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      Tamsin Bell looked anxiously at her watch, worried about getting to work on time. She’d taken the job of assistant manager at an upmarket West End art gallery just two months earlier and was eager to please her new boss. Sebastian Faulkner would certainly be impressed when she rolled in twenty minutes late for the third time that month.

      Tamsin was pulling on her cashmere coat as she hurried down the front steps of the large, imposing and very expensive red-brick Victorian house into which she and her husband, Tony, had moved earlier that year, a significant upsize from the modest apartment they’d occupied since getting married. The front garden was strewn with autumn leaves, and more were spiralling down from the mature oak trees, covering the patch left bare by Tony’s Jaguar earlier that morning. Tamsin buttoned up her coat, feeling the bite of chill in the air that the brisk walk to Highgate tube station would soon warm away.

      The fact was that Tamsin didn’t need to work and only did so for pleasure, even though she’d learned early on that Seb Faulkner could be difficult in his ways. She could quit tomorrow and spend her days riding horses, reading, painting, pruning roses, whatever she wanted. Tony earned a good deal of money doing what he did for Rush Laboratories in Epping Forest, though quite what that was, he never really spoke about in detail, and she never really probed. Until the future day when children came into their life, a subject that had been discussed but never so far gone beyond the tentative planning stage, Tamsin was a free agent. She was still only twenty-nine. Children could wait.

      As she hurried on her way, the autumnal breeze catching her long blond hair, she was oblivious of the admiring glances coming her way from a couple of young guys sitting sipping lattes at a pavement café. Tamsin Bell, née Tamsin Gordon, had never considered herself a great beauty, though the rest of the world would beg to differ. Her looks were occasionally responsible for stopping traffic, but, of course, she was too unselfconscious to pay the least bit of attention.

      Tamsin was walking down the narrow, leafy approach to the tube station when she heard someone call her name. She glanced around to see who, but none of the commuters were acknowledging her, apart from the usual coy stares and smiles from single men. Then she heard it again. “Tamsin!”

      She’d never seen the man before. He was crossing the street diagonally towards her, signalling. How did he know her name? More strange, he was wearing a motorcycle helmet with the visor up. The helmet was black, like his leather jacket and jeans. What little of his face the helmet didn’t hide was obscured by wraparound sunglasses.

      A sports motorcycle was pulled up at the opposite kerb, its driver similarly dressed in black, his helmet visor flipped right down to shield his face. He was hunched down low across the tank, one foot on the road and the other on its peg, blipping the bike’s throttle with jerky little twists of his right wrist.

      “I’m sorry, do I know you?” Tamsin said to the man approaching her.

      She kept her voice pleasant enough, but she frowned as she struggled to recognise him. He was not a big man, lean and light on his feet, probably no more than five feet six in height. His complexion, what she could see of it, definitely had a light brown lustre. A customer of the gallery, perhaps. She wished he would at least remove his helmet. It unsettled her a little, like someone wearing a mask. As he walked closer, she noticed the object he was carrying in his gloved hand. It looked like a beaker of something. A clear, colourless liquid that appeared too viscous to be water.

      What was he doing?

      Tamsin’s body began to stiffen as she sensed that something wasn’t right about the situation. Her instinct was suddenly telling her to back off.

      Right off.

      Get out of here, now.

      But Tamsin’s self-preservation instinct was too slow, and her reaction was delayed by a crucial couple of seconds; two seconds that were about to permanently alter the course of her life.

      The stranger said, “Hey, Tamsin, have a drink.”

      And before she could duck out of the way or even flinch, he’d dashed the contents of the beaker in her face.

      She gasped, first in shock and surprise. Then in unspeakable horror as she felt the terrible burning sensation spread all over her face, like nothing she’d ever felt before. Her vision was suddenly all blurry, and breathing was difficult. She could smell something awful, like scorched feathers. She fell to her knees and pressed her hands to her face. The agony was so intense that she couldn’t even scream. That was when she looked down at her fingers with the one eye that could still see, and realised that the flesh of her face was coming away like melted wax in her hands. Which was the last thing Tamsin would remember before waking up in the hospital some hours later, after the first of many operations to save her from the ravages of the acid.

      With a last impassive look at his victim as she lay writhing on the ground, the attacker sprinted nimbly back to the waiting motorcycle and leaped astride the pillion, yelling to the rider in a language that none of the immediate witnesses to the incident happened to understand. The rider snapped the machine into gear and tore open the throttle, and the bike took off with a howling roar from its twin exhausts and its front wheel skipping off the road.

      It accelerated wildly up the street, punched into the traffic and was gone forever.

      The attack had been swift and efficient and was over in moments. But for Tamsin Bell, the nightmare was just beginning.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      Things moved quickly after that.

      Two paramedic teams were dispatched in fast-response cars and attended to the victim, who was airlifted to the Royal Free Hospital in Hampstead shortly afterwards by a London Air Ambulance helicopter. Meanwhile the police were working at full throttle to seal off the crime scene and quiz potential witnesses.

      They soon singled out two key candidates: Rashid Hakimi, who was fifty-eight, and Stephen Brooks, who was thirty-four. The two men had each made a 999 call moments after the nightmare happened. In separate statements, Hakimi and Brooks gave almost identical descriptions of the attacker, his accomplice and the getaway vehicle, which was described as a large black and green sports bike. The witnesses’ reports concurred that the helmets both men were wearing would make identification of the pillion passenger very difficult, and the rider impossible, as his visor had remained closed the entire time.

      However, while Hakimi had been too far away to hear, Brooks offered the vital information that the attacker had called the victim’s name at least once, possibly twice, before assaulting her. This seemed to confirm that the attack had not been a random incident, but a targeted strike, as most such crimes were. Brooks also reported that the attacker spoke with a particular accent that he described as ‘Chingrish’, although that pejorative expression wasn’t used on his statement; instead, it was cautiously worded to read that the alleged perpetrator ‘sounded as if he might have been of possible Far Eastern ethnic origin’.

      Meanwhile, footage from CCTV cameras was scrutinised. It revealed the route that the getaway motorcycle had taken from Highgate tube station: Tamsin Bell’s two assailants had dumped the bike less than a mile away and hopped into a waiting van. Police soon recovered the bike, a Kawasaki ZZR1400, reported stolen across town earlier that morning. It had been torched and was found totally clean of fingerprints other than its owner’s. The plain white VW Transporter panel van had been fitted with false number plates and its location was still unknown.

      Somewhat more promisingly, specialist technicians had managed to isolate half a second’s worth of camera footage in which the rider and his pillion passenger removed their helmets as they clambered inside the Transporter. They were already hard at work on enhancing the video image frame by frame in the hope that it might offer a positive ID of either man; it was a long shot, and expectations were not high.

      During this time, a very distraught Tony Bell was called away from his office at Rush Laboratories, a private science facility where he’d served for the last eight years as a technical coordinator and project manager. Having been informed by police of the nature and severity of the attack on his wife, Tamsin, he demanded to see her. That wasn’t possible, they said, because she had already been hurried into surgery.

      Under sedation for shock, he was then interviewed by officers of Scotland Yard. He professed to have absolutely no idea why anyone would have targeted his wife like this.

      No, neither he nor she had any particular friends or acquaintances of Chinese, Japanese or other Far Eastern ethnicity.

      No, they were not in any kind of trouble. Why would they be? They were a happily married, middle-class, financially comfortable, debt-free and law-abiding couple, as far from trouble as it was possible to get.

      And no—emphatically no—Tamsin was not romantically involved with anyone else. This was not a malicious act of revenge by some thwarted lover, or anything like it, and Bell passionately refuted and resented the very idea. This was, he insisted, simply a cruel and monstrous act against an innocent victim.

      While all this was going on, the surgeons were battling desperately to repair their badly ravaged patient. The first major issue to deal with had been the threat of cardiac arrest, resulting from the systemic toxicity brought on by the acid her assailant had used against her. Once they’d succeeded in averting that danger, their second concern was the damage to the respiratory tract caused by the involuntary inhalation of acid vapours. It would take a lot of effort to get her breathing normally again. Next on their list of urgent priorities was rescuing the left eye, which was at this point welded shut by a mess of fused tissues; only further investigation would tell whether anything was left of the eyeball inside.

      And there would be a lot more work after that. Lips, nose, ears, cheeks, chin, throat—all had taken a direct hit from the acid. This was what was euphemistically termed a ‘life-altering trauma’. Even if they performed miracles, the surgeons’ prognosis was that the beautiful young woman would be severely disfigured for life.

      They had a hell of a long day ahead of them.
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      Far away across London, on an upper floor deep inside the confines of an anonymous-looking grey block of a building overlooking the Thames, the new case file landed on the desk of a man whom his colleagues, including most of his superiors—as well as the army of personnel he commanded—knew only as ‘Control’. The world to which he belonged was fond of anonymous titles. Control was the supreme ruler of the closeted little kingdom of Group Fifteen, a subdivision of an organisation that was dubbed the ‘Firm’. The functions and operations that the Group performed were virtually unknown to the outside, and for very good reason.

      Control had been enjoying a rare coffee break at his desk when the hurriedly assembled case file came through, marked top priority. He flipped open the folder and addressed its contents with his customary look of severity, which grew graver as he read down the page. When he had finished, he closed the file and leaned back in his plush leather desk chair. He ruminated for a few moments, then reached for the phone.

      His aide-de-camp, an ex-soldier called Tanner, came into his room.

      “Sir?”

      Control replied in a flat, expressionless voice, “Get me Number Twelve.”
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      High in the sierra, another day was slowly drawing to a close. The daytime hours were still warm even as autumn crept closer, but a far cry from the brutal heat of summer. Bryan Duffy had been here for most of the season. He could take the heat. He’d taken Iraq in July.

      Later, as he did every evening, Duffy would take a moment to stand atop a high rock and watch as the sun sank behind the mountains, turning their blue ridges to the colour of blood. The nights were getting chillier. Bryan Duffy could take the cold, as well. He’d seen Afghanistan in January. This was nothing.

      Duffy was sitting on a sun lounger that overlooked the pool. His guitar was across his lap, his head bent low over the instrument, his hands aching from hours of playing. The pulsing, heady music was as much part of this savage and feral landscape as the mountains and the rivers. To feel its sounds and rhythms throbbing through you was to be one with this place. When Duffy played, he felt himself disappear. That was why he loved it so much.

      Flamenco guitar was one of the most difficult and challenging musical arts to master. Because it evolved largely out of the long rule of the Moors over Spain, its Arabic rhythms were alien to the traditional Western ear. The Spanish gypsies here had it in their blood. Duffy had found a tutor in one of the bars he visited in Zahara de la Sierra. The music seemed to flow effortlessly from the man, but then he had devoted his life to the near-impossible physical techniques that a flamenco player must learn. Duffy was a white boy from Croydon and at a natural disadvantage.

      But then, life had never been easy for Duffy. He was used to that. He had never retreated from a challenge in all his thirty-three years, and he wasn’t about to shrink away from this one either. Never back down. That credo had brought him as much bad luck and trouble in his time as it had good things. But that was who he was. He was going to learn how to play. He would play until his fingertips dropped off. Then he’d go on playing with the bony stumps. He had been like that when he had initially been told he wasn’t right for the army. The sergeant on the range who had taught him to shoot had said the same thing. Duffy had proved them wrong. He was competitive and he hated failure. And he had had to find something to do during his unwanted and enforced leave of absence from everything he knew in London.

      He continued for another hour until it was too dark to play, and then he packed up his guitar and placed it among the scant possessions that he carried in the back of his beat-up old Jeep. Two kilometres down the mountainside, the speckled lights of the little mountain village glowed faintly. There was a little taverna down there, off the pretty little village plaza, which Duffy had visited a few times and would visit again tonight.

      He climbed into his Jeep and made his way down the twisting rocky road.
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      Zahara de la Sierra was a Pueblo Blanco, one of the ‘white towns’ that gathered on the flanks of the mountains in the Sierra de Grazalema. The villages were characterised by the whitewashed walls and red and brown tiled roofs of the buildings. Duffy found that the men and women who lived here were deeply traditional, with a natural distrust for outsiders. It had taken Duffy several weeks to feel as if he was, if not quite accepted, then at least tolerated within the village. The length of his stay had made it obvious that he was more than a tourist, and his fluent Spanish had done much to endear him.

      He walked into Cerveceria El Gallo, his favourite taverna. It was a Saturday night, and the old stone-built barroom was quiet and half empty. His kind of place, far away from the troubles of the world.

      “Una cerveza, por favor,” he said to the barman, spilled some cash on the bar and carried his beer to a table at the far end of the room.

      He sat with his back to the wall, positioned so as to be able to see both the door and the windows. Old habits never die. He sipped his beer, flexed his tired fingers and sat quietly, listening to the music in his head. But his watchful eyes missed nothing.

      Like the other stranger in the village, for instance. Through the window Duffy saw him get out of a black Mercedes SUV and cross the plaza. Moments later, the stranger entered the taverna. The man was clearly not a local. He was dressed in a light suit, a little travel wrinkled and dusty. He was obviously ex-military, and he walked with a limp. Duffy knew why: a convoy that the man had been travelling within had been hit by an IED on the road out of Kabul, and he had lost his right leg below the knee.

