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Аннотация
A terrifying new weapon�
A desperate hunt for the truth�
Millions of lives at stake�

When Professor Pablo Reyes is brutally murdered in his Madrid apartment it triggers a desperate hunt for his missing research.
His lover Dr Lucia Serrano is accused of his murder and is now on the run from both the Spanish authorities and those really responsible for his death. With nowhere to go, she runs to the only man she can trust � former army officer and MI6 agent Harry Bane.
As Harry and Lucia decode the Professor�s cryptic clues and race through the night, they slowly uncover a dark and menacing conspiracy dedicated to a genocide of terrifying scale.
Fast-paced and with a touch of humour, this novel races from museums in Madrid to Parisian jails and the ski slopes of the French Alps, and along the way Harry and Lucia meet up with other lost strangers who must all pull together if they are to stand a chance of ending their enemy�s insane plans.


Rob Jones
The Armageddon Protocol


DEDICATION

For T, and his new chapter

PROLOGUE

Kolm�rden Forest, S�dermanland, Southern Sweden
An autumn rain had been falling for days now, running through the canopies of the spruce trees and lashing the conifer cone-littered forest floor below. Henrik Andersson�s normal pathway through the trees had become no more than a bog, and even Karo, his faithful black labrador was struggling to make headway.
Most days, Henrik and Karo walked for at least an hour in these woods, but today both had been worn down by the conditions and decided to go back to the cabin early. There, they both knew a crackling fire and a warm bowl split-pea soup awaited them. It was late in the season now and already the days were drawing in.
�Karo!� Henrik whispered a curse as his old dog slipped out of sight and disappeared into the trees. �Get back here!�
He moved forward to chase the dog but the slippery mud slowed him down. �Karo!�
Henrik turned the corner to see Karo giving chase to a rabbit. �Get back here!�
He took off after the dog, whose progress had mercifully been slowed down when the rabbit darted into a thicket of brambles, but then it slipped out of sight again. Henrik continued his pursuit, his almost immediate breathlessness an unpleasant reminder that he really had to start his diet again.
He ran for several minutes, calling out after the dog once again, and then relief flooded over him when he turned a shallow corner in the path and saw his beloved dog padding back toward him with his tail between his legs and his ears pulled back.
�Where have you been, you crazy animal?� Henrik laughed as he clipped the lead to the animal�s collar and patted him gently on his back. �Now we�re lost! You must come when I call or��
A terrible scream filled the woods and stopped Henrik in mid-sentence.
Karo jumped back and looked at Henrik, but his owner knew no more than the dog. �Vad fan var det?� he mumbled. �What the hell was that?�
He climbed a low rise to his right to get closer to where he thought he had heard the scream, and then he saw it � the low, long roofline of a strange-looking building made of glass and stainless steel.
�What is that place?� he asked himself. �I think the scream came from inside.�
Henrik was certain he had never seen the building before. As far as he was concerned, this forest was nothing but pines, firs and spruces for miles in every direction, and yet here was what looked like some kind of research facility. Harmless enough, he thought, but then again � that scream sounded anything but harmless.
Karo whined and took a step back.
Henrik tried to comfort him, but wondered if really he was trying to calm himself. �It�s nothing to worry about, old friend � it�s probably just some kind of government building. When we get home I�ll have a closer look at the map, but in the meantime, maybe we�ll just see if we can get a bit nearer without drawing any attention to ourselves � you can be quiet for me can�t you, boy?�
Henrik crouched a little and left the muddy path. They walked a few hundred yards through knee-high brambles, with Henrik crushing the plants down so Karo could follow in his steps.
