checked over her shoulder.

      The door remained shut, the faint sound of voices reaching her ears, and she realised Alex had woken up.

      She reached out and turned the locking mechanism on the safe, then lifted the lid. She pushed aside a clip of photographs she knew she had to resist the temptation to look through, or else she’d lose her composure.

      Instead, she pulled out a stapled set of handwritten notes and ran her fingers over them. Lifting them to her face, she inhaled the last remnants of Douglas’s scent that still clung to the pages.

      She blinked away the tears that threatened to form, and cleared her throat.

      ‘Concentrate,’ she murmured.

      After they’d left his official residence and hid above the bookshop for those last precious days, Douglas had insisted on writing everything down about the case he’d been working on. At the time, Eva had shrugged, her attention on ensuring the small apartment remained under the radar, and not on his need to justify his movements over the past few weeks.

      She folded the pages and put them to one side on the floor next to her, then emptied the safe of its most useful contents.

      Passports, first – alternative ones for her and Alex that she’d procured as a back-up; ones that she’d never really expected to need. A third passport joined them; she’d already committed to ensuring Nathan’s safety, and so with a bit of handiwork she could create a new identity for him using Douglas’s spare.

      She’d never told Douglas about the passports. Their relationship hadn’t left room for her to explain the intricacies of her life, and for a brief moment she wondered what could have been, if she’d foreseen what was going to happen and had insisted on them disappearing instead.

      She spent another half an hour poring over the information she’d obtained from the Section’s secret files, but none of it gave her any indication as to how or by whom her location had been compromised.

      Finally, she pulled out a cloth bag from the safe, reached inside, and extracted two bundles of cash – one in Euros, the other in American dollars.

      Closing the safe and putting the window seat back in place, she gathered the items together, and fetched a small backpack from the top shelf of the wardrobe.

      She froze at the sound of the door entry system buzzing in the hallway, then crossed the room in an instant and tore the door open.

      ‘Wait.’

      Nathan was already standing next to it, pointing at the screen.

      ‘This man says he knows you,’ he said, and inclined his head towards the image on the screen.

      The figure of a man glared back at them, his pale eyes half-hidden under a black woollen hat that had been pulled so hard onto his head, it covered his eyebrows. His jaw appeared slightly stubbled, and his nose bore the signs of a retired boxer. A black coat covered the top half of his body, the collar pulled up under his chin.

      He jerked his head at the door, then held up his hand, and a tray of three takeaway coffee cups and a milkshake filled the screen.

      Eva exhaled, some of the tension from the past twenty-four hours slipping from her body. ‘Decker. Thank God you’re here.’

      She hit the door release, then walked through to the living area to wait.

      ‘Hang on,’ said Nathan as the sound of the stairs creaking reached them. ‘Who is this man?’

      ‘He used to have the dubious reputation of being one of the best assassins in Europe,’ said Eva. ‘And he can be temperamental, so my advice to you is, play nice.’
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      Not only had Decker brought coffee, he’d also had the foresight to bring food provisions, and now the smell of cooking filled the small kitchen.

      Eva had introduced Decker to Nathan, and had explained how their presence at the apartment had come to be.

      ‘You were lucky you saw Parkes in the hotel lobby,’ he said, taking a plate loaded with bacon, eggs, and toast from her and joining Nathan at the table. ‘I don’t know that you’d have had a chance to escape otherwise.’

      Eva spun round from cooking her own food at a loud clatter.

      Nathan shrugged apologetically, and picked up his knife and fork once more. ‘Sorry,’ he mumbled. ‘I’m still finding it hard to believe people are trying to kill us.’

      Decker shook a liberal helping of salt and pepper over his breakfast, passed the condiments to him, and began to eat. ‘You’ll get used to it.’

      Eva plated up her own food, and sat next to Alex. She ruffled his hair as he glanced up at her. ‘Eat it all,’ she said. ‘Then you’ll grow up to be big and strong.’

      ‘Like Decker?’

      A smile split the hard features of the brute of a man sitting opposite. ‘Like me.’

      Alex grinned, and attacked his food once more with gusto.

      ‘What are your immediate plans?’ asked Decker.

      ‘I’ve gone through the files I’d hidden here,’ said Eva. ‘The man in the lobby, Samuel Parkes, was hired by Gerald Knox but turned rogue. The accepted rumour was that he left the secret service after being offered a lot of money to do so.’

      ‘Is that when Knox sent you after him?’

      ‘Hang on. What?’ Nathan spun in his chair to face Eva. ‘What did he just say?’

      Eva shook her head, and waited until she’d finished her mouthful before speaking. ‘Petersen sent me. At the time, he wanted to keep Knox’s involvement to a minimum – said it’d be a conflict of interest if he sent an assassin to catch his own assassin.’

      ‘I can’t imagine Knox took it that well.’

      ‘If he did, he didn’t show it,’ said Eva. ‘I think he was as relieved as Petersen that the problem was addressed quickly without casting aspersions on the Section.’

      ‘How did you…’ Decker raised an eyebrow, and inclined his head towards Alex.

      ‘Alex, could you fetch the rest of that bacon on that plate next to the stove for Decker, please?’ said Eva, and waited until Alex was out of earshot. ‘Poison.’

      ‘And you were sure it worked?’

      She nodded. ‘All the signs were there. And it was reported the next day that a man had been found dead in that apartment matching Parkes’s description. Petersen showed me the clipping. I’ve got a copy of it on my file.’

      ‘So, he’s got some influential friends,’ said Nathan. ‘If he can get a newspaper to help fabricate his death.’

      ‘True.’

      Decker leaned back as Alex approached with the extra food and put it on the table next to his elbow. ‘Thanks, kiddo. Do you want some of this?’ he asked Nathan, then heaped the bacon onto his plate after the man had shaken his head. ‘I wonder why he waited three years to come after you?’

      ‘I don’t think his contacts knew where to find me,’ said Eva. ‘Let’s face it,’ she added, pointing at Nathan, ‘only he and Miles knew my exact locations – even Knox didn’t know where I was until my cover got blown.’

      ‘But there was a gap of six months between you, er, dealing with him, and what happened to Douglas,’ said Nathan, keeping a wary eye on Alex in case the boy suddenly realised what they were talking about. ‘So why not come after you during that time?’

      ‘Maybe he was too sick,’ suggested Decker. ‘If he was poisoned—,’ he held up his hand to silence Eva’s protests, ‘then it may have taken some time to recover. Whatever was meant to kill him, didn’t, but every poison will take its toll on the body somehow. Perhaps by the time he was well enough to contemplate revenge, it was too late – Eva was in hiding.’

      ‘Can I get down, please?’ said Alex.

      ‘Of course,’ said Eva, and watched as the boy trotted off to the living room, before the sounds of him playing with his toy car reached her.

      She pushed her plate away and sighed. ‘How the hell does someone survive poisoning? It’s usually so effective.’