      His name was Captain David Tanner, and he was the private secretary for the man in London who had banished him to Spain. Tanner seemed to be looking for someone, and Duffy had a feeling who that might be. He had been expecting it.

      Tanner spotted Duffy, smiled and ambled casually up to his table.

      The man pointed at the empty chairs. “Do you mind if I sit down?”

      Duffy said nothing. He was not one to waste words. He motioned, just a slight downward inclination of the head, to say, “I’m not stopping you.”

      Tanner sat, first pausing to hike up the seams of his creased trouser legs. He glanced around him, as though to check nobody would eavesdrop on what he was about to say. As though anyone in this bar would give a damn what two white strangers had to say to one another, Duffy thought. He found, despite the air of nonchalance that he tried to project, that he was nervous. He been waiting for contact to be made for months, and here it was. At last. He said nothing and sat very, very still.

      Tanner said, “You’re not an easy fellow to track down.”

      Duffy spoke at last, softly, slowly. “Have they decided?”

      “Not exactly. But there has been a development. And you’ve been in exile a long time, Duffy. Too long. I’ve been sent to fetch you home.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            MALAGA

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            6

          

        

      

    

    
      Tanner had flown out to Spain aboard one of the RAF’s BAe 125 jets. It was a twinjet, most often used to transfer government officials and military brass around the world. The cabin was configured to carry six passengers, but, as it rumbled down the runway to commence its return flight, there were only Tanner and Duffy aboard.

      Duffy had tried to engage Tanner in conversation during the drive from the mountains to the airport; the older man had been happy to chat about inconsequential things, but when Duffy moved the conversation onto the legal case or the reason for his abrupt summons back to London, he quickly changed the subject. Duffy took the hint: whatever the reason for his recall, Tanner had been given strict orders not to discuss it.

      The plane reached the top of its climb and levelled out. Duffy undid his belt and moved forward. There was a refrigerator at the front of the cabin, and Duffy helped himself to a bottle of Peroni. He took the beer back to his seat and gazed out of the window as the moon climbed into the sky, burnishing the mountain ranges with its silvered light.

      The suggestion that it was time to return was not a request. It was an order, even though Tanner was too polite to couch it in those terms. Duffy had not needed to be persuaded. He had been itching to return for months.

      Duffy allowed his mind to wander. It was obvious that something had happened in the proceedings that were being brought against him, and he found his thoughts drifting back to the events of two years earlier. They were never far from his mind; his resentment at what had been allowed to happen to him brought them back again and again, an itch that he couldn’t scratch.

      Duffy had been sent to capture an Egyptian national who had passed over the Pakistani border. The man—Mohammed Mahfouz—was reputed to have been involved in an aborted bombing campaign in London, and was reported to be heading into the Hindu Kush, where the Taliban would make him disappear. Duffy intercepted him outside Karachi and renditioned him to a CIA black site in Morocco and then, ultimately, to Guantanamo.

      Mahfouz’s family had engaged a lawyer from a human-rights charity and, after a highly public campaign, Mahfouz was released and returned home, where he immediately brought a case against the government. He alleged that a British agent—identified only as Witness X—had kidnapped him and then participated in his interrogation in Morocco. The questioning, it was alleged, was illegal and included methods that were prohibited under the Geneva Convention.

      Duffy had found the entire process to be a farce. He knew that Mahfouz was guilty; during a protracted session of interrogation—as he gasped for breath after Duffy had removed the sodden rag from his mouth—he had admitted to being involved in a plot to bomb Oxford Street during the Christmas rush.

      But none of that mattered. Mahfouz’s lawyer was brilliant, and the evidence against his client had all been dismissed as unreliable due to the method of its procurement. The left-wing press had rallied to Mahfouz’s cause, with leaders written that a British national, innocent of all crimes, had been tortured by his own government.

      The government demanded that the agent involved be suspended, and Control had said that his hands were tied. He had stood Duffy down, on full pay, and insisted that he take an extended holiday. Duffy’s parents had a holiday home in Sierra de los Filabres, and he had gone there, staying out of the limelight until the affair died down.

      But that had not happened yet; the papers were still full of the charade as the court case wound interminably on.

      Duffy had resigned himself to a long wait, with no guarantees about what would happen to him at the end of it. Control had guaranteed that he would not be named, and that the government would quash the proceedings, but, the longer the case had dragged on, the less Duffy had believed it. What if Mahfouz’s case had acquired so much momentum that it was impossible to stop?

      “We’ll be there in two and a half hours,” Tanner said.

      “Where are we going?”

      “The Cross,” Tanner replied. “The boss wants to see you tonight.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            VAUXHALL CROSS

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            7

          

        

      

    

    
      Five hours later. The building was the same old familiar grey block on the edge of the river. It was dark. It was cold. It was hammering down with rain. It was just how it was the last time Duffy had been here.

      Tanner led him through the corridors of the building, walking a few steps ahead. Duffy glanced at his watch. Eleven minutes to three on a Sunday morning. Well, well, someone was certainly working overtime.

      These little early-morning gatherings of the Firm didn’t happen without reason. Not for the first time, Duffy wondered why he was suddenly being whisked back to base like this. It wasn’t because they’d missed the pleasure of his company, that was for sure.

      On the other side of the gleaming cherry-wood doorway, two more armed guards flanked the interior. Tanner ushered Duffy through into the large conference room, which was dominated by a long shiny table surrounded by padded chairs. Screens on the walls. No windows. Dim lighting around the edges of the room, strong halogens illuminating the table at its centre. Nothing had changed. Duffy had attended more of these pow-wows than he cared to count.

      Several people were already seated and waiting around the conference table. There were a few unfamiliar faces, but Duffy recognised some others.

      In his late fifties, grey hair, his six-foot frame folded uncomfortably into his chair, Sir Benjamin Stone was the current head of the Secret Intelligence Service.

      Some years older at just the wrong side of sixty but still something of an eye-catcher, Eliza Cheetham was unquestionably the most glamorous director general the Secret Service had ever appointed, and possibly the most ruthless, too.

      Then, opposite her was the unmistakable figure of Vivian Bloom, also known as the Reverend, an antiquated senior civil servant and Cold War veteran who never seemed to tire of his duties as point man between the Firm and Her Majesty’s government. While his colleagues were all smartly turned out despite the late hour, Bloom had long ago ceased to care about his personal appearance. He wore a baggy suit that looked as though he’d been sleeping in it for a week. His thick glasses were so greasy it was a wonder he could see out of them. The eternal pipe was stuck in one crinkled corner of his mouth, puffing clouds of cheap tobacco. Duffy didn’t doubt that some poor gopher would have had the job of deactivating all the smoke alarms.

      The last person Wolf recognised of those seated at the table was his direct superior, the man he answered to above all others in the Firm and known only as Control. He was sitting quietly, watching Duffy with a stony, penetrating gaze.

      The doors closed. Evidently, Duffy was the last to arrive. He approached the table and sat down, then leaned back and surveyed the assembly with a wary eye. Something must be up, for sure. For them to scramble together such a collection of top brass in the dead of night? It had to be a national emergency, or close to it.

      It was the comely yet deadly Cheetham who opened the meeting with an acerbic, “Welcome back, Number Twelve. Been spending your enforced vacation well, I trust?”

      “Learning the guitar,” Duffy said.

      She gave him a smile that would terrify a rattlesnake. “Really?” she said. “You don’t strike me as the musical type.”

      Duffy managed a thin smile of his own. “I assume there’s been progress in the case?”

      “There’s been a little movement from the attorney general,” she replied.

      “A little movement? What does that mean, ma’am?”

      “We’re hoping that Mr Mahfouz can be persuaded to take an offer.”

      “That’s it? I was hoping for something more than that.”

      She shook her head and smiled again. “I’m afraid the situation you found yourself in has become rather more delicate over the last few weeks. Have you read the papers?”

      “I’ve been avoiding them.”

      She nodded, as if that was perfectly understandable. “The lawyers for the dead man have been pressing for a formal investigation, as you know.”

      “Yes,” Duffy said, interrupting her. “And I was promised that wouldn’t happen.”

      “Quite,” she replied. “And it is still our position that that cannot happen. National security does not need the spectacle of a judge going through our dirty laundry.”

      Dirty laundry. Cheetham always chose her words carefully, and the implication there—of fault, of culpability—was impossible to miss.

      “But?” Duffy pressed.

      “There’s been a leak—from the American side, not ours. Someone got hold of the recording of the interrogation. It’s been passed to the press, and they’ve been threatening to release it. We’ve issued a D Notice to suppress it, but I’m not confident it’ll hold.”

      “I’m on the tape?”

      “Your voice. It’s audio only, thankfully, but it’s obvious that Mahfouz was being questioned by a man with a south London accent, and not just the CIA.”

      Duffy sighed disconsolately. “This was supposed to have been wrapped up,” he said. “It shouldn’t have taken so long, and now this. If there’s an inquest, and this is introduced?”

      “There’s not going to be an inquest,” Stone said quickly.

      “Can you guarantee that, sir?”

      He glanced away for a second—long enough. “I can’t,” he said, “but you have my word that we are doing everything we can to—”

      Duffy cursed under his breath; he couldn’t help it, but everyone around the table heard it, and Stone stopped before he could finish what Duffy knew would be another worthy, but ultimately unsatisfactory, protestation that Duffy had the full support of the service.

      There was a moment of awkward silence.

      “I’m sorry, sir,” Duffy said. “I don’t mean to sound ungrateful. But I’ve been hiding in the mountains for three months and, if I might speak frankly, I’m bored out of my mind. I want to get back to work.”

      Bloom fixed a stern look at Duffy. “Then you’ll be pleased that we have some work for you.”

      “Sir?”

      He plucked his pipe stem out of his mouth, and a thin stream of smoke caught the lights as he waved it in the direction of Control. “Control insists that you’re the right man for this assignment. Personally, I’m far from convinced.”

      Duffy had to fight down the eager ‘What assignment?’ but he held back. He’d find out soon enough, and he would look like a callow new recruit if he betrayed his enthusiasm.

      Bloom produced a thick file and tapped it with his pipe stem, which doubled as a pointer. “As it’s my task to oversee and approve the activities of Group Fifteen from the government’s point of view, I’ve been reviewing your record, Number Twelve. To say it is patchy would be a gross understatement. Your six years with the Marines were marked by more punishments and demotions than any other ten men combined. If not for your exemplary combat skills, extremely high levels of fitness and stamina and coolness under fire––and I’m just reading what it says here, at any rate––they’d have dropped you faster than a hot coal. You’re a live wire.”

      Duffy shrugged. He’d heard it all before, a thousand times over.

      Bloom hadn’t finished his summary of Duffy’s record. “So you had six years as a commando, then applied to the Special Boat Service.” He paused and shook his head, unable to prevent the corners of his mouth twitching up in amusement. “Which you only did as a bet.”

      Duffy cut in: “To prove that I could.”

      “And for which you were rejected.”

      Control tapped his fingers against the table. “Yet he was top of his selection class for endurance and weapons proficiency.”

      “But bottom for discipline and attitude, Control. I understand why you’d need to back your man—you selected him for the Group. But he’s not a team player.”

      Control shrugged. “I don’t need team players.”

      “Too independent minded. Virtually unable to receive orders from a commanding officer while keeping his mouth shut and his own opinions to himself.”

      “I have a short fuse,” Duffy admitted.

      “And a big mouth.”

      “That’s been said before. I’m trying to be better.”

      Bloom ignored the assurance. He closed the file, as if he’d seen enough. “Shortly after being RTU’d, you were recruited to Group Fifteen, though exactly how and why are still a mystery to me.”

      It was Control who came to the rescue. “I thought we had already concluded the discussion, Vivian. Whatever the SBS might have decided, I felt that his exceptional skills singled him out as of interest as a potential Group asset.”

      Thanks, Chief. Duffy’s recruitment earlier had come as a surprise to him, too. Prior to that, like virtually everyone else, he’d had no knowledge of the Group’s existence. It had been the chance of working alone that had attracted him to the job. Control had sold it to him like that: Group Fifteen agents operated singly, in the shadows, depending on their own wits and resources. It had been the perfect opportunity for him.

      “We took a chance,” Control finished. “One that I believe was warranted.”

      “Until six months ago.”

      Duffy had heard enough. “I’m sorry,” he said, fighting to maintain his manners in the face of what was looking like deliberately spiteful provocation. “I came back here tonight because I was led to believe that the case against me was coming to an end. That isn’t true. You talk about an assignment instead, but now you seem intent on questioning my suitability for work I’ve proved myself worthy of ten times over.” He stood up. “If I might be excused, sirs and madam, I’ll go back to Spain until you have better news for me.”

      “Like you said,” Bloom said, “a big mouth.”

      Control raised a hand: a warning, perhaps, for him to shut his mouth.

      “I’m sorry,” Duffy said again.

      Bloom gave a dark, mirthless chuckle. “Come on, Number Twelve. You can’t just walk away. You know that. Once you’re in, you’re in. And, whatever my many reservations about your work, Control still has faith.”