Stopping well back from the small complex, Henrik held on tightly to Karo�s collar and gently stroked the animal, not only to calm the dog but to lower his own adrenalin levels. That scream had not sounded human to him, and the simple memory of it set his heart racing once again.
Slowly, he moved forward, making sure to keep himself concealed behind the trunks of the pine trees. Feeling safer behind a raised bank of tangled rose hips and lingonberries, he peered around the edge of a broad trunk and watched with nervous interest as people moved around inside the strange, squat building. Now he could see that most of it must be underground because only a couple of meters of it was visible above the earth � a white painted wall lined with windows, and capped by a small open hatch in the roof.
�This gets curiouser and curiouser, my old friend,� Henrik said, beginning to grow nervous. He checked his cell phone but there was no signal. Damn it all. He had seen no signs warning him of a secret facility � neither back on the road nor anywhere along the walk, and yet here was some kind of research base that looked to him like it had been deliberately hidden from the public. If he hadn�t had to chase Karo he would never have found it.
�What�s this, old friend? Someone�s running to that strange little hatch.�
Henrik looked closer as a man emerged from the hatch. He was wearing a white lab coat and disposable nitrile gloves. He staggered away from the low building, clutching at his throat, and began gasping for air like a drowning man.
Henrik watched as the man struggled to heave air into his lungs, and at first he thought the man had accidentally breathed in some kind of toxin. After a few moments the man�s breathing came back under control and he knew that couldn�t be it. As a chemist, Henrik had considered cyanide � a terrible chemical that creates the compound cyano-hemoglobin on contact with blood. This stops the blood from carrying oxygen around the body, so no matter how hard you breathe in, you still feel like you are suffocating.
But whatever was going on here, it was not this. Now, the man was breathing slowly and he was calming down, but on his face he wore a terrible expression of fear � his eyes haunted by profound guilt.
Before Henrik had any more time to think, another man crawled out of the hatch � another white lab coat and the same gloves. Then a woman climbed out. The new arrivals were followed by another dozen men and women in white lab coats. They stared at each other for a matter of seconds before conversely rapidly and then fleeing into the trees.
Henrik held tightly to Karo as he moved him silently away from the compound � he felt his anxiety levels rise now � what was going on? He tracked the desperate path of the people in the lab coats as they sprinted into the trees, slipping around on the boggy path and tumbling over here and there. Something about them didn�t look right to him.
Then, scattered all over the woodland, they all stopped running and stood perfectly still at exactly the same time. He noticed how calm they all appeared as they looked at each other. They looked up at the sky, the rain falling in their eyes. Strange contortions appeared on their terrified faces as they stared upwards into the rain.
And then they all dropped dead down into the mud.
For a few seconds, Henrik forgot to breath. Startled, he spun around to see Karo was gone again. Then he saw a movement in the corner of his eyes. A ghost in his peripheral vision. Two men in white lab coats were emerging from the hatch, but these men wore gas masks and were each clutching something in their arms � something very precious by the way they were clinging to them.
�You there!� Henrik called out to them as they weaved through the corpses on the muddy grass. �What�s going on? What have you done to these people?�
The men never heard him, or if they did they ignored him and then they were gone � vanished into the pine forest like rabbits fleeing for their lives.
Then he felt his body shudder and shake.
Oh God� not me�
Some strange compulsion made him stare up into the sky. It felt like he was no longer alone in his own mind. He felt like he was possessed, and then he collapsed forward into the freezing mud and it was all over.