      Nathan spluttered on his last mouthful and reached out for a glass of water. He eyed it suspiciously.

      Eva rolled her eyes. ‘You’re one of the good guys,’ she said. ‘Drink.’

      ‘Where did you get the poison from?’ asked Decker.

      ‘One of the Section’s contacts acquired it for me. I made the pick-up an hour before the hit, then got the hell out of there.’

      ‘So, no time to check it was the right stuff?’

      Eva leaned her elbow on the table and tapped her chin. ‘No.’

      ‘You’re saying it was deliberately just enough to make him sick, but not enough to kill him?’ said Nathan.

      Decker nodded. ‘Exactly. Eva would have waited to see the poison take effect, and then cleared off before anyone spotted her, am I right?’

      She nodded. ‘Right.’ She leaned back in her chair, stunned. ‘Why on earth would I be sent to kill someone, if the Section wanted him to survive?’

      ‘I don’t know,’ said Decker. He pointed at her with his fork. ‘But every minute you stay here, it gets more dangerous for you and Alex.’

      ‘No-one in the Section knows about this apartment.’

      ‘Can you be certain of that?’

      Eva swallowed. ‘The place hasn’t been touched since Douglas and I left here three years ago, Decker.’

      Decker narrowed his eyes. ‘They’re good, Eva. Remember that.’

      ‘I’m certain of it.’

      ‘All right. I trust you. What are you going to do?’

      She looked down at her hands. ‘I thought I might see if I can talk with Scott Lancaster. He might have heard things in my absence. Maybe he’s heard something I can use to get a toe-hold in this mess and find out what’s really going on.’

      ‘That’s too dangerous, Eva. You have no idea if you can trust him.’

      ‘I have to try, Decker. I have to find out what’s going on.’

      ‘Then work fast,’ he said, standing and collecting the empty plates. ‘Before we run out of time.’
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      ‘Who is Scott Lancaster?’ asked Nathan. ‘I’ve never heard of him.’

      ‘He was the cultural attaché for the American embassy when Douglas was alive,’ said Eva, taking a dish he handed to her and wiping it. ‘A CIA operative, of course. He used his position to help the secret services of both the US, and the UK when they deemed it appropriate.’

      ‘Which unfortunately wasn’t the same as telling us when they knew Douglas was in danger,’ growled Decker. ‘Otherwise he’d still be alive today.’

      ‘Is that true?’ Nathan’s hands hovered over the soapy water.

      ‘Yeah,’ said Eva.

      She handed the dishcloth to Decker, picked up her mug of coffee and leaned against the kitchen table as the two men finished the washing up.

      ‘That’s terrible,’ murmured Nathan.

      ‘Bastards,’ spat Decker. He glared over his shoulder at Eva. ‘Which is why I stand by my original comment. You can’t trust him.’

      ‘I’ll be careful.’

      ‘What’s your plan?’ asked Nathan, drying his hands and joining her.

      ‘I did a bit of research earlier while you were keeping Alex occupied. There’s a new gallery opening tonight on Nekázanka. He’ll be there, I know it.’

      ‘How can you be so sure?’

      ‘People come out of the woodwork at these things. You never know who’s going to be there, what contacts you might make,’ she said. ‘It’s not a case of simply attending a gallery opening; it’s a networking opportunity, and everybody that has something to buy or sell – including secrets – will be there.’

      ‘Not to mention the fact it’ll be held in such a public place, so you stand a fair chance of keeping out of trouble,’ said Decker. He leaned against the workbench and crossed his arms over his chest. ‘I’ll need to get a tuxedo. What time does it start?’

      ‘You’re not going,’ said Eva. ‘You might be recognised. On my own, I stand a chance. The two of us there, together, after everything that’s happened?’ She shook her head. ‘Too risky.’

      His arms dropped and he took a step forward. ‘You’re not going on your own.’

      ‘I know. Nathan can come with me.’

      ‘I can?’

      ‘You can stay here and guard Alex,’ said Eva to Decker, ignoring the wide-eyed look Nathan wore. ‘He’s more important. I won’t be able to concentrate if I think someone will come for him while I’m out.’

      Decker ran a hand across his closely-cropped hair and swore, and Eva knew she’d won the argument.

      ‘You can watch cartoons, if you like.’ She laughed when Decker’s stony gaze met hers, and pointed at Nathan. ‘We’ll be fine. We’ll have a glass of champagne, eat some canapés, congratulate the gallery owner on a successful opening, and then ask Scott some questions. We’ll be in and out in under an hour, promise.’

      ‘I hate this plan already,’ said Decker.

      Nathan snorted. ‘So do I.’

      

      Eva slid back the plastic shower curtain, climbed over the edge of the bath and pulled the threadbare towel from the metal hook on the back of the bathroom door.

      Steam filled the small space, creating whorls of cloud that enveloped her body as she towelled herself dry. She reached out and flicked the switch for the extractor fan, her lip curling as it rattled once, and stopped.

      She tucked the towel under her arms, pushed the twisted end between her breasts, and rubbed a hand across the mirror over the sink.

      She blinked at her reflection.

      The hunted eyes that had stared back at her in the interview room at the embassy in Berlin were gone. The old ruthless calculating look had returned; the one she hadn’t seen for years.

      After she and Alex had gone on the run, it had taken her nearly a year before she’d even contemplated sleeping in a different room to his. Instead, she would read to him until he fell into a deep slumber, and then curl up next to him.

      When he’d begun to complain that she took up too much room, she’d simply put a pillow and a blanket on the floor next to his bed and slept there.

      Until they’d moved to Cyprus.

      Somehow, with a large British military presence on the island, she’d thought she could relax, that no-one would find her, or dare to attack.

      A ragged sigh escaped her lips, and she sniffed, once.

      ‘Pull yourself together,’ she said, then picked up her hairbrush and began tugging at the wet tangles that framed her face. ‘Concentrate.’

      She applied a bit of make-up, put on clean underwear, then opened the door to the bedroom, stepping over the threshold through the cloud of steam that followed.

      She snapped off the power, silencing the pathetic attempts of the extractor fan to restart, and padded across the floor to the bed where she’d laid out a dress for the evening.

      Eva pulled the satin material over her head, zipped up the back, and then cursed as her fingers struggled with the clasp of her necklace.

      She turned at a knock at the door.

      ‘It’s open.’

      The handle turned and Nathan peered around the door.

      ‘Nearly ready?’

      ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Just a minute.’

      ‘Here,’ Nathan said, and stepped closer. ‘Let me.’

      ‘Thanks,’ said Eva, and turned, holding the ends of the necklace until she felt his fingers over hers. ‘Whoever designs jewellery clasps definitely doesn’t wear them.’

      He chuckled, his warm breath brushing her neck. ‘But it’s a perfect piece of engineering.’

      She felt her lips twitch. ‘Is that so?’