      “And we do have a job for you,” Cheetham said. “We don’t just think you’re the best man for the job. Under the circumstances, in fact, you’re the only man for the job.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            8

          

        

      

    

    
      Duffy was confused by what Cheetham had just said, but when she told him to sit, he did as he was told. He looked at the others around the table; Bloom pursed his lips and glanced across at Sir Benjamin Stone.

      The head of SIS nodded. “Show him.”

      Control slipped a hand down to a hidden console beneath the table, and one of the large wall screens flashed up a vivid high-definition image. It wasn’t a satellite feed of a hidden terrorist base in the hills of Pakistan. Nor was it a war-ravaged landscape somewhere in the Middle East. It was an image of a woman’s face.

      Or what was left of it.

      Duffy gazed at the screen without a reaction. Most people would have turned their heads away or vomited. Cheetham averted her eyes with a muttered, “Christ.”

      “Tell us what you see, Number Twelve,” Control said.

      “I see a picture of a woman with her face burned off,” Duffy replied.

      “Any thoughts on what might have done this kind of damage?”

      Duffy glanced again at the picture. Only the styling and length of the victim’s blond hair offered any clue as to her sex. The face itself was almost entirely a mass of burned raw meat. One eye was completely gone, the other swollen shut and liable to go the same way unless seen to by a very skilled surgeon. The lips were burned off, exposing the teeth. One cheek had been so badly marred that it was melted right through, exposing the inside of the mouth. The chin was a glob of tissue fused with the jaw and throat. The overall sickening effect was of a waxwork that had been worked over with a blowtorch. Only this was a real living person, one who was now going to have to live in seclusion for the rest of her days.

      “Phosphorus grenade would do it. Napalm, except we apparently don’t use it any more. But I’m betting on acid. Sulphuric or hydrochloric. Either would produce these results, and you can buy them cheap in any hardware shop. Am I to assume this happened here in Britain? Disfiguring people seems to have become a national pastime lately.”

      “Correct on both counts,” Bloom said. “This was a sulphuric acid attack, and it took place here in London only a few days ago.”

      Bloom nodded to Control. Control pressed another button, and a second photo appeared to the right of the first: a woman’s face cropped from what appeared to be a wedding or party photo.

      Duffy stared at the second screen, and all the air seemed to have been sucked out of the conference room as the dark almond eyes of the woman in the photo gazed back at him. She was smiling and looked happy and bright and all that she once had been. Until now. With a lurch in the pit of his stomach, he realised that it was the same woman on both screens.

      He found his self-control deserting him, and he had to restrain the urge to scream at Control, at Stone, at Bloom, at the lot of them.

      Instead of that, he said, in a voice that was tight and thrumming with menace, “Is this some kind of joke?”

      But it wasn’t.

      The woman in the picture was Tamsin.

      His Tamsin.
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      Duffy had owned the Audi TT Sport convertible for just under a week, purchased the same day he’d returned from his latest pleasure tour of Afghanistan with the Royal Marines. He was still exploring the car’s performance limits as he buzzed through the Kent countryside like a fighter pilot, top down, totally in control, senses focused on every nuance of the road ahead. The engine note soared as he downshifted at ninety for the upcoming bend. The instrument needles dipped and then started quickly climbing again as he accelerated hard out of the turn.

      The brown and white blur of a moving object bursting from the roadside bushes cutting across his path made him slam on the brakes. He brought the Audi to a rapid, controlled halt as a young boxer dog pranced about in the middle of the road, still trailing a leather lead from his collar. Most drivers would have run straight into the mutt, but Duffy’s reflexes were honed to a razor edge.

      Even as the Audi came to a halt, Duffy could see a white van coming fast the other way, giving no indication of slowing down. He leaped from the car and went sprinting towards the dog, who seemed as oblivious of the oncoming vehicle as its driver apparently was of the animal’s presence in the road. By the time the van’s brakes began to screech, it was almost too late. Duffy made it to the dog with half a second to spare, snatched him up in his arms and yanked him out of the van’s path as its wheels locked solid and it began to veer wildly across the road, smashing into Duffy’s parked Audi.

      Duffy might have had something to say about that, but he didn’t get the chance. To the sound of howling rubber, another car came speeding around the bend behind him, braked and skidded to avoid the wreck of the white van and the Audi, and with nowhere else to go, careened straight towards him.

      Duffy barely had time to register the imminent impact. With all his strength he threw the dog bodily towards the verge. In the next instant a shocking impact spun him off his feet and swept him up over the bonnet of the oncoming car. He hit the windscreen with his left shoulder and was thrown over the roof. For a weird moment he was weightless, floating in mid-air as though in a dream; then the road came up to meet him and everything went black.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Duffy awoke to a confused jumble of flashing blue lights and bustle and voices all around him. He realised he was lying on a gurney, with an ambulance crew milling and fussing over him. It was a second or two before the sensation of pain cut in, jolting through his body like a couple of million volts. Not as bad as getting your entrails hacked out by machete-wielding Taliban fighters, as had happened to a mate of his. But still pretty uncomfortable. The dislocated shoulder was one thing; the broken left femur was going to be a bitch to heal.

      Duffy had to laugh. Months spent in a bloody war zone, dodging bullets, mortar fire and suicide bombers without a scratch, and now this. What a great way to spend your leave, hobbling about in a cast. At least he could be fixed up. His precious Audi, half flattened under the remains of the van, might not recover so easily. The Transporter’s driver and passengers, fairly well banged up themselves, were currently being patched by the second ambulance crew. Four lads, dressed in workmen’s overalls. The Ford Mondeo that had hit Duffy was a little farther up the road. Its very unhappy owner was talking to the police.

      Through the confusion of faces, he saw that of a distraught young woman looking at him. Her almond eyes were dark and full of tears, her blond hair tied up in a slack ponytail with little wisps breaking loose here and there. He would remember thinking that her light summer dress was the exact same shade of red as her lips. In one hand she was clutching a dog lead, and on the other end was the young boxer responsible for causing the pile-up and putting him in the back of this ambulance.

      The woman said, “I don’t know what to say…”

      “Then don’t say anything,” Duffy replied, already half in love and content just to gaze at her. Raw opium couldn’t have taken away his pain faster.

      She pointed towards the van passengers. “Those men told me what happened, how you ran out and saved Brigham. You could have been killed.”

      “Rubbish,” he replied. “I don’t kill that easy.”

      She smiled uncertainly, not quite knowing whether to believe him.

      “I’m Duffy,” he said.

      “Tamsin.” She motioned somewhere across the fields. “I live just over there… We were out walking. He slipped his leash. I… I’m so sorry. How can I thank you for what you did?”

      Duffy replied without hesitation, “Come and visit me in hospital.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      And she did. Not once, not even twice, but every day of the entire week it took until the torturers in white coats finally deemed he’d suffered enough. Then it was dinner the next night, and a whole string of dates to follow, blossoming so fast into a full-blown romance that it made Duffy’s head spin and turned his blood to wine. Her name was Tamsin Gordon, and Duffy thought he’d met the love of his life.

      For a while, at any rate. All was bliss until his extended leave came to an end and he was called back to Afghanistan.

      Some women could adapt to the life. Not Tamsin. Duffy found it difficult to make her share his total conviction that nothing bad would happen to him over there. As the dreaded day of his departure approached, she tried everything to persuade him to stay with her. First the tears, then the anger, then the begging, and finally the ultimatums. “It’s the army or me. I can’t stand the thought of waiting every day for the news that… that…” She couldn’t even say it.

      “I can’t say it any more—I’ll be fine.”

      “It’s war, Bryan. People die.”

      “War is what I do,” he said. “It’s my job. I’m good at it. Trust me.”

      Duffy was genuinely taken aback by the force of her emotion, even if he couldn’t express that to her. But then, love was a new thing for him. For the first and only time in his life, someone actually cared. Looking back, he would think maybe he hadn’t fully appreciated that fact until it was too late.

      The second-to-last time he’d seen her was the morning he left to return to the killing fields of Afghanistan. When the troop transport flew him home three months later, she was engaged to someone else. If a broken leg and dislocated shoulder had hurt, Duffy now discovered that a broken heart was a far more bitter ache. She’d written him a long letter in which she said she’d always love him, and even invited him to her wedding.

      Needless to say, he had no plans to attend.

      Duffy did, however, go AWOL from duty in order to witness the event from the safety of the woods, a quarter of a mile from the country church where Ms Tamsin Gordon and Mr Tony Bell were married two months later. Duffy watched grimly through binoculars as the beautiful bride emerged from the church and descended the steps to the waiting limo, arm in arm with the new man in her life. That was the last time he’d laid eyes on her, certain he would never do so again.

      Until now.

      Duffy would gladly have given up the army, given up everything, to turn the clock back four years and not be where he was sitting now.
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      “Now you know why we selected you, Twelve,” Control said. “You have a personal interest in this assignment that makes you just the man for the job.”

      Duffy felt nauseous. He had to fight the urge to tell them what he thought of their assignment and leave. He focused on his breathing until he was able to ignore the wild impulses that threatened to engulf him. He could feel the eyes on him from all around the table.

      At last, he felt calm enough to speak. “How did you know about me and Tamsin?”

      Control offered a thin smile, which was about as much warmth as Duffy would have expected from the man. “You know better than to ask that. You keep watch over all our potential recruits. From the moment we had our eyes on you, we knew everything. We were inside your life. Tamsin’s, too. There are no secrets in our community.”

      Duffy pointed towards the screen, the one he could no longer bear to look at directly. “Who did it? I know you know, or we wouldn’t be here.”

      “Be patient,” said Bloom, relighting his guttering pipe. “You’ll be briefed in just a moment.”

      “Before we get to that,” Eliza Cheetham said, watching Duffy the way a mongoose watches a cobra before tearing into its flesh, “we have another picture to show you.”

      She motioned to Control, who pressed the desk console once more. The images of Tamsin mercifully disappeared from the wall screens. They were replaced by a pair of shots of someone very different. Contrasting angles and locations, but in each image the man was similarly dressed all in black, same as the thick mop of hair that hung over his brow. He was small and lean in the way that Bruce Lee had been small and lean, all work-hardened muscle and sinew, not a gram of spare padding anywhere on him. Like a tempered steel spring in human form, the kind of tough little guy who looks like he’s erupting into combat even when he’s standing still.

      “I don’t know him,” Duffy said. “Should I?”

      “His name is Kang Kum-Sok,” Control said. “No reason you’d know him, no. He’s a hitter for the North Koreans. Not been on the scene long, but making a name for himself in certain quarters. Formerly served with their Special Operations Force before he was recruited to their equivalent of Group Fifteen. Believed to have been personally involved with the assassination of Jang Song Thaek.”

      That rang a bell in Duffy’s mind. “Uncle of the Great Leader? Fed alive to a pack of starving dogs?”

      “Don’t believe the papers,” Cheetham said with a nasty smile. “What happened was worse.”

      Duffy didn’t answer, still staring at the picture of the hit man. The likeness was already branded on Duffy’s memory like a scar.

      At another touch of the console, a third image appeared. It was a grainy colour CCTV image of the inside of a plain white panel van, seen through its open rear door. The van was parked on what appeared to be a typical London street. Duffy was less interested in its location than in the two men pictured inside the van. Both were clad in black motorcycle leathers, which they were apparently in the process of removing in a hurry. The whippy little guy on the right had been snapped just as he pulled off his full-face helmet and had inadvertently turned his face to a three-quarter profile for the camera. The image definition was poor, but Duffy had no doubt this was the same Kang Kum-Sok pictured in the first two photos.

      “Taken a mile from the scene of the attack three days ago,” Control said. “Our witness reports indicate that Tamsin Bell was assaulted by two men on a motorcycle, both wearing black helmets and leathers. The pillion passenger approached her on foot, making sure he got close enough to carry out his task effectively. It’s clear that he called her by name at least twice, which tells us this was a targeted hit. Once the deed was done, he remounted the back seat of the bike, whereupon he and the driver made their escape to rendezvous with the waiting van, a white Volkswagen Transporter, also stolen, currently untraceable.”

      “Which means you have no idea where these two are now,” Duffy said.

      “No, but we’re not entirely clueless,” Control replied, picking up on his accusatory tone. “We do have a pretty good idea that the rider of the motorcycle was this fellow on the left: Choi Sang-Hak. Another charmer, also in the employ of the North Korean government, in much the same line of work as his friend but tending to play second fiddle. It would be characteristic of Kang to want to carry out the acid attack personally.”

      “It doesn’t make sense. What reason do the North Koreans have to target someone like Tamsin? I doubt whether she could even point out their bloody little dictatorship on the map.”

      “We’ll come to that,” Bloom said. “As much as I’m sure we all sympathise with what happened to her, this meeting was called for rather more pressing reasons of national security. Our purpose, gentlemen”––with a nod to Cheetham, graciously returned––“is to talk about the North Korean nuclear weapons program.”
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      “The DPRK have been keeping a lid on their arms program for years,” Bloom said, “but that hasn’t stopped our agencies from knowing a good deal about what they’re up to.”

      Cheetham took over. “The Pakistan government has admitted that the DPRK had access to their nuclear arms technology in the late nineties. Obviously, we’ve been keeping a very watchful eye on the Koreans ever since.”

      Duffy had the distinct impression this was all for his benefit, though he didn’t know why. He listened grimly.