ONE

Madrid, Three Months Later
Pablo Reyes stepped off the bus and looked over his shoulder as he emerged into the Spanish winter sunshine. The man in the leather jacket and aviator shades was still following him, he was certain of it.
Pablo wasn�t usually a nervous man, but this was the third morning in a row he had been trailed by this man and he was starting to grow unsettled. He knew he had enemies � serious enemies� but no one knew he was here in Madrid. No one here even knew his real name � not even Andrej� not even Lucia. When he took the job at the museum he�d given them a fake name � his real name was Gabriel Ramirez. There were lots of people who wanted Professor Gabriel Ramirez dead, but he couldn�t think of a single one who wanted to harm the simple night watchman Pablo Reyes.
And yet he was still being followed.
And there was only one reason why anyone would be following him home from his new job at the museum every day. His new identity must have been compromised and somehow they had found him. His heart raced at the thought, because he knew better than anyone what that meant � he would have to go on the run again. Another change of name, more weeks on the road � but at least the code was safe.
His heartbeat quickened as he stepped across the street and greeted his new friend Manuel. The old man ran the small corner caf� at the base of his apartment block and was setting out tables on the terrace ready for another day�s business.
As he approached Manuel, his friend lit a cigarillo and warmed his hands.
�Pablo, how are you today?�
Pablo shrugged, momentarily relaxed by the friendly face. �I�m tired,� he said briskly.
Manuel dragged on the cigarillo. �Night work is not good work, my friend.�
�Tell me about it,� Pablo said. As he spoke he saw the man in the reflection of the caf�. He was leaning on the wall of the bank opposite his apartment building. �But art restoration training isn�t cheap,� he added more nervously, one eye now firmly fixed on the stranger monitoring him from across the road.
�Ah � of course. I had forgotten your studies � working all night and studying all day.� He nodded and rearranged one of the menus. �You are inspiration to us all.�
�Perhaps��
�When do you sleep?� Manuel said with a laugh.
�Whenever I can,� Pablo said, wishing he could feel the simple joy of relaxation once again. �You expect a good day, today?� he asked, still watching the man.
�Maybe, maybe not. It�s hard to tell these days.� Now Manuel shrugged and gave Pablo a warm smile. �A quien dan, no escoge��
Pablo offered a polite laugh and nod of the head, but inside he felt only fear as the pursuing man pushed off from the bank�s wall and drew ever closer. He waved goodbye to his friend and shuffled inside the building. Climbing up the steps to his apartment, he paused and turned to check the man � but he registered with confusion that he had now gone.
They were playing games with him.
He felt happier when he inserted the key into his door and opened it up. Perhaps he had imagined the whole thing after all. He moved swiftly into the apartment, locking and bolting the door behind him. He was always relieved to be home these days, after what those bastards had done to him.
Turned him into a ghost.
Once he�d been at the vanguard of neuroscience, but now he was working as a security guard on the night shift. He had enrolled in an art restoration degree to make his life more bearable, but he understood he would have to move on if they ever tracked him down. Now, it was starting to look like that had happened. Could he start over again? Would Lucia come with him? He exhaled sharply as he kicked off his shoes and walked through to the kitchen. He sighed when he thought about the young Spanish physicist leaving everything behind to go on the run with him. She didn�t even know who he was.
Or what terrible things he had done in the name of science.
He made himself some coffee and watched the television news. This was his routine. He would work for an hour on his studies, and then sleep until after lunch when he would rise and work further on his art course � this is how he would seek redemption for his crimes against humanity. Then, he would ride the bus to the Prado Museum and sit in silence all night, thinking about his theories and where it had all gone wrong. He used to work on them on paper, until his supervisor told him it looked like he wasn�t concentrating on his security work and to stop it. After that he carried the equations in his head.
It wasn�t easy for a man of his abilities, but working in a university or industry in his specialist field would be suicide. They had probably already searched all of those places for him, and would never give up until they hunted him down � but that didn�t mean he had to turn his back on his life�s passion. He had a responsibility to stop this madness.
What he had seen would rock the world to its core, and it was up to him to make sure everyone knew the truth, however disturbing and terrible it was. They could hunt him all over the world but they couldn�t silence him forever. All he had to do was find someone � anyone � who was in a position of power and who wasn�t one of them, and then the world would know.