      ‘It’s modelled on a lobster claw – very effective.’

      His fingers moved away, and she let her hair fall.

      ‘How do you know all this stuff?’ she asked. She leaned across the dresser and picked up the matching bracelet.

      ‘I like learning,’ replied Nathan, and held out his hand for the bangle.

      She handed it over, then turned her wrist upwards, and concentrated on his hand as he looped the bracelet over hers.

      A wave of emotions and memories washed over her.

      Douglas dashing around the bedroom of his official residence in Malá Strana, cursing as he tried to find a matching silk handkerchief to his tie, their car waiting downstairs as they tried unsuccessfully to get to the opera on time.

      Dancing with him on a polished floor, the lucid notes of a string quartet on the radio filling their senses.

      Afterwards, laughing their way through the apartment, past the kitchen, to here—

      ‘Eva? Are you okay?’

      She shook her head, and pressed her fingertips to the skin under her eyes. ‘I’m fine.’

      Nathan had her hand between his fingers, a look of concern etched across his features. ‘You’re not,’ he murmured. ‘But you do a good job of pretending you are.’

      She went to snatch her hand away, but his grip was firmer than she’d imagined. She tipped her chin upwards until their eyes met.

      ‘Don’t,’ she whispered.

      ‘Why not?’

      His black eyes shimmered as he held her gaze.

      ‘I’m not going to discuss it.’

      ‘So, you push everyone away, is that it?’

      ‘You’re going to be late.’

      Eva jerked away from Nathan’s grip at the sound of Decker’s voice.

      He stood in the doorway, one hand on the frame. ‘Everything okay in here?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Taxi’s outside the Chinese takeaway.’

      Eva snatched up a small handbag from the bed, checked its contents one last time, and led the way from the room, brushing against Decker’s arm as she passed. She stopped, squeezed his hand, then made her way to the living area.

      She pursed her lips and blew some of the tension away, squaring her shoulders.

      I can do this.

      ‘Alex, Nathan and I are going out for a few hours. Decker’s going to stay with you,’ she said, crouching down to where the boy had sat on the carpet leafing through a book. ‘Behave yourself, okay?’

      ‘’kay,’ he said, then reached out for a hug. ‘See you later.’

      ‘You’d better be in bed by the time we get back,’ she teased, then straightened and nodded to Nathan. ‘Okay, let’s go.’

      Decker followed them to the front door, opened it and stood on the threshold for a moment. ‘All clear,’ he said, then stepped aside to let them pass. ‘Call me with updates.’

      ‘Will do.’ Eva followed Nathan down the steps and towards the waiting taxi.

      He stood holding the back door open for her, and held up his hand as she approached.

      ‘Are you sure you want to do this? Be out in the open like this?’

      She nodded. ‘There’s no other way. Let’s go.’
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      South-east Poland

      

      Maxim paced the bare wooden floorboards, and chewed at his already destroyed nails. It was a tick that he had developed while in prison, and while he detested the constant reminder of his time being incarcerated, he couldn’t stop.

      His rage was all-encompassing. If his men hadn’t been killed in Cyprus by the bitch, he would have killed them himself. Even Parkes, supposedly once the Section’s best assassin, had failed.

      He had one advantage over the Section, however. He traded using money and fear. It was only a matter of time before his network of contacts found her.

      He had to be patient.

      He spat out the ragged end of another nail, and spun around at the sound of footsteps in the hallway outside.

      ‘What is it?’

      Vadir hovered in the doorway, as if afraid or unsure whether to enter. ‘We just received word that the Section’s analyst, Nathan Crowe, was seen boarding a train to Prague late yesterday afternoon. He never arrived, nor did the woman and child.’

      Maxim shivered as goose bumps spiked his skin. It was an interesting development, and one that he hadn’t anticipated.

      The thought worried him further. Was he losing his edge? Surely after three years out of active duty, she shouldn’t be outwitting him like this?

      ‘Was he alone?’

      ‘At first, we thought so. We went back through some CCTV images though, and it looks like they split up. She went with the boy, and got in a different train carriage.’

      ‘Have they been any sightings of them in Prague?’

      ‘No. Because of the migration crisis, the border checkpoints have stricter controls. They must have disembarked the train before reaching it, and made their way to Prague from there.’

      ‘Have there been any reports of stolen vehicles?’

      ‘We’ve been through all the police reports. There’s nothing. She can’t have walked all the way to Prague from there, not with the boy. She must have hitchhiked.’

      ‘You have lookouts at the house in Malá Strana?’

      ‘Yes. There’s been no sign of her, but we’ll keep them posted there until you order it otherwise.’

      ‘Let me know as soon as you hear anything. In the meantime, arrange for a strike team to be on standby in Prague. They need to be ready at a moment’s notice.’
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      Prague

      

      ‘Remind me again why you think this is a good idea,’ said Nathan as he opened the back door of the taxi for Eva, and held out his hand to her.

      She took it, climbed from her seat and waited on the kerb while he paid the driver.

      As the car sped away, she led Nathan towards the gallery, the façade lit up with strategically-placed lanterns to welcome the guests. ‘Scott worked closely with Douglas,’ she said. ‘They socialised together as well, away from their embassy duties. I’m hoping he might tell me a bit about those private conversations that will shed some light on what’s going on.’

      ‘How well do you know him?’

      Eva shifted her purse from one hand to the other. ‘I don’t,’ she admitted. ‘But he and Douglas got on really well, so I’m banking on that.’

      ‘Seems like one hell of a gamble.’

      ‘It’s the only idea I’ve got at the moment.’

      ‘I don’t speak Czech,’ hissed Nathan as they drew closer to the reception line.

      ‘Neither does anyone else here,’ Eva assured him. ‘Speak English, tell them you’re a freelance computer analyst, and you’ll be fine.’

      ‘Great.’

      ‘And smile,’ said Eva. ‘Put your party face on.’

      ‘Come on then,’ said Nathan, as Eva looped her arm through his to climb the short flight of steps up to the entrance. ‘Before I change my mind.’

      A suited doorman smiled as they approached, and opened the large wooden and glass-panelled door.

      As she stepped over the threshold, Eva’s senses were overcome by the scent of too many different perfumes in one space, conversation that assaulted her hearing, and a pervading tone of one-upmanship from the conversations she overheard as they passed.

      ‘Smell that?’ asked Nathan.

      ‘This year’s signature fragrance?’

      ‘No. Bullshit.’

      Eva bit her tongue to stop herself from laughing in the crowded space, and glared at Nathan.

      Despite the dangers of the past forty-eight hours, his eyes were sparkling.

      ‘Admit it,’ she said. ‘You’re enjoying this, aren’t you?’

      He shrugged. ‘Eva, I’m used to being cooped up in an office all day with a computer. Hanging around with you, I could be dead tomorrow, so I might as well enjoy myself. Here,’ he said, taking two champagne flutes from a passing waiter. ‘Let’s drink to a successful mission.’