      Bloom continued. “To describe the North Korean regime as highly unpredictable would be a gross understatement. In 2003, they withdrew from the International Nuclear Proliferation Treaty––which they had already done in a half-arsed way in 1993––but then suspended their withdrawal before the ink was dry on the paper. Two years later they admitted having developed nuclear weapons but vowed to end their program; then the following year, their state media was proclaiming that they’d carried out their first proper nuclear test.”

      “Yes, sir,” Duffy said. “I remember that.”

      “We estimated the output of the test blast at under a kiloton. Relatively small potatoes, but worrying nonetheless. Then Pyongyang renewed its promise to terminate their nuclear weapons program. But by 2009 they were at it again, claiming to have now become a fully nuclear power.”

      “Which is really the last thing anyone wants,” Stone offered.

      “Last year,” Bloom continued, “their government agreed again to suspend development of its nuclear programme, this time in return for humanitarian aid. The place is falling to pieces and the people are starving. They’ve spent so much on militarisation that they can’t hold the country together. Certain elements of the government here––myself excluded, I might add––were reasonably optimistic that we might now be able to remove the DPRK from the nuclear map. Of course, if they’d listened to me, they’d have known their optimism was badly misplaced.”

      Cheetham picked up the thread. “In February, the US Geological Survey detected a magnitude 5.1 seismic disturbance that was believed to have resulted from an underground nuclear test. The North Koreans have kept mum on that one, but South Korean intelligence estimates the yield at around forty kilotons. If that be the case, now we’re talking serious stuff––approximately twice the power of Nagasaki.”

      “In other words,” Bloom summarised, “whatever the shifty buggers may tell us, we know full well they’re working hell for leather to increase their nuclear capacity as much as they can. It’s certain knowledge that they have the warheads. But like a hand grenade, a nuclear warhead is only as useful as your ability to throw it any distance. The question is, can they deliver them?”

      Now it was Stone’s turn to take over, which he did gravely and solemnly. “The North Koreans used to have artillery rockets based on World War II designs that they used to tote around on the backs of trucks in their military parades. They got Scuds from Egypt in the seventies; then they started to build their own missile range. Hwasongs. As of last year, they were boasting that their latest rockets are capable of a ten-thousand-kilometre range. But there’s no evidence that any such missiles have actually been developed, let alone tested. Until now, we’ve had no reason to take such claims too seriously.”

      “Until now?” Duffy echoed.

      Cheetham leaned on her elbows and fixed Duffy with a penetrating gaze. “What do you know about missile propulsion systems?”

      “Not exactly my area of expertise, ma’am.”

      “I’ll give you the simple version. Until now the North Korean missile systems have always used liquid-fuel engines. That’s been to our advantage in various ways. First, the fuelled rockets and fuel supplies are hazardous to move around, so the weapons tend to be stored in one location, where we can watch them. Second, DPRK bases lack the facilities for long-term fuel storage, so their practice has been to fuel the rockets up with fresh supplies shortly prior to use. That makes their intentions much easier to monitor. Thirdly, their outdated engines take forever to fuel, giving us a decent warning margin in case they might be about to pop one off at one of their neighbours, like South Korea or Japan.”

      “But?”

      “But new reports suggest that they’re set to move to a more cutting-edge technology. GCHQ have hacked North Korean documents that appear to be initial plans for a totally new solid-fuel engine, using ammonium perchlorate. You know, solid fuel, like those firelighters you light your barbeque with.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “The new fuel allows for major improvements to the missile system—reduces the need for such a large rocket. The smaller, lighter rocket is more stable in flight, is more accurate than the older designs, and is more fuel efficient, meaning it can go farther. Worse still, its reduced size and weight also allow it to be road mobile in launch-ready condition, making it harder to detect, track and pre-emptively destroy in the event of a threatened attack against us or our allies.”

      “Easy to store, easy to transport,” Bloom said, puffing smoke, “and ready for deployment at the drop of a hat. In short, in one fell swoop it kills any tactical edge we previously enjoyed. The new rocket could be a game changer, allowing the North Koreans to finally develop what they’ve been set on all along: a true intercontinental ballistic missile with nuclear capability. The question is, after years of arsing around with outdated and antiquated technology, how the buggery did they suddenly come so far, so fast?”

      “I have a question too,” Duffy said. “What does any of this have to do with Tamsin Bell?”

      “More than you think, Twelve,” Control replied.
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      “How well do you know your ex-girlfriend’s husband?” Bloom asked Duffy.

      “About as well as I’d know any man I’d only seen the one time, from a quarter of a mile away, through binoculars,” Duffy replied.

      Control jabbed at his console again. The centre wall screen lit up with a new image, and Duffy was treated to a giant hi-def photo of the man for whom Tamsin had left him.

      “Dr Bell is employed by a firm called Rush Laboratories Ltd,” Control said, “a subsidiary of the multinational Koestler Group, which attracts massive science and technology contracts from all over the world. Rush Labs are a fairly small but thriving specialist applied physics and engineering outfit, with a staff of just twenty-two. Based here in London, with offices and a lab complex in Epping Forest. Lately the bulk of their work has been R&D on a Koestler Group initiative called the LightWing II, a new suborbital hypersonic passenger spaceplane. The space tourism industry is set to be the next big craze for silly rich people. The Koestler Group are determined to grab a large chunk of the cake. A working prototype of LightWing II is just a few months away, and the team at Rush are working to meet their deadline.”

      “What about Bell?”

      “He’s held his current position as senior project manager for the last three years, promoted from assistant project manager. He does all right: seventy-five thousand pounds a year. A decent salary, by all accounts, but hardly enough to keep the lovely Mrs Bell in the manner to which she has become accustomed of late.”

      Bloom leaned back in his chair with his fingers laced and a sardonic smirk forming on his lips. “The Bells have started living considerably beyond their means. They bought themselves a fancy house in Highgate. And there’s the cottage in the Cotswolds, too, and the brand-new Jaguar he’s driving. Not to mention the luxury restaurants they eat in most nights, the Caribbean beach hideaway they rented for two weeks in August, the exclusive country club membership, the new Arab thoroughbred Mrs Bell got for her birthday… Need I go on?”

      Control shrugged. “Where all of this sudden wealth came from is a mystery. There’s been no lottery windfall, no family inheritance. Bell’s father is a retired teacher, and his mother worked as a child-minder. Before the recent incident, Tamsin had only just started a new part-time job after having not worked for some time. At this moment she has exactly £12,857.36 in a savings account with very little traffic in or out. So the money’s not coming from her end.”

      “So you think Bell’s dirty?”

      Cheetham didn’t answer the question directly. “We also happen to know that his postdoctoral research dissertation, before he joined the team at Rush, was something called… ah, let me see…” She rustled some papers in front of her and slipped on a pair of small rectangular reading glasses. “High-ratio telescoping nozzle designs for use with polyurethane-bound aluminium-APCP composite propellants. In other words, solid rocket fuel. The same stuff that was created for the Polaris missile. Still used in the US Minutemen range. The very same propulsion system that’s being used for the Rush Laboratories LightWing II spaceplane prototype. And surprise, surprise––here are the warmongers in Pyongyang getting all hot under the collar about introducing it into their weapons program. God help us if they get their grasping little paws on that kind of technology.”

      “Seems circumstantial,” Duffy said, even though his mind was spinning to make sense of all this. He didn’t want to believe it, yet the truth was looming large.

      “You would say so; I agree,” Control said. But let me play you a recording of a call placed to Scotland Yard. It was made two days prior to the assault on Tamsin Bell from a payphone at a pub in Epping Forest, a quarter of a mile from Rush Laboratories. As you’ll note, the caller did not identify himself and didn’t get past speaking to the reception desk. You’ll also notice that he sounded slightly inebriated.”

      Control pressed a button, and Duffy listened as the edited call recording played over hidden speakers.

      A female voice: “Could you please give me your name, sir?”

      A male voice: “I… no, I’d rather not. At least, not until I speak to someone higher up. I really need… I’m sorry.”

      “And what is your query regarding?”

      “I… uh… ah… you see, I may be in some trouble. In fact, I am, definitely, in a great deal of trouble. I’ve done a stupid, stupid thing. Oh God, I don’t know what possessed me… It’s about secrets. Weapons secrets. I’ve passed them some of the information, but they’ve paid for more, much more. I… I only did it for the money. I’m not a terrorist, honestly. I… they were offering so much. Now I want out, but I’m afraid of what they’ll do to me if I tell them… I thought if I could talk to someone, someone senior, they might help me to… Christ, this is a terrible mistake. Forget it. Forget all of it. Goodbye.”

      The caller hung up with an abrupt click. The recording ended.

      Duffy’s gaze met the eyes that were watching him from all around the table. “Bell?”

      “We have a description from the bar staff of the somewhat bibulous and obviously very agitated gentleman who asked to use their payphone that day,” Control said. “Late thirties, spectacles, receding sandy hair, slight build, well dressed. Fits Bell to a T. He stayed long enough to gulp down a last pint, then sped off in a red sports car. They didn’t get the registration.”

      “Seems as though our boy has been selling his technical expertise to certain parties,” Bloom said, “only to get cold feet once he was already in too deep. What made him change his mind, we may never know. A crisis of conscience while he was living it up on the beach in St Lucia? Did it suddenly occur to him what these lunatics might actually do with the information he was selling them? Whatever the case, it’s clear he flew into a panic. On impulse he decided to come clean to the authorities, then changed his mind again when he thought about what trouble he was landing himself in. We can surmise that, after making this call, he went back to his handlers and told them he wanted out of the deal.”

      “The silly bugger probably thought they’d let him off the hook,” Cheetham said. “That they’d understand, play fair, maybe even let him hold onto the money. But then, a man naïve enough to use a public bloody payphone to make a call like that is capable of any degree of stupidity.”

      “Whereupon they sent him a little warning message,” Control said. “To let him know that a deal’s a deal, so to speak. And to apprise him of their disappointment, should he fail to honour his end of the bargain.”

      “Tamsin,” Duffy muttered.

      Cheetham cocked her head. “Can you think of any other reason why a North Korean hit man would have singled her out for such a vicious attack, if not to pressure her husband into playing ball?”

      “Not really,” Duffy said. “So why haven’t you already jumped on him? Grab him, whisk him off the street, press him, break him. That’s what the Group does best. You don’t need me for that. Give it to Number Two—she’d break him in five minutes.”

      “Oh, we could break him all right,” Control said. “The mouse is already in the trap and we could spring it at any time. But spring it too soon, and Bell’s new business associates might simply slip between our fingers and disappear back off to their little hermit kingdom, along with all the information he’s already passed. The phone recording makes it clear that Bell hasn’t delivered all the goods. If he’s got more to offer them, they’re likely still in the country. And if that’s the case, we want to catch the whole gang of them in the same net. Wouldn’t you relish the chance to meet up with them, Twelve?”

      “What do you want me to do?”

      Control offered a glacial smile. “We want you to pay our friend Dr Bell a little social call. As a former friend of the family coming to pay your condolences.”

      “I don’t have friends.”

      “Then make-believe,” Control said. “Now, here’s the plan. Today is Sunday. The one day of the week Bell’s not at work. I suggest you visit him at home late morning, early afternoon. That’ll give you a chance to grab some sleep first.”

      Duffy said, “I don’t really sleep.”

      “After breakfast, then.”

      Duffy shook his head. “Don’t really eat breakfast, ma’am.”

      Eliza Cheetham looked at him curiously. “You don’t have friends, you don’t sleep, and you don’t eat. What do you do, Duffy?”

      Duffy was silent for a long time, his restless mind filled with images. He didn’t need to picture Tamsin’s ravaged face in his head, because it was already there and would stay there forever, day and night, for the rest of his life.

      Another face was in his mind’s eye, too. The stony, impassive, assassin’s face of Kang Kum-Sok.

      Duffy looked back at Eliza Cheetham, and his expression made her blink.

      I kill.

      “Tell me where I need to go.”
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      Tony Bell looked haggard and edgy when he answered the doorbell. He was still in his pyjamas, a rumpled dressing gown hurriedly thrown on as if he’d not long ago got out of bed. The unmistakable bloodshot eyes of a man suffering from a serious hangover opened wide at the sight of Bryan Duffy standing there on the leaf-strewn doorstep. The driveway and the bonnet and roof of the red Jaguar were covered with copper and gold from the shedding oak trees. Duffy’s car was parked in the street outside the gate, a slightly worn but significantly souped-up Opel Omega selected for him from the Group Fifteen pool.

      “Sorry to disturb you on a Sunday morning,” Duffy said. “I was passing and, well…” He let his words trail off.

      “You’re—”

      “Bryan,” Duffy interrupted. “Tamsin’s old friend. I only just heard what happened. Came to offer my condolences and ask how she’s doing.”

      Recovering from his surprise, Bell narrowed his eyes and asked, “How did you know where she lives now?”

      “Anna told me you’d moved,” Duffy said.

      Bell’s frown deepened. “Anna?”

      Anna was fictitious, so Duffy kept it deliberately vague. “Mm-hmm. You must know her? She and Tamsin went way back, from college. I kept in touch from time to time.”

      “Oh. Right. That Anna.”