Thinking about it, he grew more nervous. For a while he�d forgotten about the man who had followed him back and forth to work for three consecutive days. He didn�t look Spanish, whoever he was. He got up from his desk and moved to the French doors of his apartment. He opened them and looked outside across the rooftops of Chamber�. It was an expensive and beautiful area of the city, made available to him by a friend, but for how long he would be able to enjoy it, he had no idea.
If they attacked him they still wouldn�t get what they were looking for. That was hidden somewhere no one would ever find it. That thought alone brought him a little solace. They might kill him, but they couldn�t kill the truth. With this happy thought he drifted to sleep in the late morning � the fate of all night workers.
He woke a little after midday when Lucia came around. Every day he saw her she looked more beautiful than the last, and he counted his blessings that at least something in his new life was better than before. They spent the afternoon talking and smoking, and then the young woman said she would make some food, but he said no and offered to make something instead. She was an angel � an angel who had no idea of his past, other than he used to be a scientist who wanted to change the world� like they all did.
Tonight they were meeting one of Lucia�s old flames, but this was la hora del aperitivo, and for Tapas hour tonight he was preparing fideu�, a seafood tapas made with calamari, shrimp, squid ink and pasta noodles from his native Valencia. He sighed as he ran his hands over his stomach and cursed the dry cleaners for shrinking his trousers yet again. Worse, tonight the plan was to take Lucia�s friend to his favorite restaurant for their famous paella � monkfish, tiger prawns, paprika, baby squid, Calasparra rice � and he intended to drink more than advisable if he could get away with it.
He looked outside. Winter�s night had fallen early on the city, and then Lucia washed her hands and put the salad bowl in the fridge. �I�m going for a shower.�
She walked out of sight and Pablo lit a cigar. He stepped out onto his modest balcony to smoke it in the night. No stars tonight, instead the lights of the city reflecting off the bottom of a bank of low cloud, so he watched the traffic as is trundled along the avenue outside their apartment.
The doorbell rang.
Distracted by the smell of the fideu� and the third glass of valdepe�as, Pablo walked to the door and looked through the spy hole.
Se�ora Vidal was standing in the hall, and she looked nervous. She was a good neighbor and an easy person to get along with but tonight something in her eyes made him afraid.
Pablo raised the cigar to his mouth and unlocked the door.
�What�s the matter, Mariana?�
The response was a devastating gunshot to her temple.
Her dead body slumped to the floor and then a man in black charged into view, a smoking gun in his right hand.
It was the man who had followed him from the museum.
All his night terrors of the last few months were now a cold, hard reality and racing toward him with a snarl on its face.
He tried to slam the door on the man but it was too late. The assassin was stronger and had wedged his boot over the threshold. He fired a series of shots from the silenced pistol and the bullets ripped through the acoustic tiles of his drop ceiling and planted themselves into the plaster behind them. The man grunted and angrily threw the gun down to the floor, indicating to Pablo the small mercy that it was empty, but then the assassin wrenched a large knife from a holster on his belt and made a second charge toward him.
Pablo fought back, forcing the door against the man�s arms. The assassin howled in pain, but he was stronger and with a second effort the door was smacked back against the hallway wall and the man in black was now inside his inner sanctum. His broad chest heaved like an animal�s, and Pablo caught the smell of beer and Schmalzler snuff as the man padded forward and took a swipe at him with the knife. The flash of the blade in the low light made Pablo gasp with terror at the realization this was really happening, and worse, would Lucia be next?
The man swiped the knife again, and this time Pablo stumbled backwards, knocking ornaments off his shelves and tables and nearly tripping over in the process. He felt his heart rate quicken and his breathing became shallow and panicked. So they had found him at last. He had not been as careful as he thought.
Or someone had betrayed him.
He had spent the past few months dreading this moment, but had always told himself he was clever enough to avoid detection.
Now he knew different, and Mariana Vidal was dead because of his complacency.
The man lunged forward and grabbed his neck. They fell to the floor in a macabre tumble and Pablo hit his head on the floorboards, nearly knocking himself out. The sound of the Buena Vista Social Club drifted peacefully through his concealed speakers, its relaxed tempo mocking the horror of the moment as he fought for his life.