      Eva clinked her glass against his and savoured the cool liquid as it cleansed her parched throat. She’d tip the rest into an ornamental plant at the first opportunity, but she allowed herself the pleasure of one taste without guilt.

      She touched her glass lightly against Nathan’s once more. ‘Make it last,’ she warned. ‘No more than one of these, okay? Just in case,’ she added, when he choked on his drink.

      ‘You do realise you’ve spoilt the taste of vintage Krug for me forever?’

      ‘I’ll make it up to you,’ said Eva, before movement at the back of the room caught her eye. ‘Come on. There’s our man.’

      Eva led him around the perimeter of the room, slowly closing in on her quarry. Each time he was waylaid by another guest, she pretended to be deep in conversation with Nathan about one of the works of art on the wall.

      Her senses alert, she was jerked back to attention at a tap on her arm.

      ‘You do realise this is a Lavert, don’t you?’ Nathan said, wonderment filling his voice as he stared at one of the paintings.

      ‘Never heard of him,’ said Eva, keen to move closer to the tall American that held court in the corner of the room.

      ‘The latest enfant terrible out of Paris,’ explained Nathan. ‘I’d hate to think how much this collection is worth,’ he added, as his gaze breezed past Eva and onto the surrounding walls. ‘Hey – your man is free. Quick.’

      Eva snapped to attention, and strode towards the American cultural attaché.

      He became aware of the crowd parting before her, such was her determination to reach him before anyone else, and his eyes opened wide as she approached.

      ‘Eva?’

      ‘Hello, Scott.’

      She accepted the kiss on her cheek with decorum, then introduced Nathan. ‘This is my friend, Nathan,’ she said. ‘Have you got a minute?’

      ‘What are you doing here?’ asked the American. ‘How are you? It’s been what, three years?’

      Eva took a deep breath. ‘Whoever killed Douglas found me,’ she said.

      ‘Christ, Eva. You could’ve tried small talk first.’ Scott’s jaw clenched, and his gaze swept the room. He drained his drink before placing his glass on a small table next to him. ‘Come with me,’ he said, taking her by the arm and steering her towards a door at the back of the room from which the staff reappeared with trays full of drinks and canapés. ‘It’s not safe to talk out here.’

      Eva made sure Nathan was following, and waited until Scott had taken them through the doors, along a short corridor, and into a room that turned out to be the office for the gallery.

      ‘You shouldn’t have come here,’ he hissed, slamming the door shut. ‘It’s not like the old days. It’s not safe.’

      Nathan raised an eyebrow. ‘That would be the old days, when Douglas got shot?’

      Scott ignored him. ‘Where are you staying?’

      Eva shook her head. ‘You know I’m not going to tell you that,’ she said, keeping her voice even. ‘Don’t take this the wrong way, but someone’s tried to kill me twice in the past three days.’

      ‘What’s going on, Eva? Is this about Douglas’s murder? They never found the killer, did they?’

      ‘No. Care to elaborate?’

      ‘I know nothing about that. I found out about Douglas’s death after it happened, and you were already gone by the time I got to the house. I couldn’t get to you because your own government officials wouldn’t let me through the door.’

      ‘I didn’t accuse you, Scott. I simply want to know what else Douglas was working on. It might help me find out who wants me dead, after all this time.’

      ‘I have no idea.’

      ‘It’s okay, you can tell me,’ said. Eva ‘I realise there were some things he couldn’t tell me at the time, but I’d really like to know.’

      ‘Where have you been, Eva?’ Scott’s brow creased. ‘What did they do to you?’

      Eva rubbed at the goose bumps prickling her skin. ‘I can’t tell you,’ she said. ‘I’m sorry.’

      Scott sighed and checked his watch. ‘I’ve got a room full of guests out there, Eva, so why are you here? What do you want?’

      ‘I’m not sure what’s going on,’ she admitted. ‘That’s why I’m here. I was hoping you could help me.’

      His eyes narrowed. ‘How?’

      ‘What’s the chatter on the network? Anything unusual?’

      ‘Like what?’

      Eva bit her lip. If she pushed too hard, Scott would guess where she’d been, and she wasn’t sure if she was ready to divulge that information to him. Yet.

      ‘A shooting in Berlin. At a hotel.’

      Scott folded his arms across his chest. ‘What’s in it for me?’

      ‘I’ll never tell them I spoke with you,’ promised Eva, and jerked her chin at the door. ‘Those people out there will never know what you really do for a living.’

      Scott swore and stepped away from her.

      Nathan moved towards the door to make room for the man as he paced the small room, his fists clenched.

      ‘Do you have any idea how long it’s taken me to build this cover after what happened three years ago?’ he growled. ‘I nearly lost my job when my government found out I’d been socialising with Douglas Bolton.’

      ‘Tell me what’s being said on the wire.’ Eva began to walk towards the door. Her hand had grasped the handle before she heard a sigh.

      ‘Okay, stop.’

      ‘What have you heard?’

      ‘An incident, at a hotel in Berlin,’ said Scott. ‘That’s all. They’re reporting it as a drugs bust gone wrong. Shots fired, five men dead, and the perpetrator has escaped.’

      Eva raised an eyebrow.

      ‘That’s it, I swear,’ said Scott, his hands raised.

      Eva turned and opened the door. ‘I don’t believe you,’ she said, and stepped out into the passageway.

      ‘Eva! Wait!’

      She heard Nathan’s indignant exclamation a moment before a strong hand wrapped around her arm and pulled.

      Eva spun on her heel, broke Scott’s grip and used his own momentum to slam him against the wall, ignoring his cry of pain.

      ‘I’m done with being played,’ she hissed in his ear.

      ‘You didn’t have to do that.’ Scott straightened, his fingers finding the blood that trickled from his nose.

      ‘Here,’ said Nathan, and passed him a silk handkerchief.

      ‘Thanks.’ Scott glared at him.

      ‘Any time.’

      Scott held up the handkerchief, his eyes resting on Douglas’s initials embroidered into one corner, his eyes flickering to Eva.

      She ignored his raised eyebrow and kept her stance as wide as she could, blocking any escape he might be thinking of making.

      ‘I want the truth, Scott. Now.’

      He sighed. ‘Okay.’ He dabbed at his nose a moment longer, then shoved the handkerchief in his pocket. ‘The Section put out an alert on you and him.’ He jabbed his finger at Nathan. ‘About six hours ago, the CIA received a Code One alert on both of you.’

      Eva felt the colour drain from her face.

      Nathan’s eyes widened. ‘What does that mean?’ he asked, looking at each of them in turn.

      ‘It means they’ve changed the game,’ Eva whispered.

      Scott nodded. ‘They sure have.’

      ‘Wait. What? What’s a Code One?’ said Nathan.