      “So? How is she?”

      The chilly October wind was swirling dead leaves around inside the hallway. Bell pulled his dressing gown tighter and looked uncomfortable. “Er, I was just making some coffee. I suppose you’d better come inside.”

      “Just for a minute, then,” Duffy said, stepping in the door.

      As Bell led him through the big house, Duffy noticed the slight zigzag to the guy’s step and caught the scent of gin trailing in his wake. Bell must have already been at the bottle this morning. Duffy followed him into a spacious white kitchen, where a big espresso machine was burbling away on a marble top. There was a half-finished bottle of Old Tom nearby, and a glass with ice melting in it.

      Looking around, Duffy thought how meticulously tidy everything else in the kitchen was. The Tamsin he’d known wasn’t the neatest of people and had always felt more comfortable with a bit of clutter around her. This place looked like a display home.

      “So how is she?” Duffy repeated as Bell prepared the coffee.

      Bell’s shoulders sagged. A cup rattled on its saucer as his hands trembled. “Not good,” he replied in a tight voice.

      “I’m so sorry, Tony. Do they know who—?”

      “No idea,” Bell said quickly, shaking his head. “Do you want to come into the lounge? It’s more comfortable. I need to sit down.”

      I’ll bet you do, Duffy thought. Not nine thirty in the morning and you look half-cut already. “I won’t stay long,” he said. “Just wanted, you know…”

      “Yeah.”

      The lounge was as neat as the kitchen. Duffy sipped his coffee and decided that the unreal level of tidiness was the hallmark of Tony Bell. Here was a man so uptight about order that he kept his music CDs in perfectly alphabetised rows, arranged by genre and artist, like a library. It was the same with the books on the shelves, the perfect angles of the expensive furniture and Persian rugs, everything in the room. Tamsin must have changed a lot if she could handle living with someone so different from her. Or else her husband’s personality held sway in the household. Duffy already had him pegged as the passive-aggressive type.

      Duffy’s eyes were drawn to a half-open door leading off the big lounge. It led through to what looked like a study all decked out in wood panelling and sturdy mahogany and red leather. Through the gap in the doorway, he could see the edge of a Chesterfield desk with a computer sitting on it. Draped on the back of the desk chair was a tweed jacket, neatly folded, perfectly symmetrical.

      Duffy looked back to see that Bell was staring at him. He was still on his feet, though not all that steady. His expression was so strained with tension that he looked ready to crack.

      “We’ve never met, have we?” Bell said. “I know your face, though. Recognised you right away from all the photos she used to keep of you.”

      Duffy said nothing.

      “Bryan Duffy,” Bell said. “The soldier boy.” His tone was becoming a little more challenging.

      “Was,” Duffy said, staying cool. “Not any more.”

      “So what do you do now, Duffy?”

      “Play the guitar.”

      Bell nodded, as though he wasn’t really listening. “First three years of our marriage, that was all she ever did—sit and gawp at your pictures.”

      “She did?”

      “Caused a lot of problems, actually. Issues.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that.”

      “Until I burned the photo album. That was the end of it. But I know she still thinks about you. Thinks about you a lot.”

      Definitely about to crack. Duffy took another sip of the espresso, then set down his cup. He took a step towards Bell, who flinched as though he thought Duffy was going to hit him.

      Instead, Duffy hugged him tightly. Body odour and gin. Not a good combination.

      “Like I said, Tony, those things are all in the past. I really am sorry. Now, why don’t you go and fix us both a glass of whatever it is you’ve been drinking?”

      “What? I—”

      “Come on. You smell like a distillery. And I don’t blame you. I could use one, too.”

      Disarmed and thrown off balance by Duffy’s candid display of friendship, Bell swayed out of the room to fetch the drinks. On his way towards the doorway, he almost tripped over a slightly rumpled corner of the Persian rug. Cursing, he stooped awkwardly to straighten it out. Duffy watched him. Evidently, Mr Neatness just couldn’t help himself, even at a moment like this.

      While Bell was out of the room, Duffy slipped into the adjoining study. He took the miniature keystroke logger from his pocket, stepped around the back of the desk and clipped it carefully into place where, unnoticed, it would record and transmit every keystroke Bell made at his computer.

      Duffy was back in the lounge, nonchalantly looking at the book collection, when Bell returned from the kitchen with the Old Tom gin and two glasses. They sat in silence. Duffy uncapped the bottle and poured out two large measures. His own would remain virtually untouched. Bell couldn’t choke it down fast enough and was soon ready for more.

      “I love her, you know,” Bell said as Duffy refilled his glass for him.

      “Of course you do.”

      “Have you been to see her in the hospital?”

      “I haven’t.”

      “Don’t,” Bell said. “Really—you mustn’t. Not if you want to remember her the way she was.”

      Two glasses later, Bell broke down and wept.

      Duffy left soon afterwards.
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      Duffy drove fast out of the city, hammered the Omega north-westwards up the M40 to Oxford and then veered off the ring road to carve his way out into the sticks. The Cotswolds offered all kinds of scenic routes through pretty little villages, but he hadn’t come out this way for a pleasant day trip. Just over an hour after leaving London, the Omega rolled up at the edge of the hamlet where Tony and Tamsin Bell had their occasional weekend hideaway.

      The thatched cottage was straight off a picture postcard, nestling in a secluded third of an acre away from the prying eyes of neighbours, which suited Duffy just fine. For his visit to Bell’s London home, he’d worn fashionably faded blue jeans and a sports jacket, the right touch of smart-casual. For this job he’d changed into black combat trousers, black polo neck, black jacket. He pulled on a pair of tight-fitting gloves, then popped the boot lid of the Omega and, from a NATO-issue deployment bag, took a nine-millimetre Glock 17 in a clip-on holster that he attached to his belt under the jacket. He didn’t expect to need it, but not wearing a weapon on the job made him feel strangely naked, like being without a watch. And he was dealing with dangerous operators.

      Duffy favoured the Glock because he felt it reflected his own nature. Like him, it had no safety catch. It existed in a constant state of latent violence, always ready for action. He trusted nobody else to load or clean his firearms. He’d spent an hour early that morning stripping it, oiling it, then doing it all over again until the action was butter smooth. He’d filled the magazine with the Hydra-Shok hollow-point rounds that he favoured for velocity and expansion.

      It took him only a few minutes to slip inside the cottage and disable the alarm system. His purpose here was the same as his earlier visit to the house in Highgate: to install some simple but effective surveillance. In a small black shoulder bag, he was carrying a variety of highly specialised, very expensive miniature cameras and bugs, as well as a keystroke logger identical to the one that he’d already fitted to Bell’s London computer.

      The cottage was typical, the kind of thing you’d expect to find as the second home of rich Londoners: craggy oak beams, exposed stone walls, spotless inglenook fireplace with a wicker basket for split firewood logs that would probably never be used, leaded windows with those cute window seats all piled with embroidered cushions. Quaint English country charm, one hundred percent artificial and at a whopping price tag that became a lot more manageable if you supplemented your income by selling missile technology to maniacs who might use it to loft nuclear warheads.

      Every room had the same phony designer styling. Dining room, study, bathroom, main bedroom… Duffy spent a lingering moment staring at the bed and tried not to let himself imagine Tamsin and Tony together. That was almost as difficult as getting the picture of her shockingly mutilated face out of his mind.

      The cottage had the same degree of fanatical orderliness that he’d noticed at Bell’s main home. Not a molecule of dirt, everything perfectly arranged, as if nobody had ever actually lived in the place. Duffy would leave it exactly as he found it, unmarked by his passing. He would move like a ghost.

      Which was why it struck him as odd, when he returned to the living room after having installed the first of his bugs in the study, to find the dusty footprints on the stone floor.

      Two lots of prints. They came from the direction of the rear hallway and the back door, which Duffy now saw was slightly ajar. Someone obviously hadn’t learned to wipe their feet. The tracks led in parallel into the living room. Two men, walking side by side. Both wearing trainers, maybe Nikes from the tread pattern. One slightly larger and heavier than the other, judging by the differences in the prints. Halfway across the living room, they split apart in a forty-five-degree fork, the smaller guy veering left towards the dining room, the larger guy making his way towards the stairs.

      The tracks had not been there three minutes ago. And they led only in, not out. You didn’t need a postdoctoral degree in polyurethane-bound aluminium-APCP composite propellants to work out that the cottage’s most recent visitors were still inside.

      Not just that, but that their intentions were less than friendly.

      Duffy’s instincts told him there was no point in hiding, because they already knew that he was here. It could be no mere chance that their arrival at the cottage coincided with his own. He sensed that they’d come for him, and that meant that they’d followed him all the way from London. And that, given his level of training and experience in surveillance and counter-surveillance, was a very hard thing to do indeed.

      Who were they? Duffy had a pretty good idea of the answer, though their presence begged many more questions that would have to be puzzled out later.

      If these men considered themselves to be the hunters and him the hunted, they were making the worst and last mistake of their lives. Duffy became very still. As his mind focused, his breathing slowed and a concealed knife slipped hilt-first from his right sleeve into his hand. Guns were noisy things, even with sound suppressors attached. The blade was the tool that required the warrior to get closest to the enemy, hence closest to death; in Duffy’s way of thinking, that made the knife the queen of all weapons, the hardest to master, and the most rewarding with which to vanquish your foe.

      Without needing to turn his head, Duffy saw the approaching figure reflected in Bell’s big-screen TV. The guy was large and broad shouldered, but not too muscle-bound to be quick. His trainers carried him silently across the floor in long strides. Something in his right hand caught a triangular gleam of light from a leaded window as he drew nearer.

      Duffy remained stock-still until the final moment, when the knife was coming for his back.

      Then he moved.

      If Duffy had been asked to write a book on knife fighting, it would have been just a few lines long because, in his world, there were so few rules. There were five: one, speed is everything; two, kill first, or die; three, never hesitate or show mercy; four, do the job in as few cuts as possible; five, expect to get cut yourself.

      It was to avoid rule number five that Duffy was so adept at rule number one. His speed was stunning, devastating. In a fraction of a blink he twisted his body away from the incoming stab, which, if it had connected, would have run him through. He rolled the knife hand aside in a move he’d been taught by an aikido master in the Group’s Wiltshire training facility, trapped the guy’s right arm, twisted it with his body movement, and felt the knife fall from the man’s fingers. At the same time, all within less than a second, Duffy’s own razor-sharp double-edged blade was slicing point-first through the air and thrusting into the side of the guy’s neck with a sound like chopping cabbage. The blade sank deep, right to its carbon-steel hilt.

      For an instant the guy stood there as though paralysed, swaying slightly on his feet. Then Duffy ripped the knife out of his neck. A jetting arc of blood sprayed one way; the guy went down like a falling tree the other way. He crashed into a low coffee table, splintered a Tiffany lamp, and started twitching and spurting blood everywhere.

      Mr Neatness wasn’t going to like it.

      A bullet passed three inches from Duffy’s head and thunked into a sideboard, toppling glassware. Duffy turned. The small guy was suddenly storming towards him, a big black automatic pistol canted over gangster-style in his right hand, firing as he came. Duffy watched him as though he were a slow-motion replay. His hand released his knife and went to the Glock. Smooth, clean draw. No safety, ready for action. Finger on the trigger, squeezing even as the muzzle cleared the leather of his belt. Two-hand clasp, straight on target.

      Duffy had his own personal variation on the traditional chest–head double tap. Conventional wisdom had it that you shoot centre of mass first, that was to say the upper torso, where most of the critical organs were, the theory being that any decent solid hit in that zone was going to knock most of the fight out of your opponent. Once your man was thus incapacitated, you finished him off with the shot to the smaller target of the brain. Which was all fine and dandy.

      But Duffy felt that many in his profession failed to understand that a handgun, even a magnum handgun, was a light weapon. Only a twelve-gauge combat shotgun loaded with buckshot or a high-velocity large-calibre rifle could be counted on to really, truly smack a man down with authority every time. And you couldn’t always go around carrying a bulky long-gun. In the lore of pistolcraft, too many stories existed of psychotic or drug-crazed assailants keeping on coming even with a .45-calibre slug lodged in their chest.

      This was why Duffy always went for the head.

      You could always tell when Duffy had been shooting at the Group’s underground twenty-five-metre pistol range. The giveaways were the piles of human silhouette targets with neat holes punched into them where the foreheads had once been.

      Duffy fired twice, on target, and the expanding Hydra-Shok hollow-points took care of the rest. The smaller man hit the floor with the pulped remnants of his brain blown out the ragged fist-sized hole in the back of his skull.

      Duffy put away his pistol and went to retrieve his knife, which he carefully wiped before sheathing it. Duffy was nothing if not methodical: you always clean your blade because haemoglobin is corrosive due to all the iron in it. Like any self-respecting tradesman, Duffy took extra special care of his tools.

      He moved over to inspect his victims. Even with the holes in his head, the little guy’s Asian features were obvious. Duffy would put money on the man not being Chinese, either. He stepped over to the other. Same story: definitely a native of a certain rogue state within the Korean Peninsula. Needless to say, neither was carrying ID. Nor was either of them Kang Kum-Sok or Choi Sang-Hak, the two names he’d been fed by Control. Evidently there was more to the merry little gang of North Korean hitters than the Group knew about.