TWO

Lucia Serrano sung along to the radio in the steam-filled bathroom as she washed her hair and began to rinse out the shampoo. The vanillas and peaches of the body wash mingled with the hot steam and kept the earthier aroma of Pablo�s famous fideu� out of her mind.
She heard a loud banging noise from somewhere in the apartment. Pablo must have knocked something over. She smiled and shook her head at his clumsiness, praying it wasn�t the salad she had prepared earlier. When she got out of the shower she wanted a glass of chilled white wine and a sit down, not a job picking up chopped red onion and tomatoes.
But there was nothing she could ever do to pay back Pablo for everything he had done for her. She owed him so much, and if picking up after his clumsiness was the price to pay then so be it. She smiled at the thought of him forgetting his keys every morning, or knocking his wine glass off the table with his elbow while righting the world�s wrongs. He was old enough to be her father but then, as� es la vida, she thought with a shrug.
Another crash from outside the bathroom made her suspicious � perhaps he had fallen? He was much older than she was, she thought again, but not at that stage, she hoped. A long period of silence followed and she put the thought out of her mind, instead focussing on their dinner date with her old college lover. Over a decade had passed since she had seen him, and she had so much to tell him.
* * *
Ten yards away, Pablo strained to suck air through the man�s vice-like grip. It felt like he was trying to breathe through a thick blanket being held tight over his mouth.
�Please� what do you want?�
�Where is it?�
�Who are you?�
�Answer my question or I will crush your windpipe and then take my aggression into the bathroom � your girlfriend is very pretty.�
He was choking now, and felt the surge of pressure as his blood was trapped in his head by the man�s violent grip on his throat. He began to see stars forming in his peripheral vision. �Please! Leave her out of it, you animals.�
The devil above him grinned. �So you know us after all.�
�I will never tell you what you want to know,� he said, and he meant it. He knew who had sent this man, and he knew how dangerous he was. He knew what they wanted, and not even Lucia�s life was worth defending if it meant stopping these maniacs. At least he had hidden the code, and somewhere where it would mock the bastard who had ordered his execution.
The man squeezed tighter, and Pablo felt his gloved fingertips punching down into the soft flesh of his throat. It felt like he was going to tear his windpipe out.
�I want the code. Where is Li�ka?� With the effort of choking his victim, the man grunted the words out like an angry beast. �And I want Perses.�
�I don�t know what you� mean��
The man�s rage grew more visible. He grunted in frustration and then went to ask another question, but no sooner had the words been spat from his lips, than Pablo�s world grew dimmer and then black. The grip on his throat tightened, and then the sound of the man�s gravelly words was replaced by the sound of one of his neighbors screaming at the door. He must have seen Mariana�s body.
Pablo heard the word police, but then he felt his chest constrict and burn. He realized he was having a heart attack, but before he could panic there was a strange whining sound in his ears.
And then he was gone.
* * *
Lucia switched her hair dryer off and smiled at the thought of how far she had come as she pulled on her favorite red dress. From life on the streets to a plush apartment in Chamber� and a fantastic career. She had heard you should never give up on your dreams, and now she knew it was true.
She put on a splash of perfume before slipping on her watch and stepping out of the bedroom. As she made her way along the short corridor she thought she could smell burning � the fideu�, she guessed.
Not unlike Pablo, she thought with a sigh. He was probably outside on the balcony smoking his cigar and getting knee-deep in a differential equation. She had doubted his claim that he had truly turned away from physics and wanted to spend the rest of his life restoring works of art, but to give him his due, he was working hard at his new career. Like her, Pablo was a dreamer who would never give up on his dreams.
She saw smoke now, billowing out into the hall and a second later the alarm went off. It was then, with the ear-piercing shriek of the smoke alarm in her ears that she saw the front door. Someone had smashed it in and it looked like there had been a scuffle in the hall. The table was tipped up and Pablo�s antique Bakelite phone was upside down on the floorboards.
She felt her pulse speed up and her mouth started to go dry. Something was very wrong, and when she turned the corner into the front room she saw what it was, and screamed as the terrible truth dawned on her. Pablo was sprawled on the floor on top of a sea of smashed smoked glass � what had previously been their coffee table. His throat was horribly slashed and his eyes bulged in their sockets, full of terror and pain, all strained and bloodshot. Blood had spilled out in a thick, gelatinous pool around his head.
She took a step back, and was suddenly filled with horror at the thought of the killer still being in the apartment. She sprinted along the hall, her mind confused and pulsing with cortisol. She swung open the front door and screamed again. Mariana Vidal was dead on the floor with a gunshot would in her temple, and a few steps behind her was another neighbor. He looked at her with horror, a telephone in his hand.
�What happened?� Lucia said, her head spinning.
�Stay where you are!� Se�or Suarez said tersely. �I�m calling the police!�
Lucia Serrano�s past meant she knew the police would never give her a fair chance. It also meant she had more than enough experience of the fight or flight response when it came to dangerous situations, and while everything told her to wait for the police and tell them all she knew, something in her heart told her to run.
And so she ran.