      Scott tried to smother the triumphant look in his eyes, and failed. ‘It’s a shoot to kill order,’ he said. ‘According to the Section, you’re both a national threat to UK security. So,’ he added, standing to one side and pointing to the back of the building. ‘You might want to take the fire escape again.’

      Eva met his gaze. ‘You bastard,’ she said. ‘You know everything that’s happened in the past forty-eight hours. Why won’t you help me?’

      ‘Because, sweetheart,’ said Scott, lowering his face until his broken nose almost touched her own, ‘you always were bad news.’

      Eva ground her teeth, pushed away and began walking back in the direction of the gallery. ‘Come on, Nathan. We’re leaving.’

      ‘What about the back door?’ he asked, hurrying after her.

      ‘I won’t be scared into running away,’ she fumed, and shoved the door open, narrowly missing a waiter carrying a tray of empty glasses, and ignoring the startled looks from the nearest guests. ‘We leave the way we came in.’
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      Eva reached into her clutch bag as they descended the carpeted staircase and pulled out her mobile phone.

      She pressed the speed dial for Decker, then cursed under her breath as the voicemail service kicked in after three rings.

      She tucked the phone back into her bag while Nathan nodded at the doorman who raised a finger to the brim of his hat as they passed by and out into the cool night air.

      She tried to cool her frustration. She’d known Scott would be difficult to deal with, and would probably expect a favour in return, but she didn’t expect his downright dismissal of her.

      And the fact that someone in the Section had put out a Code One on both her and Nathan was disturbing – they were evidently being set up for something, but what?

      What had she missed three years ago?

      She squared her shoulders, and took a deep breath. If they wanted a fight, they’d get one. She just had to work out what she was fighting for first.

      As they left the façade of the art gallery and began walking, her old instincts kicked in.

      Something was wrong.

      Very wrong.

      Her head jerked to the left as she sensed movement on the opposite side of the road.

      Two men had emerged from the shadows. One of the figures had his wrist close to his head. The other checked the traffic, his hands in his pockets.

      Eva pulled out her phone again, and redialled Decker’s number.

      Still nothing.

      She peered to her left as she dropped the phone back into her bag, adrenalin fuelling her frayed nerves.

      The first man dropped his hand, then leaned forward and tapped his colleague on the shoulder. The man’s head turned, and Eva felt her heart lurch.

      She ran through the scenarios in her head.

      One, Decker was simply busy with Alex and couldn’t answer his phone.

      Two, for some reason Decker had left the apartment with the boy, and couldn’t answer his phone.

      Three, the apartment had been compromised and—

      Eva tightened her shawl around her shoulders, and slipped her arm through Nathan’s, then increased her pace to match his long strides, cursing her decision to wear heels.

      He jerked slightly in surprise, then relaxed under her touch. ‘Well, this is nice.’

      ‘Don’t get the wrong idea,’ she murmured. ‘We’re being watched.’ She tightened her fingers on his forearm. ‘Don’t turn around. Keep walking. Act normal. Tell me about where you grew up.’

      ‘Where I grew up?’ he spluttered. He followed her lead though, and they began walking at a brisk pace along the street. ‘Why?’

      ‘It’ll help keep your mind off being followed, and it’ll help me give them the impression they haven’t been spotted.’

      ‘They? How many of them are there?’

      ‘Where did you go to school?’

      He sighed. ‘Oh, have it your way. Abingdon Boys Grammar. In Oxfordshire. It’s a mid-sized town, I suppose. Army barracks nearby. Went from there to Cambridge – bit of a spook tradition, I suppose…’

      Eva let his low voice wash over her, straining her ears to listen to their pursuers’ footsteps.

      Behind them, a car horn blasted, closely followed by a squeal of tyres and a loud string of Czech cursing. After a few seconds, the vehicle sped past them, and turned left at the next intersection, its brake lights flashing briefly before it disappeared from sight.

      ‘You didn’t hear a word I said, did you?’

      She glanced sideways. ‘Your favourite colour is green.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘You told Alex. When we were at the hotel lobby, before we came to Prague. Your favourite colour is green.’

      He stopped and glared at her. ‘What the hell has that got to do with anything?’

      Her mouth quirked. ‘I listen to everything you say.’ She heard movement in the street behind them, and looked over her shoulder, then swore.

      ‘Run!’

      She grabbed his hand and pulled him into an alleyway off to their right, away from the main street, and prayed it wasn’t a dead end.

      The brickwork next to her head exploded as a muffled crack reached her ears.

      ‘Shit, they’re shooting at us!’

      ‘I know,’ said Eva through gritted teeth. ‘So, keep up.’

      The alleyway narrowed before gently curving to the left, and Eva’s heart leapt at the sight of another street beyond. ‘Thank goodness.’

      Her feet blistered in the high heels as she led Nathan across cobblestones, careful not to roll her ankles. If she sprained them, they’d never escape.

      They were only a few metres away from the exit when a car screeched to a stop on the pavement, blocking their path.

      Eva and Nathan slid to a halt, their breathing heavy.

      ‘Oh, no.’ Nathan groaned.

      The driver’s door opened and Decker leaned out.

      ‘Get in!’ he bellowed.

      ‘Go!’

      Eva led the sprint towards the car, slid across the bonnet and took the gun Decker thrust through the passenger window at her, then sighted it on the alleyway.

      Nathan ripped open the back door.

      ‘Hi, Nathan.’

      Eva nearly dropped the weapon. She wrenched open the door and peered between the front seats to see Alex slip from the back seat.

      He bolted from the car and wrapped his arms around Nathan’s legs.

      She glared at Decker. ‘You brought Alex? Are you crazy?’

      ‘You think leaving him at the apartment was a better idea?’ he snarled. ‘They’re onto you, Eva.’

      ‘We’ll talk about this later.’

      A gunshot sounded from the direction of the alleyway, and a split second later, the car took a direct hit.

      Eva straightened. ‘Get in!’ she yelled, and fired twice.

      Nathan spun round, sheltering Alex, and shoved the boy back into the car.

      Eva heard a muffled grunt, then Nathan fell into the car, pulling the door shut. She fired twice more, and saw one of the figures closing in on them tumble to the ground before she launched herself into the vehicle.

      ‘Go!’

      Decker floored the accelerator so hard, Eva’s head snapped back.

      She slipped the safety on the gun, then strapped her seatbelt across her chest, and allowed herself a few seconds to catch her breath.

      ‘Christ, that was lucky.’ She glanced in the wing mirror. No vehicles were following – yet. The uninjured pursuer was standing at the entrance to the alleyway, his hand to his ear once more.

      ‘How did you know?’

      ‘Bad feeling,’ said Decker. He swung the car away from the street, narrowly missed an oncoming delivery truck, then settled the car into the outer lane and increased his speed.

      ‘Where are we going?’

      ‘Somewhere safe. You haven’t been there before, so they shouldn’t be able to trace you.’

      ‘Where?’