      But Duffy did find one item of interest folded into the pocket of the guy who’d tried to stab him. It was a colour printout of a photograph. One taken by a hidden camera. A hidden camera that had been positioned inside the lounge of Tony Bell’s London house. The person in the image was none other than Duffy himself, snapped shortly after Bell had led him inside the room.

      Duffy said to himself, “Well, well.”
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      Duffy parked the Omega in a lay-by outside the village. He took out the photograph of himself and gazed thoughtfully at it. He needed to think things through.

      His photo in their possession left no doubt that the two North Korean assassins had been specifically deployed to kill him. Should have sent at least four guys and definitely not second-rate lackeys like these, Duffy thought, feeling almost offended that they’d considered him so easily disposed of. It bordered on disrespect.

      But here was the perplexing part: if the North Koreans had been monitoring the conversation in Tony Bell’s lounge via live video feed, they’d have seen Duffy set up the diversion with the drinks so that he could step quickly into Bell’s study and fit the logger at the back of the computer. That would have taught them at once that an intelligence or law enforcement agency was closing in on Bell’s deal to sell technical rocket data.

      They also knew Duffy’s name, as Bell had mentioned it during that conversation. Had Bell done so for the benefit of the cameras? Duffy thought not. He was certain that Bell had no idea his home was bugged. He had been way out of his depth from the start.

      But, clearly, wheels had started turning from the instant Duffy had arrived at Bell’s house. Was DPRK intelligence good enough to connect the name Bryan Duffy to Group Fifteen? Were the North Koreans even aware of the agency’s existence? These issues weren’t, in themselves, Duffy’s concern. Group Fifteen was like any other covert intel outfit, subject to a barrage of hacking infiltrations by enemy agencies around the clock. It was up to Control and the techs at GCHQ to keep his house clean and his integrity secure. If the damage was done, then there was no point crying over it now. All that mattered was this: it didn’t matter whoever the North Koreans knew or thought Bryan Duffy was, they needed him to be dead.

      More perplexingly, it was clear to Duffy that the men had been tailing him from the moment he’d left Bell’s home. Duffy was good, but no one could spot a really professional tail. They must have been using multiple vehicles. Which meant that more hitters could turn up at any moment. He looked up and gazed out of the window at the quiet lane that stretched back to the cottage. There was nothing to see.

      Most alarming of all, the rash of sudden developments that had taken place within the last few hours were highly likely to have forced the enemy’s hand. If Bell was still in the process of delivering the information he’d been paid for, the heightened urgency of the situation might induce his handlers to put more pressure on him to cough up the rest of the goods sooner rather than later. Then, once that part of the deal was concluded, to slit his throat and put a bullet in his brain, plus whatever other damage they had in mind to inflict. Group Fifteen’s intervention might very well have unwittingly set off a chain of events that would cause significant damage.

      Another reason why Duffy needed to get back to London as fast as possible, before things got really out of hand.

      Duffy put the car into gear and pulled out. He was damned if he was going to let the likes of Kang Kum-Sok and his henchmen slip through his fingers, but the clock was ticking. If his targets vanished back behind the iron curtain of their North Korean domain, the only way to get to them would be to hunt them within their own borders. A lunatic suicide mission that Group Fifteen would never sanction. John Milton had done it once, but the climate was different now. Nobody wanted to spark off a war.

      Duffy gritted his teeth. He didn’t feel bound by the same strictures. If a clandestine foray into the lion’s den was what it took to avenge Tamsin, then so be it. Duffy was prepared for anything. But if he could take care of matters here in England, so much the better.

      He headed out of the village, back the way he’d come only at twice the speed. As he drove, he took out his phone and punched the speed-dial for Control’s secure personal line.

      He heard Control’s voice over the hands-free. “Report.”

      Duffy was frustrated that Control had not been able to make his legal problems go away, but he still respected the man. He had two important redeeming features: the first was that he was a preternaturally focused listener who could suck in and coolly process incoming streams of data that would boggle a fighter pilot; the second was that he was the most incisive person Duffy had ever known, capable of making critical life-or-death decisions in a split second and with the implacable certainty of a computer.

      The instant Duffy had briefed him on the unfolding situation, Control made three decisions: one, to post two men at the hospital to protect Tamsin Bell from further harm, in case Kang’s intentions went that way; two, to dispatch a rapid-response clean-up team to the Cotswolds to remove the bodies and mop up the mess Duffy had left behind, before the police got a chance to stick their noses in and mess everything up; and three, well, needless to say, Control’s third decision was much less welcome than the first two.

      “I’d rather work alone,” Duffy said in protest.

      “Not this time. Too important. Number Ten will be waiting for you when you get there, and you will work with him. That’s an order.”

      “Yes, sir,” he said. “I’m on my way.”

      He ended the call and spurred the Omega on even faster, muttering curses. Ten was the Group Fifteen agent two rungs above him on the ladder. Duffy had worked with him before, a year earlier. He was dependable. A good man to go into battle with. But Duffy disliked being told what to do just as much as he hated anyone slowing him down, and this was a job he wanted to do himself.
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      A wild drive and a hundred busted speed limits later, Duffy screeched the Omega to a halt down the street from the Bell residence in Highgate. Number Ten emerged from a grey BMW parked a little way farther down. He was a tall man, with dark receding hair and a cigarette, wearing a long black overcoat that concealed the Springfield Armoury forty-calibre auto he carried in a shoulder rig. They met on the pavement, where the screen of trees in the Bells’s garden hid them from sight of the house. Their conversation was terse and concise, as always.

      Ten said, “Took your time.”

      Duffy ignored that. “Is he in?” he asked, glancing in the direction of the house.

      “His Jaguar’s there. No movement in or out since I got here.”

      “Wait.”

      Ten hung around by the gate and sucked down the last few drags of the cigarette while Duffy walked up the Bells’s driveway, past the parked Jag with the carpeting of leaves still intact on its bonnet and roof. Bell was probably laid out drunk on the floor of his fine home while his beloved wife lay alone in the hospital.

      Duffy jammed a knuckle on the front doorbell. When there was no answer after several rings, he signalled for Ten to join him. Ten ditched the cigarette and trotted up the driveway.

      “Back door,” Duffy said, motioning.

      Skirting around the side of the big house to the rear entrance, they found they hadn’t been the first ones that day to have had the idea of breaking in. A window had been neatly punched through and the back door opened from the inside. Either the intruder had managed to disable the alarm system before it had sounded, or it had been turned off beforehand.

      “Fuck,” Ten said. “We’re too late. They got him.”

      Duffy said nothing. He was first inside the house, with Ten following. It felt empty, yet there was something in the air. Duffy wasn’t one for superstition, but he believed that if you listened hard enough to the atmosphere of a building, its walls and fabric could communicate back, as though it wanted to tell you the things to which it had been a silent witness. Sometimes it meant finding a dead body inside, or the scene of a grisly massacre. Sometimes worse things.

      Duffy and Ten drew their pistols. They searched from room to room until they had covered the entire house. There was no dead body. No blood, no signs of violence.

      And no Bell.

      The car might still be in the driveway, but its owner was gone.
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      “Shit,” Number Ten said. “They could be halfway to bloody Pyongyang by now.”

      The two Group Fifteen men were back down in the lounge after their search of the house. It was the last place Duffy had seen Tony Bell. And, judging by the near-empty glass and gin bottle sitting on the coffee table, unevaporated droplets of moisture still clinging to the inside of both, it was where Bell had been when his unexpected guests had suddenly turned up not all that long ago.

      Duffy had already located one hidden camera, based on the angle of the photo he’d found on the dead hitter. The miniaturised video bug wasn’t exactly state of the art, but close enough. Using handheld scanners from a kit bag Ten had retrieved from the car, they’d located three more cameras hidden about the house and ripped them out.

      Duffy wished he could see what the cameras had witnessed, especially the one in the lounge. He visualised the scene: Tony Bell sitting there polishing off the last of the Old Tom as the sudden crack of the forced entry made him sit up and boggle at the door, frozen, helpless, paralysed with fear.

      Next, his surprise Sunday visitors striding into the room. Pistols pointing. Jabbering at him to come with them: hurry, hurry.

      How could someone like Bell refuse? There would have been no protest, no struggle. Next thing, out the back way, into the street, nice and discreet, pistols out of sight, no need to alarm the neighbours, a waiting vehicle, engine still running, shoved into the back, the doors slammed shut and the car speeding away. Most likely never to return to his lovely home, whether Bell knew it or not.

      “We’re cooked,” Ten was saying. “Best call this in. Control will want to know.”

      “No,” Duffy said. “Not yet.”

      “What, then?”

      “Shh.”

      Duffy was drinking in every inch of his surroundings, searching for clues, inspiration, or whatever scrap of knowledge might lead out of this impasse.

      And then he found one. Or more precisely, two, both of them connected. They were lying on the carpet next to the desk in Bell’s study.

      Duffy knelt and examined his discoveries without touching. The first was one of those permanent black Sharpie markers, its cap removed and lying nearby. Which might have been only slightly peculiar in itself, without the addition of the second item. Next to the pen lay a business card. Duffy recognised the corporate logo of Rush Laboratories on the front. Below was printed Tony Bell’s name and his position: Senior Project Manager.

      Duffy took a moment to glance around the rest of the study. It was almost exactly how he’d seen it before, immaculately shipshape down to the last paperclip. The only difference was that the neatly folded tweed jacket that had been draped on the back of the desk chair was now gone.

      Duffy returned to studying the card. Face up on the spotless carpet, slightly crumpled like a bit of litter accidentally dropped from a pocket. A blot on the landscape of an otherwise perfectly orderly room. More than orderly: compulsively neat, the way only a tidiness freak like Bell could stand to have it.

      “No way,” Duffy murmured to himself, still gazing down at the card.

      “No way what?” Ten said.

      If Duffy had been inclined to explain himself to his colleague, he might have said, “No way that a neat freak like Bell, a guy who can’t even bear a crinkle in his rug even when he’s just found out his wife has suffered a disfiguring injury, would have left such litter lying about the place other than as a deliberate marker.”

      As it was, he didn’t describe his thoughts out loud to Ten. Instead, he slipped the knife from his sleeve and used its needle-sharp tip to carefully spear the business card and pick it up for closer examination. Aside from the Rush Laboratories logo and Bell’s name and title, the only printed text anywhere on the card was the address in Epping Forest. Nothing especially unusual about it except for one detail.

      The address had been circled in black ink, by someone with a very shaky hand and very much in a hurry.

      Which partly explained the presence, and function, of the Sharpie marker. Duffy closed his eyes for a moment and ran the scenario through his mind, letting it play like a movie clip.

      He saw Bell, flustered and startled by the most unexpected and unpleasant appearance of his visitors. Bell jumped to his feet as they walked in, almost knocking over his empty gin glass. He stared in terror at the semiautomatic pistols pointed at him and the hard expressions on the faces of the men holding them. He would know what was happening. He would have known that they’d come to collect on their deal. And he would have known the cruel, cold, inhuman brutality these men were capable of.

      Duffy had seen it before, in moments with his victims before he completed his mission. It was at such times that a fearful man will clutch at any straw, however tenuous. A man without a shred of hope that a living soul is coming for him will still try to cry or signal for help. In those most desperate moments, when all other chances have been and gone, even a hardened atheist may get down on his knees and pray for a divine miracle.

      Perhaps Bell thought that a guardian angel would watch out for him. Maybe he thought someone would heed his distress call. Or maybe he just needed to leave a trace, a clue, for posterity, in case he didn’t survive this day, in case his odd and sudden disappearance left people wondering.

      In case anyone gave a damn, once he was gone.

      Duffy concentrated on the scene once more. The North Korean hitters wagging their pistols at Bell, telling him to move, telling him to hurry. Duffy imagined Bell telling them to hold on, that he was coming, that he just needed to get his things. He would have hustled into the study, reached for the folded tweed jacket draped across the back of the desk chair, and, in a moment of clumsiness that could have been real or feigned, letting the jacket slip to the floor, along with the loose business card and Sharpie that fell from its pocket. Duffy imagined Bell squatting down to gather his things as the Koreans stood there barking orders from the doorway and, in a moment of pure adrenaline-fired instinct, managing to fumble around for enough precious seconds to circle the address on the business card and leave it lying there for his imaginary saviour to find. Perhaps he’d have written more if he’d had time, a clear distress call instead of the most cryptic of clues.

      Why circle the address?

      A grim smile came to Duffy’s lips. It looked like Bell might just have a guardian angel after all. Not that he deserved one.

      “So?” Ten said. “What is it?”

      Duffy held out the card for Ten to see. “That’s where they’ve taken him.”
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      Duffy weaved the Opel Omega through the sluggish weekend London traffic, fist on the horn, foot to the floor. While he drove, he explained to Number Ten how he saw things.

      “Control was right,” he said over the roar of the car’s engine. “Looks as though Kang and his crew hadn’t yet got all they needed from Bell. That’s why they’ve taken him to the lab. There must be some last piece of information that he’s got to deliver to them before their scientists can make the new rockets work.”

      “I don’t get it,” Ten said, clutching his seat as Duffy screeched around another corner. “Why couldn’t he just have emailed it or stuck it on a flash drive?”

      “My best guess? Bell probably couldn’t email or copy it without setting off a security alert. Maybe that’s what gave him cold feet and made him try to back out of the plan—maybe he thought he might get caught. I’ll bet they’re going to do it the old-fashioned way: pull the stuff straight off the hard drive. Or maybe even snatch a computer or two and take the whole lot away, lock, stock and barrel.”

      “You think he knows what they’ll do to him once they’ve got the data?”

      “He knows what kind of people he’s got himself in with,” Duffy said. “Whatever they’ve got in store for him, he has it coming. I think he knows that, too.”

      Then Duffy swore as he saw a snarl of traffic congestion up ahead. The whole street was a mass of blocked cars and black London cabs. “I hate Sundays,” he said.

      “We’re going to be too late,” Ten said.

      Duffy shook his head and gritted his teeth. “Not if I can help it.”

      He surged straight towards the field of red taillights up ahead. Ten’s eyes opened wide. Then, at the very last moment, Duffy twisted the wheel, sliced the Omega through a gap in the parked cars and motorcycles at the kerbside, and mounted the pavement with a crunch. Terrified pedestrians scrambled out of his way as the Omega bore down on them, its horn blaring. Duffy carved past the knot of traffic, battered down a railing and then regained the road, tyres slithering for grip as the rear of the car fishtailed left and right.

      Duffy kept going. He burned through a red light, then three more. A car came out of a side street, dawdling in his path, and he slammed it out of his way, leaving a trail of broken headlight plastic and bits of bumper. A chorus of horns sounded angrily. Duffy put his foot down and surged onwards.
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      The October sun was shining through the trees that surrounded Rush Laboratories, right at the heart of Epping Forest, in the last splendid blaze of autumnal golds and reds. The building complex centred on a long, low steel and glass wedge presumably intended to be postmodern in design. Pretty landscaped gardens extended to the side and rear. The leafy car park was mostly empty apart from a trio of modest vehicles presumably belonging to the underpaid weekend security personnel. There was also a large shiny black Audi SUV that looked like it belonged to an executive of a much higher pay grade.

      Or, maybe, Duffy thought, to a crew of North Korean assassins hell-bent on procuring rocket technology secrets.

      The Audi was parked closest to the entrance, sitting at a peculiar angle.

      Duffy killed his engine and coasted in neutral to a halt forty yards from the building. He and Ten got out. Duffy reached back inside, put his hand beneath the Omega’s driver’s seat, and pulled out the twelve-gauge shotgun that was tucked in neatly under there. It was the most compact production pump-action made, no bigger than a bank robber’s sawn-off with its six-and-a-half-inch barrel. It was illegal in the UK, and Duffy normally kept it hidden under the floorboards of the flat he used as his London bolthole. From the car’s glove box, he grabbed a couple of handfuls of extra buckshot cartridges and dropped them into his pockets.

      “Haven’t seen a cannon like that for a while—what is it? Serbu?”

      “Super-Shorty,” Duffy said with a nod.

      “That’s not in the armoury.”

      “A drug dealer I ran into had it. I liberated it from him.”

      “You don’t just want to shoot them, do you? You want to splatter them.”

      “Better overkill than underkill.”

      They moved quickly across the car park. Duffy paused to touch the bonnet of the Audi. It was still warm.

      He nodded to Ten.

      Ten drew his Springfield.

      Duffy jacked a twelve-gauge round into the chamber of the Serbu and topped up the tube magazine with a cartridge from his pocket. They stepped towards the front entrance. Its steel and glass doors were lying wide open and unguarded. They led through into a plush lobby with gleaming black granite flooring and a long, curved reception desk made of some exotic hardwood. Very handsome, apart from the splatter of fresh blood streaked across its polished surface.

      The uniformed security guard who had involuntarily donated the blood was lying spread-eagled on the granite floor, leaking pints more of it over the black tiles. Fresh kill. From the position and angle of the body, it looked as though he’d been standing at the reception desk when Bell had turned up with his unannounced guests. The guard had walked about five steps towards the entrance. Duffy imagined that he would have challenged Bell, at which point one of the Koreans had pulled out a pistol and drilled a nine-millimetre hole in the security guard’s forehead. One-shot kill, classic through and through, very accurately centred. Neatly done.

      But then, it was no hard feat to murder some poor schmuck who was just doing his job and not shooting back at you.

      Just like it was an easy deal to slosh acid in the face of an innocent woman.

      Kang.

      Duffy tightened his grip on the shotgun.

      Two more dead guards lay splayed out on the floor in the passage beyond the lobby, below a sign with an arrow that said LABS. Both guards had been killed the same way. Three for three. Clean and professional.

      “How many?” Ten muttered quietly.

      “Minimum of two,” Duffy said. “Probably more.”

      Duffy and Ten spread apart as they entered a wide and brightly lit corridor, following the sign that said LABS. By hugging opposite walls, they made themselves harder targets and widened their own field of fire in case the enemy should suddenly appear. There was no sign of them yet.
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      Duffy and Ten entered the lab area, a large open-plan space filled with desks and computer terminals. Big windows offered pretty views of the sculpted gardens all around. The centre of the room was dominated by a large plinth on which was mounted an imposing scale model of a sleek spaceplane: the LightWing II. But extra-atmospheric tourism wasn’t Duffy’s primary concern at this moment and he barely glanced at it.

      He motioned to Ten.

      Tapped his own nose with a finger.

      Ten nodded. He could smell it, too.

      Someone within the building had recently lit up a cigarette. Someone who probably didn’t care too much about flouting a few rules any more than they did about setting off smoke alarms or stealing protected data. Or killing and maiming folks.

      At the far end of the computer room was a partitioned-off area away from the other workstations. That was where the scent of tobacco smoke was wafting from. Duffy and Ten stayed low as they weaved between the desks. Getting closer to the partitioned area, Duffy saw the figures clustered around the computer terminal. One was seated at the keyboard, hunched over and feverishly tapping keys as the others stood very closely around him.

      Bell was sitting.

      The one standing over him with the cigarette was Kang.

      Duffy recognised him immediately from the photo and video footage he’d been shown at the briefing. Kang’s body language exuded calm, while Bell was wound up like a steel spring. Even from this far away, Duffy could see that Bell was sweating buckets as the Koreans watched every click of the keys under his fingers.

      Duffy’s hunch had been right. They were not copying data to a remote hard drive or another machine, for the same reason Bell couldn’t just have emailed them the documents. They were doing it the old-fashioned way and printing it, page by page. Reams of paper spewed from a nearby printer. One of the Koreans was busy stuffing the sheets into a cardboard box as they spooled out of the machine. They were probably going to take the printouts back to wherever they were hiding and then fax the information to a contact overseas. Old school. Once the data had been transmitted, there would be no bringing it back.

      Kang spoke. “How much longer?” His accent was thick and guttural.

      “I’m nearly done,” Bell said. “There’s hundreds of pages of data. It takes a while. I’m going as fast as I can.”

      Kang puffed smoke and shook his head. “Hurry. Go faster.”

      Bell paused to wipe sweat from his brow.

      Duffy slid in behind a partition and watched as Ten did the same three desks over.

      Control had said he wanted to catch the Koreans in the same net. This was it. Red-handed. Bang to rights, together with all the evidence needed to nail them. A cop’s dream arrest.

      But Bryan Duffy wasn’t a cop. Never wanted to be, never would be. Arresting people wasn’t his remit, and he had his own ways of dealing with things.

      Duffy looked at Ten and drew a finger across his throat.

      Ten looked back and gave a nod to signal that he understood.

      Duffy held the shotgun in both hands and prepared to stand up out of cover. He would try to spare Bell, but the spray from the shotgun would be indiscriminate and he couldn’t guarantee that Bell would not be hit. Duffy wasted no time worrying about that. Bell had brought this on himself.

      Duffy glanced over at Ten and raised three fingers.

      He folded one away and then a second.

      He heard the squeak of a door opening on unoiled hinges.

      He swung his head around and saw a new man emerging from a bathroom on Ten’s side of the room.

      The man had a pistol in his hand. It was aimed at Ten.

      Duffy swivelled and raised the shotgun.

      Too slow.

      The man fired.

      Duffy fired.

      The buckshot peppered the man, spinning him around like a top.

      Duffy couldn’t see Ten as he spun back around.

      Kang’s expression had not changed. As casually as dipping into his pockets for cigarettes and lighter, he reached both hands crossways inside his black jacket and came out with a pistol in one hand and an Uzi submachine gun in the other.

      And then the serene workspace of Rush Laboratories was filled with the deafening blast of gunfire as Kang opened up. The gas blast from the machine gun’s muzzle sent printout sheets into the air like confetti. Duffy found himself being driven down behind the partition by a hail of nine-millimetre rounds that sent bits of shredded carpet up into his face.

      There was no return fire from Ten. Duffy assumed that the surprise newcomer had been successful with his reflex shot and had taken Ten out.

      The other Koreans all started firing.

      Kang dropped his empty pistol, grabbed Bell and hauled him off his chair and onto the floor.

      Duffy was quickly up on his feet. Firing from the hip, he blew one of the Koreans off his feet with a single round of buckshot from the Serbu. He pumped in another shell and fired again, scattering the rest. Bullets were flying like a freak hailstorm. A plate-glass window behind Duffy exploded into a million pieces.

      But now the Koreans, taken by surprise by the attack, were beating a retreat and taking their precious asset with them. One of Kang’s henchmen went to grab the box half full of data sheets. More were still spewing from the printer, but there was no time to gather them up. He tucked the box under his left arm as he fired wildly with his right until an ounce and a quarter of Duffy’s 00 scooped his legs out from under him and smashed him lifelessly into another computer terminal, splashing blood. The box burst open and the air filled with fluttering paper.

      Kang pulled Bell away, his three remaining men pouring gunfire in all directions. Muzzle flash strobed. Spent brass showered over the floor, rolling everywhere. Duffy found himself pinned behind the partition, puffs of material flying left and right as bullets ripped through it. He scuttled to his right, changing his shooting position, jacked another round into the breech of the shotgun, and fired. The boom rolled around the room. One more went down.

      Duffy didn’t have time for a tactical reload. He let go of the empty twelve-gauge and whipped out his pistol. Tap-tap. The final Korean took off, weaving through the computer terminals, firing blindly in his wake. Duffy chased him with a flurry of shots until he retreated out of sight through a fire door.

      Duffy swore and ran over to where he had last seen Ten. He was on the floor, blood leaking out of a wound in his head. The words of reassurance and comfort you offer to a dying colleague in the middle of a running firefight: that was a speech Duffy was still perfecting even after years of this nonsense.

      In this case, he could save his breath.

      Number Ten was already dead.

      Duffy stood and went over to check the dead Koreans. The one who’d tried to grab the printouts was Choi Sang-Hak, the motorcycle rider the day of the attack on Tamsin. Kang’s empty pistol was lying on the floor among the corpses, but Kang himself was gone, along with his remaining associate and their hostage.

      Duffy gave chase.

      Alone, the way it suited him.

      A solitary predator.

      Doing what he did best.
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      Duffy shouldered open the fire door through which his fleeing targets had escaped, and found himself in a passage with a staircase leading one way and fire doors leading another. There were bright red spots of fresh blood on the floor. Either Kang or his friend had taken a bullet in the skirmish. Nothing serious, judging by the lack of another corpse, but someone was dribbling enough spots for Duffy to track which way to go: through the fire doors and down another passage with open-plan offices on either side.

      Duffy had chased the blood trail about twenty metres when he heard a burst of automatic gunfire loudly filling the corridor farther ahead.

      He ran.

      And it was at the spot from which the gunfire had come that he found the body. It was Bell. He wasn’t dead, but he soon would be. His chest was ripped up with 9mm holes from Kang’s Uzi.

      Duffy knelt by him. He cradled Bell’s head in his hands. Bell coughed blood from a perforated lung. “You,” he wheezed, eyes rolling in confusion as his brain tried to compute what Duffy was doing there.

      “I was just passing by,” Duffy said. “I’m one of the good guys, Bell.”

      “He… he… shot me. I’m dying.”

      Bell was no doctor and neither was Duffy, but a medical degree was unnecessary: he was done for.

      “There’s nothing I can do for you,” Duffy said.

      “I deserve it. For what I’ve done. I had it coming.”

      Duffy nodded. “Yes, you do. But Kang has it coming more.”

      Bell wheezed. A red bubble swelled and popped between his lips. Pink foam dribbled down his chin and throat. His eyes began to roll as unconsciousness loomed up to take him.

      As Duffy rose to his feet, Bell suddenly reached up and grabbed his sleeve, with the last burst of energy his dying heart could muster. He croaked, “Look after her, Duffy.”

      Duffy said nothing.

      “It should have been you. You were… always the one she loved. None of this would have happened to her if I… if I hadn’t… taken her from you.”

      “She’ll be safe now,” Duffy said. “I’ll take care of her. I promise you that.”

      Bell nodded, weakly, fading fast. He burped blood. His voice was growing fainter and his breath was crackling. “Tell her I’m sorry. Tell her—”

      His head lolled forward and he was dead.