      ‘You’ll see.’ She saw his eyes flicker to the rear view mirror. ‘Too much excitement for someone,’ he said, and jerked his head towards the back seat. ‘Look.’

      Eva spun in her seat.

      Alex was crouched over Nathan who had lolled back in his seat, his eyes closed.

      His face was pale, contorted.

      She frowned, her heart rate increasing.

      Something wasn’t right.

      Alex shifted and turned round to her, holding up his hands. They were covered in blood.

      ‘Help,’ he said.
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      Berlin

      

      Miles shoved open the double doors, and ignored the crash as the handles hit the thin plaster walls.

      The woman behind the mahogany desk rose as he approached, as if she anticipated his next move.

      ‘He’s not to be interrupted.’

      ‘Out of my way.’

      ‘He’s on the phone to Number Ten.’

      ‘I don’t care if he’s talking to the Queen. Open the door.’

      She glared at him, but refused to move. He was about to weigh up his career prospects, wondering whether it was worth manhandling her out of the way, when the door was wrenched open and Knox peered out.

      ‘I heard a commotion. I might have known it was you, Miles.’

      ‘We need to talk. Now.’

      The secretary’s eyes shot upwards at the tone directed at her boss, and glanced over her shoulder at him.

      ‘It’s all right, Joyce. Miles and I need to talk. Please make sure we are not disturbed.’

      Miles mumbled a “thanks” in her direction as he passed, and followed Knox back into the office. The man stepped to one side, waited while Miles walked in and then shut the door.

      ‘What the hell is going on, Gerald? I’ve just been informed that a Code One has been ordered. On Eva.’

      ‘It’s not what you think.’

      ‘It’s a kill order.’

      ‘It didn’t come from me.’

      ‘Then from whom?’

      ‘From the top.’

      ‘You mean Number Ten?’

      ‘The Prime Minister is aware of it, yes.’

      ‘Jesus, Knox. We have to get them out of there. We can’t let this happen.’

      ‘It’s out of our hands.’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘From now on, until the Code One is lifted or executed, we’re to provide a watching brief. That’s all.’

      ‘This isn’t right, Knox. You know isn’t right. Eva didn’t kill those five agents. We have images of your rogue assassin.’

      ‘The people at the top have taken the view that she was colluding with him.’

      ‘But what about Nathan and the boy?’

      Knox shook his head. ‘The teams have been told to preserve life if they can.’

      ‘“If they can”? Are they even going to try?’

      The Section chief remained silent.

      Miles growled in frustration and launched himself from his seat. He couldn’t sit still. He had to do something.

      ‘There is another option open to us, Miles.’

      He spun on his heel. ‘What?’

      ‘You find Eva before they do.’
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      Prague

      

      ‘He’s been shot.’

      ‘Alex?’

      The car swerved a little.

      ‘No, Nathan.’

      ‘How bad is it?’

      Eva forced her heart rate down and tried to concentrate.

      ‘Nathan? Can you hear me?’ she said, her hand on his knee. ‘Where did the bullet hit you?’

      ‘Shoulder,’ he gasped. ‘Hurts like hell.’

      ‘Okay. Let me take a look.’

      She reached up and turned on the interior light.

      ‘Eva? Not a good idea,’ warned Decker.

      ‘I just need a second.’

      In the yellow light of the ceiling bulb, Nathan’s left shoulder was a mass of blood and torn clothing.

      She snapped the light off, her mind racing. She needed to stop the bleeding.

      She twisted and leaned back between the seats.

      ‘Take off your coat,’ she said to Alex. ‘Give me your sweater.’

      Alex squirmed in his seat until he could shrug the heavy wool coat off his shoulders, then pulled his sweater over his head and handed it to her.

      She snatched it from him, bundled it up into a tight ball and held it against Nathan’s shoulder.

      He’d closed his eyes again, his lips parted slightly as his breath caressed the back of her hand. His face was pale, a thin line of sweat forming on his forehead.

      Eva shuffled closer, and tried not to swear as the handbrake caught on her hip, then reached out and pressed two fingers against Nathan’s neck.

      ‘His pulse is faint,’ she said over her shoulder.

      ‘I know someone who can help,’ said Decker.

      ‘How far?’

      ‘Not far. Keep the pressure on.’

      Eva turned her attention back to Alex. ‘Here, move across so you can hold this for me. I can’t keep the pressure on at this angle, and we don’t have time to stop and change seats.’

      The car bucked and swayed as Decker navigated the narrow city streets. Eva lost track of time and direction, and didn’t look up until the car slowed and he applied the handbrake.

      He had parked outside a tall narrow terraced house, dimly lit, in what appeared to be a side street.

      ‘Keep a lookout while I grab him.’

      She slipped from the passenger seat, kept her gun lowered, and let her eyes sweep the street.

      ‘What is this place?’

      ‘It’s okay,’ said Decker. ‘You can trust him. He’s helped me out a couple of times in the past.’

      

      Eva nibbled at a fingernail, the top of Alex’s head against her shoulder.

      Her gaze roamed aimlessly over the whorls in the slate floor tiles of the kitchen, the acrid stench of antiseptic permeating the air despite the closed door to the treatment room.

      Exhaustion threatened, but she wouldn’t sleep, not until she knew Nathan was out of danger. Not until they were far away from the Czech Republic.

      ‘Hey.’

      She glanced up.

      Decker held out a steaming mug of coffee. ‘Take this. You’re going to need it.’

      ‘Thanks.’

      He pulled out a chair and sat next to her, wrapping his large hands around an identical mug. ‘Why on earth did you come back to Prague?’

      ‘I thought I might be able to retrace my steps,’ she said quietly. ‘I thought I might have missed something last time.’

      ‘And?’

      She twisted in her seat. ‘I don’t think this is just about the Section wanting to get rid of me to avoid the embarrassment of my existence,’ she said. ‘There’s something else going on.’

      Decker’s gaze dropped to the sleeping boy in her arms. ‘You think this has something to do with what Douglas was working on?’

      ‘Yes.’

      He blew across the top of his coffee before taking a tentative sip, and then settled back, balancing the mug on his knee. ‘You owe him the truth, after this.’

      ‘I know.’ Her eyes found the closed door that led through to the doctor’s treatment room. ‘Do you think he’ll be okay?’

      ‘I think he’s tougher than either of us have given him credit for.’

      ‘He was shielding Alex.’

      ‘It was an incredibly brave thing to do.’

      ‘He didn’t hesitate,’ said Eva. ‘I saw him. He took one look at those men rounding the corner and turned his back to make sure they couldn’t hit Alex.’

      ‘I know.’

      Eva fell silent. She knew the signs of shock well enough. She took a sip of the coffee, and nearly gagged at the amount of sugar Decker had heaped into it.

      ‘Drink it,’ he said. ‘The sugar will help.’

      She nodded, and took another sip. ‘Thanks.’ She sighed. ‘I should’ve foreseen this. I’ve become complacent.’

      ‘Don’t be so hard on yourself,’ said Decker. ‘You were busy looking after this one.’ His gaze softened as he glanced at Alex. ‘You’ve kept him alive for three years, Eva. They never found you in all that time.’

      ‘Shame I couldn’t shoot both of them. I’m out of practice.’

      His mouth quirked. ‘Those were good, clean shots you made.’ He jerked his head towards the door. ‘And your quick thinking has probably saved his life. Don’t beat yourself up.’

      ‘Three years ago, I would have gone to Scott armed to the teeth.’

      ‘Three years ago, you thought you could trust him.’

      ‘You think he was responsible for what happened tonight?’

      Decker shrugged. ‘I’m not sure. Bloody coincidence though, wasn’t it?’

      ‘Do you think he was telling the truth, about the Code One?’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      Eva handed him her empty mug and waited until he’d put it on the kitchen counter with his, and shifted Alex’s weight in her lap.

      ‘What if there’s someone else after us?’ she said when he returned. ‘What if this isn’t about the Section at all?’

      Decker rubbed his fingers over the stubble on his chin. ‘Go on.’

      ‘The deal Douglas was working on, when he died. I remember that last week he was alive, when we were hiding at my apartment, before the Section told us it was safe to go back to his house. He was on edge about something his contact had told him.’

      ‘Did he ever tell you what it was?’

      She shook her head. ‘That’s what I was looking for when you arrived this morning.’ Her eyes opened wide. ‘The files at the apartment—’

      ‘Don’t worry. They’re in the car.’

      ‘There’s something in there, Decker. I just haven’t found it yet.’

      ‘Well, when our analyst is well enough, maybe we can get him to help us, yes?’

      They both turned their heads at the sound of the door opening.

      The doctor appeared, drying his hands on a small towel. He looked tired, his brows knitted together as he approached.

      Eva and Decker stood as one, and she handed over the weight of the sleeping boy to Decker gratefully, noting how carefully he gathered Alex into his big arms and rested his head against his shoulder.

      Alex snuffled once, then fell asleep again.

      Eva turned her attention to the doctor. ‘Well?’

      ‘He’s going to live,’ said the doctor.

      Eva exhaled, and tried to ignore the shaking that had begun in her legs. ‘How bad was it?’

      ‘He lost quite a bit of blood,’ said the doctor. ‘But the bullet only grazed his shoulder – it didn’t penetrate any major arteries.’ His eyes found Decker’s. ‘With plenty of rest over the next week, he should recover just fine.’

      ‘He’ll be somewhere safe,’ Decker assured him. ‘I’ll make sure of that.’

      ‘Thank you so much,’ said Eva. ‘I can’t tell you how grateful I am.’

      ‘How much do we owe you?’ asked Decker.

      The doctor shrugged. ‘Nothing,’ he said. ‘You know how it is.’

      Decker reached out and grasped the man’s hand. ‘And you know where to find me, if you need me, yes?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Can we move him now?’ asked Eva. ‘We should go.’

      ‘She’s right,’ said Decker. ‘It’ll be light in five hours. I’d like to be a long way away from here by then.’

      ‘Bring the car round the back,’ said the doctor. ‘I’ve given him a shot of morphine. I’ll give you another dose you can give him in a couple of hours if he needs it.’

      ‘I’ll meet you round there,’ said Decker, and edged out the room to the front door, Alex in his arms.

      The doctor led Eva into the treatment room.

      The iron tang of fresh blood still hung in the air despite the freshly washed-out sink and trays. Her eyes found the prone figure on the bed in the corner, his chest bare, his shoulder bandaged.

      The doctor nudged her arm. In his hands, he held a folded blanket.

      ‘Take this to keep him warm,’ he said. ‘I had to cut away his shirt and jacket.’

      ‘Thank you,’ she murmured.

      They both jumped at a loud knock on the back door, before the doctor hurried across and peered through the spy hole set into its surface.

      ‘It’s okay, it’s him,’ he said.

      Between Decker and the doctor, Nathan was soon buckled into the back seat of the car, the blanket tucked up to his chin.

      Alex slept next to him, his thumb in his mouth.

      Eva glanced at the blood stain that covered the seat between them, and shuddered.

      ‘I’ll ditch the car, don’t worry,’ said Decker. ‘Come on. We need to move.’

      Eva leaned down, brushed Nathan’s hair out of the way, and kissed his forehead.

      ‘You saved Alex,’ she whispered. ‘I owe you.’
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      Tuscany, Italy

      

      Eva squinted in the sunlight after leaving the cool shade of the house, and dropped her sunglasses onto her nose.

      The afternoon was drawing to a close, the coppery ochre sky broken up here and there by clouds dusting the horizon beyond the slim cypress trees bordering the property.

      The terrace ran the length of the converted farmhouse, a building constructed from the strong limestone and sandstone that peppered the region.

      Olive trees spread out below her position, a tangled grove of gnarled and twisted branches that bore fruit rich for picking.

      ‘Come and eat.’

      She turned at the sound of Decker’s voice.

      He was standing next to a wrought-iron table laden with plates and bowls, wine glasses, and a bottle of the local red wine.

      Eva’s stomach rumbled. ‘I’m eating way too much,’ she said, her eyes roaming over the crusty bread, olive oil, cheeses, and vine-ripened tomatoes.

      He grinned. ‘You’re in Italy. No such thing.’

      Eva pulled out a chair, and beckoned to Alex to join them. The boy had already gained more colour in his face, the events of the past week put behind them. He’d spent most of the time trailing around after Decker, exploring the farm and sleeping well at night after all the fresh air.

      She loaded up a plate for him, passed him some water, then took the glass of wine Decker handed to her. ‘Thanks.’

      ‘Cheers.’

      They clinked glasses, and Eva leaned back with a sigh. ‘It’s so peaceful here.’

      ‘It is.’

      ‘Nathan!’

      Alex slid from his chair and tore across the terrace towards the figure that had appeared at the back door to the house. ‘You’re okay!’

      Eva stood. ‘Alex, careful – he’s not well.’

      She couldn’t help smiling at Nathan’s face as Alex hugged him. His hair dishevelled, he wore one of Decker’s shirts and a pair of jeans. His feet were bare.

      ‘Found the clothes, then?’ asked Decker as Nathan approached the table, Alex in tow.

      ‘Yes, thanks.’ His gaze drifted to Eva.

      ‘Hey, Sleeping Beauty,’ she said, keeping her tone light. ‘How are you feeling?’

      ‘Like I’ve been shot.’ His jaw dropped as he took in the landscape. ‘Wait – are we in Italy?’

      Eva smiled. ‘You slept most of the way.’

      ‘You snore,’ said Alex, before running off to play with a black and white cat that had appeared at the far end of the terrace.

      Eva covered her mouth with her hand, but couldn’t prevent the laugh that escaped her.