      Duffy moved on. He stalked through the building complex’s labyrinth of corridors, his senses on alert. The blood trail was diminishing, those bright red sploshes becoming fewer and farther between. He tracked it up a short flight of steps, then along a narrow passage. The wall to his right was all plate glass, through which he could see Rush Laboratories’ pretty gardens. To his left were offices and staff rooms, some doors open and some shut. Duffy paused to listen. Silence. Just the faint whisper of the breeze outside the glass. He could almost hear the patter of the amber leaves spiralling gently down from the trees to coat the lawns.

      The sporadic blood trail led onwards up the passage. A less cautious man than Duffy might have been content simply to follow it straight ahead, but he peered warily into every office he passed.

      Kang’s man was lying in wait for him behind the seventh door. If Duffy had walked by unaware, the Korean would have let him pass and then crept out and shot him in the back. As it happened, when Duffy gently opened the door, the guy lunged out from behind a tall filing cabinet, gun in one hand, knife in the other.

      Duffy knew the safest place to be in combat with a gunman was right in close, where he could hope to deflect or gain control of the weapon. But right up close was the worst place to be when the opponent also had a knife. Duffy knocked the pistol from the Korean’s hand before he could fire, but not before the Korean whipped up and down with the knife and planted the blade deep in Duffy’s right shoulder. Duffy grunted with pain and punched two shots point-blank into the guy’s chest.

      A paralysing flash of agony lanced through his body. He dropped his pistol and staggered backwards into the corridor with the knife still sticking out of his shoulder. The Korean was badly hurt, but he came on again, roaring like a bull, clawed hands going for Duffy’s throat. Duffy sidestepped the charge and tripped the Korean, sending him sprawling headlong into the plate-glass window. The Korean wasn’t a huge man, but he was thick and heavy for his height. His momentum carried him partway through the glass, shattering the pane into jagged shards that showered down all around him.

      Duffy’s right arm was numb. Most likely nerve damage. He used his left hand to grasp the knife hilt, tugged to pull the blade out and almost fainted at the flash of agony. He gritted his teeth and yanked hard, and the blade came free. The Korean was on the floor, half in and half out of the broken window frame. Daggers of glass lay all around him, and a thousand tiny shards had punctured his flesh. He had been shot twice and his face had been lacerated to ribbons, yet he was still trying to get up and fight.

      Duffy backstepped through the door and picked up his fallen Glock with his left hand. He looked up and saw the great triangle of glass still suspended from the window frame above the Korean, as large and heavy and sharp as a guillotine blade.

      Duffy raised the Glock and fired at the window. The glass broke free and dropped downwards. It sheared the Korean’s body almost in two. The man died without a sound.

      Now all those hours of range practice at left-handed shooting were making sense at last. Blood was saturating Duffy’s right sleeve and leaving a thicker trail than the one he was following, but now he knew for certain that it was Kang’s.

      Just you and me, he thought.
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      Kang’s trail was getting harder to follow, partly because it had almost completely dried up and partly because Duffy’s senses were impaired by the pain in his whole right side. His heart was beating very fast and he felt woozy. The knife had gone deep. He had to keep blinking the sweat out of his eyes. Telling himself to keep going when all his body wanted to do was stop and rest.

      Keep going, you pathetic piece of shit. Fight till you drop, or don’t fight at all.

      Duffy felt the cold air on his face and saw the open sliding glass door up ahead, leading outside to the gardens. There was a blood spot on the ground before the exit. Another one on the door’s bottom sill track. A partial red handprint on the window next to it, like lipstick on the rim of a wine glass after a party.

      This party wasn’t over yet.

      Duffy lurched through the open door and out onto a patio area. The breeze was cool on his clammy skin. To his left was the ornamental lily pond surrounded by a low wall and featuring a tinkling little fountain at its centre; to his right were oak benches for the Rush Laboratory staffers to enjoy during the warmer seasons. Neat little shrubs growing out of stone pots lined the edge of the immaculate lawn. Birds were chirping in the trees. Duffy had seen Chinese Buddhist temples that were less serene.

      He looked down at the ground. He could see no blood except for his own, dripping from his dangling right hand and spotting the paving stones at his feet like big, fat red raindrops.

      Duffy saw the blur of motion in the corner of his eye, but couldn’t move fast enough to get out of the way.

      Kang launched himself at him. He moved with blinding speed and unbelievable power for his size. Duffy stumbled from the first punch to the side of his head, parried a second, blocked a third, got in a punch, took one to the ribs and another to the jaw. Kang threw a roundhouse kick that would have taken Duffy’s head off if it had landed. Duffy ducked it and struck back with a blow that would have hammered into Kang’s spleen if the Korean hadn’t twisted out of its path with amazing agility.

      For a few seconds they broke apart, circling one another warily, eyes locked, watching for where the next attack was coming from.

      “You’re a dead man,” Duffy gasped.

      Kang’s face bore all the expression of a slate tile. He did not rise to Duffy’s bait and, instead, the Korean feinted right, lashed out left and caught Duffy on his injured shoulder with a blow that made him stagger. Kang took his advantage and hit him again on the same spot.

      Duffy retreated a few more paces, blinded by pain. He felt something hard and unyielding butt up against the backs of his legs. By the time he realised it was the edge of the low wall surrounding the lily pond, it was too late to stop himself. He sprawled backwards over the edge of the wall so that his spine was arched painfully against the concrete and his upper body was overhanging the water.

      Kang was instantly on top of him, those hideous teeth gnashing just inches from Duffy’s face as the Korean tried to force his head down under the surface of the pond. Duffy head-butted him and felt the crunch of Kang’s nose breaking. Blood speckled Duffy’s face, but the Korean held on. Duffy saw the vicious elbow strike coming for his throat and managed to twist out of the way just in time. Kang let out a howl as his elbow pounded into the concrete wall. Then Duffy kicked upwards with his thighs and stomach muscles, catapulting Kang’s weight right over him. Kang’s body turned a somersault and he flipped into the water with a splash. But he wouldn’t give up the grip he had on Duffy’s collar, and dragged Duffy into the pond with him.

      They went down together, bubbles exploding from their mouths as they grappled and gouged and kicked and punched. Duffy landed a savage blow to Kang’s face and managed to free himself from his opponent’s grip. With an almighty effort, Duffy burst up to the surface, sucking air. Kang came up after him, but Duffy was on top and now the advantage was his.

      He punched downwards with his good hand. He felt his knuckles split against Kang’s jagged teeth. Kang gurgled red water and fell back. Duffy spread his left palm over Kang’s face and pressed him under the surface.

      Kang thrashed and struggled.

      Duffy held him down.

      Kang’s jaws snapped like a piranha’s, trying to bite off Duffy’s fingers.

      Duffy held him down.

      Pink bubbles streamed out of Kang’s mouth. His eyes bugged up at Duffy from under the water.

      Duffy held him down.

      Kang’s struggles weakened. Then weakened some more.

      Just as Duffy thought he couldn’t hold him a moment longer, Kang went limp and stopped moving. No more bubbles came from his mouth. His staring eyes lost their focus. He began to sink. Duffy let him go.

      “That’s for Tamsin.”

      It was over.

      Gasping, streaming water, slime and leaves clinging to his hair and clothes, Duffy heaved himself out of the pond. He sat on the edge of the wall until he’d got his breath back.

      Then he went looking for a phone.
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      For the first time in hours, she stirred. She was out of danger now and no longer attached to the drip. The nurses had removed some of the dressings from her face so that the wounds could breathe and the long healing process could begin. There would be terrible shocks in store when the rest of the bandages were finally removed and Tamsin saw her altered self for the first time.

      Duffy would be there for her, through all of the reconstructive surgeries and the agony and the readjusting to her new reality. That was what he had promised Tony Bell as he lay dying. He had promised the same to Tamsin during the brief moments she’d been awake earlier that morning. He had been sitting by her bedside for most of the night and ever since, clutching her right hand in his left, quietly waiting and watching over her. His other arm was in a sling. He had some healing of his own to do, but his own troubles mattered little to him.

      Tamsin slowly rolled her head on the pillow to look at him with her unbandaged eye. The other might never regain its sight, though it was too early to be certain, and the three surgeons Duffy had spoken to varied in their optimism. Duffy respected the doctors and valued the nurses for all the care they were giving Tamsin, day and night. But let them try to make him budge from her bedside.

      She gave his hand a weak squeeze. Her eye filled with tears. She still knew nothing about the previous day’s events at Rush Laboratories. One thing at a time, Duffy thought. She’d find out soon enough. Then there would be more tears, more pain, and more questions that he could never really answer.

      “You’re still here,” she murmured. It was difficult for her to talk.

      “Told you, I’m not going anywhere.”

      “You’ve got better things to do than stay with me.”

      “Don’t be daft.”

      “Where am I?”

      “The Royal Free. The doctors want you to rest.”

      She tried to smile, wincing as the muscles in her face pulled against skin that was burned and sore. He hushed her and watched her face as she slid back to sleep.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Duffy realised that he was hungry and left the room, hurrying to the canteen, where he picked up a pack of sandwiches and a cup of coffee. He was making his way back again when he saw that a man in a suit was waiting outside the door to Tamsin’s room.

      The man turned as Duffy approached. It was Control.

      “Hello, sir,” he said.

      Control displayed one if his thin, watery smiles. “Number Twelve,” he said. “How is she?”

      “Not good.”

      “Does she know…” He didn’t finish the sentence.

      “Not really,” Duffy said. “They’ve kept her sedated.”

      “That will be difficult.”

      Duffy looked through the window and gave a shallow nod. “A lot of things are going to be difficult.”

      “Quite,” Control agreed.

      Duffy had already been debriefed by Tanner in the aftermath of the events at the laboratory. Duffy had explained what had happened and what the Koreans had been doing when he and Number Ten had disturbed them. For his part, Tanner confirmed that a clean-up team had gone into the building and had already erased all signs of his and Ten’s involvement in the afternoon’s events. The laboratory would be put on lockdown until a satisfactory cover story had been constructed to explain what had happened there. Duffy didn’t doubt that the story would centre around Bell’s treachery; there was no point in salvaging his reputation, and, in this instance, the truth was the most credible explanation for what had happened. The only thing that needed to be obscured was the fact that two headhunters from a classified intelligence hit squad had been responsible for the carnage.

      “I have some news for you, old sport,” Control said. “Good news, actually.”

      “I could certainly do with some.”

      “I think you’ll appreciate this. Your legal problems are going to go away.”

      Duffy turned to him. “Really?”

      “Mr Mahfouz was found dead in his bed this morning. The coroner’s report will suggest that a heart attack was the cause of death—he was overweight, after all. It won’t look unusual.”

      “But?”

      “But I took matters into my own hands. I’ve been as frustrated as you at how slowly our friends down by the river have dealt with this. It’s intolerable that someone like you—someone who has given valuable service to his country—should be treated like a common criminal. It’s worse than intolerable—it’s a disgrace.” Control looked at his reflection in the mirror and straightened his collar. “I thought it required attention. Number Two paid him a visit last night. She said she was a journalist who wanted to cover his story. The details after that are unimportant save to say that he won’t be in a position to cause you any more inconvenience.”

      Duffy didn’t know what to say. Control had sent Number Two? The details of each member of the Group were deliberately kept confidential, but Duffy had worked with Two before. She was female, blonde and good-looking; she also had an icy professionalism that had put him on edge.

      “Thank you, sir,” Duffy said.

      Control waved away his gratitude. “There’s no need for that. It does me no good to have one of my best agents on the shelf. I need you back in the game.”

      “Whatever you need, sir.”

      Control put a hand on Duffy’s shoulder. “There is something,” he said. “I’m putting together a small group of trusted agents. A group within a group, if you like. I’d like you to be the first member.”

      “What for?”

      “I’ll be honest—being a member of my little gathering will require some ethical flexibility. You’ll have to give up a lot—even more than you’ve had to sacrifice to join the Group. But the work will serve the national interest—that’s all I’m prepared to say at the moment.”

      “I understand.”

      “There will be other benefits, too. Financial benefits. I know that you aren’t blessed with deep pockets, Duffy. And Mrs Bell won’t have anything once the government has confiscated her husband’s estate. She could leave her recovery to the NHS, but I would have thought it would be preferable to pay for the best. There’s a professor I know—Number Five needed a skin graft after his accident last year. The government paid for the treatment. I think I could see to it that the professor would treat Tamsin, too.”

      Duffy knew that he was being offered a deal and that Control would demand a price from him in return for his help. Control was inscrutable. Duffy knew that the man had worked inside the intelligence community for years, and knew that his longevity was thanks to his cunning and a happiness to play in the grey spaces between the black and white. But Control had demonstrated his loyalty to him; he had cleared his way back to the Group, and now he was offering to make Tamsin’s life easier than it otherwise would be. Duffy didn’t trust him—Duffy didn’t really trust anyone—but he had always been loyal, and he always paid his dues.

      “What do you say? Are you in?”

      “I am. Thank you, sir.”

      Control put out his right hand, saw that Duffy’s arm was still immobile, and swapped it for his left. Duffy reached across and took it.

      “Welcome aboard, Number Twelve. We’re going to build something special. I think we’re going to work very well together.”
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