      Nathan’s eyes found hers once more, and she knew she’d have to tell him, soon. Decker was right – she owed him.

      ‘I need to thank you,’ she said, reaching across for his hand as he sat down. ‘For saving Alex.’

      He shrugged, then winced as the stitches in his shoulder pulled. ‘It’s okay,’ he murmured. ‘It was instinctive. I didn’t think.’

      Eva squeezed his hand, then let go. She could see if she made too much of a fuss, he’d begin to analyse the events too closely, and delayed shock might set in. She’d helped Decker dress his wounds when he’d been unconscious, and had been surprised how quickly he was healing.

      ‘He’s fit, for a nerd,’ Decker had said. ‘It’ll help him recover faster.’

      Now, Nathan waited until Decker had guided Alex away from the cat and back to his chair. ‘How long was I asleep for?’

      ‘Three days,’ said Decker.

      Nathan’s eyebrows shot up. ‘Three days?’

      ‘I gave you some extra morphine,’ explained Decker. ‘You needed to rest, to heal.’

      ‘Oh.’ He took a sip of the wine Eva poured for him. ‘Oh, that’s good. What happened? How did we get here?’

      Eva glanced at Decker, and he nodded. Maybe it wouldn’t do any harm to help fill in some of the gaps in his memory.

      ‘Decker knew someone on the outskirts of Prague who helped us. He patched you up, and we left soon after that.’

      ‘What is this place?’

      She shook her head. ‘I didn’t know about it. Decker brought us here.’

      ‘This is the first time anyone’s been here as a guest,’ said Decker. ‘I like my privacy.’

      ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to sound ungrateful,’ said Nathan. ‘I didn’t realise it was your home.’

      Decker shrugged. ‘No offence taken. We needed somewhere safe to hide. It made sense to come here.’

      He stood, walked over to the low wall that bordered the terrace and peered into the distance, squinting at the sunset that had begun to fill the horizon.

      ‘How do you know it’s safe here?’ asked Nathan.

      Decker used his wine glass to point at a cypress tree on top of a low hill halfway between the house and the road. ‘Because that’s as close as the last uninvited guest got.’

      Nathan’s eyes opened wide. ‘What happened to him?’

      ‘He’s buried under the tree,’ said Decker, before wandering back to the table. He drained his glass and reached for the bottle.

      Nathan spun to face Eva. ‘He’s kidding, right?’
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      Decker topped up their glasses, checked over his shoulder that Alex was busy playing with the cat once more, then turned his attention back to Eva.

      ‘Now would be a good time to tell him.’

      ‘Tell me what?’

      Eva sighed. ‘I should’ve told you this at the beginning. I’m sorry. I thought because you were the one tasked with monitoring me and Alex, you’d know.’

      ‘Know what?’ Nathan’s brow furrowed and he leaned closer, his eyes full of concern.

      Decker cleared his throat, pushed away his chair, and sauntered over to the side of the house, returning with a broom with which he began to brush leaves away from the paving stones, camouflaging their voices further from Alex.

      Eva was struck by how quiet the terrace had become as the sun dropped over the horizon. She took a deep breath. There could be no turning back now.

      ‘Douglas wasn’t my fiancé,’ she said, then raised her gaze to meet Nathan’s eyes.

      He sat, a stunned expression crossing his face, before his mouth opened, then closed once more.

      ‘I’m sorry. I realise that’s probably come as a bit of a shock to you,’ said Eva. She reached out for Nathan’s hand, but he snatched it away.

      ‘I thought you trusted me,’ he said.

      ‘I do,’ said Eva. ‘Please believe me, I do, but I thought they would have told you everything when you were assigned to the case.’

      ‘No. They didn’t.’ Nathan leaned back, a hiss of breath escaping his lips as he closed his eyes and ran his fingers through his hair.

      He stayed that way for a moment, his fingers massaging his scalp.

      Eva swallowed. ‘I was assigned to Doug as his close protection officer,’ she said, her voice low. She sensed Decker moving behind her, and shook her head. ‘It’s okay.’

      Decker sank back into his chair and picked up his wine glass, his brown eyes unfathomable.

      ‘Anyway, like I was saying, I was assigned to the embassy to protect Doug,’ she said.

      ‘Miles told me you were an assassin,’ said Nathan, opening his eyes. He leaned forward. ‘Is that true?’

      ‘Yes.’ Eva began drawing circles with her forefinger across the table. ‘The last job I did for them was particularly… bad.’ She blinked to clear the memory. ‘So, Petersen – my handler at the Section – assigned me to the embassy. They needed one of their diplomats looking after, and I needed the break.’ She stopped drawing and peered across at Nathan through her fringe.

      ‘I’d only been at the embassy a month, but Doug and I, we – we just connected. One day we were working as usual, and — I don’t know, it was like we both realised at exactly the same time how we felt about each other.’ Eva looked down at her hands. ‘We couldn’t stop ourselves, even if we wanted to.’

      She sniffed, and wiped her eyes. ‘So, no, he wasn’t my fiancé,’ she said, waving away Decker’s offer of a handkerchief, ‘but we were very close. We tried to keep it a secret, but I think the Section knew something was going on, which is why they did what they did.’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘Douglas was working with the Section on something. At first I wasn’t made privy to what it was, but then things changed.’ She held up her hand to stop Nathan interrupting. ‘There was an engineer, a genius apparently, who had been working on a new bioweapon for a private contractor in Poland. The private contractor was supplying the Russian military with state-of-the-art technology, and the engineer began to get worried that the system was so advanced, there would be no stopping it if it was deployed.’

      ‘So, he decided to jump ship?’

      Eva nodded. ‘He approached Douglas at a software convention in Prague, completely out of the blue, on my watch. Douglas was there as one of the special guests. He was always keen on bringing like-minded people together, so the software convention was a perfect vehicle for him to invite brilliant minds from all over the European continent. The engineer was one of the guest speakers.’

      She leaned across the table, picked up a fresh glass and filled it from the jug of water. She swallowed half its contents without coming up for air, then refilled it.

      ‘The engineer requested a private audience with Doug, and when they were alone, told him about the weapon and that he wanted to defect,’ she said. ‘Of course, Doug alerted the UK intelligence services as soon as we got back to the embassy, and the Section took over from there, telling him how to make contact with the engineer at his hotel without arousing suspicion, and arranging to meet up with him again.’

      Nathan frowned. ‘They’d need proof that the bioweapon existed, wouldn’t they?’

      ‘Right,’ said Eva. ‘At first, the engineer refused – said it was too dangerous, but Doug persisted, and they arranged to meet the following day. I went with him.’

      ‘Did he get the proof?’

      ‘Yes. He turned up with a memory stick with photographs and a couple of design drawings,’ said Eva. ‘The problem was, he brought something else with him, too.’

      ‘What? A tail, you mean?’

      ‘No,’ said Eva. ‘Alex.’
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