THREE

Outside the Casino de Salamanca, the Madrid night was unusually cold for December but typically relaxed. Cars drove by, young couples in scarves and peacoats laughed hand in hand along the pavement. A soprano sax sung out a gentle jazz melody played subtly beneath the murmur and hum of the happy crowd.
Burned-out soldier and former MI6 agent Harry Bane looked at the empty whisky glass for a long time before deciding to order just one more for the road. The road, in his case, was nothing more than the short walk to the elevators and then pushing the button for the seventh floor. The drink arrived and Harry took a sip � a single malt was a single malt wherever you went in the world. That was its great charm.
In a city like this, his hometown of Oxford seemed a million miles away, but at least tonight they had the weather in common. According to the app on his phone, it was barely nudging five degrees at home and sleet was predicted. He imagined the icy rain pouring over his home in Jericho but shook the thought from his mind with the last of the spirit, knocked back in one.
He liked Madrid, especially the casinos, but this time he wasn�t in the city to play the tables. He was here to meet with an old friend. In fact, Lucia Serrano had been more than an old friend, but their relationship was too many trips around the sun to remember now, back when they were at college together. He hadn�t seen her for so long he doubted if he could even recognize her.
Lucia and her boyfriend were late, and nowhere in sight, so he turned and moved back into the lobby. The casino was always busy and tonight was no exception. He surveyed the main gaming room from the top of the red carpeted steps. It all looked very familiar to him. These places always had the same vibe, whether you were in Vegas, Monte Carlo or Sun City, and he should know. These were the places where he threw his life down with the dice, where his existence turned on the flip of a card.
He returned to the bar and took up the barman�s kind offer of a Laphroaig on the house. It was never a good sign when spirits arrived on the house. It was in his hands in seconds � thick crystal tumbler, no ice, just a splash of mineral water. A sip brought the familiar warm peaty spice to his lips, and then it burned its way down before hitting the bloodstream seconds later.
He couldn�t help but shoot a quick glance at his reflection in the glass door. Not bad for thirty-nine, he said to himself, and adjusted his tie and pocket square. It was a smart white polka dot affair on steel blue silk that he kept casually in the breast pocket of his Italian suit.
His hair was dark brown, and combed back neatly, a hangover from his military days, and his eyes a pale grey-blue inherited from the Russian mother he never knew. He pulled himself up to his full six-feet two-inches and returned a smile from a tall, blonde woman who was walking toward him.
She sat beside him and ordered a gin and tonic with a wedge of lime. She wore a sparkling wristwatch on a slim, tanned wrist and moved with the elegance of a supermodel.
�My name�s Harry,� he said. �Harry Bane.�
They shook hands. �I�m Ana�s.�
�What are you doing for New Year�s Eve this year?� he asked. It was only a couple of days until the celebration and an easy way to start some small talk.
�I�m seeing friends in Switzerland.�
They spoke for a few moments and Harry was delighted to learn that Ana�s was indeed a supermodel from Luxembourg in town for a few nights on a photoshoot for Armani. On the one hand he was upset Lucia hadn�t shown, but on the other, an evening with a swimwear model would fill the void.
As Ana�s sipped her drink, Harry noticed in the mirror behind the bar as a woman in a red dress entered the room. She started arguing with the casino�s floor manager. He gave a double-take and realized there was something familiar about her, but she was too far away to see properly. For a crazy moment he thought it could be Lucia, but dismissed the thought from his mind. Lucia had short hair and a pierced nose� but then it had been a few years.
He set his whisky glass down on the counter of the bar and watched the young woman with interest. She was now at the entrance to the bar and on closer examination she looked like she had blood on her hands and was demanding to see him as she argued with the floor manager again. His mind raced to identify her and he considered leaving by a fire exit � he�d escaped a lot of angry women that way.
He looked around the large room and saw most of the other punters had also now started to take note of what was unfolding at the entrance. He was sure the casino had never witnessed anything like this before, and trust him to be in the middle of it. He watched as the floor manager padded over to him and wrung his hands apologetically.
�What�s going on?� he asked.
�Allow me to apologize sincerely, Mr Bane, but the young lady is demanding to speak to you. You can see she is clearly deranged and we will call the police and have her removed. Please don�t allow this to spoil your evening.� The floor manager�s eyes flicked from him to the blonde woman sitting beside him, and then back up to the Englishman.
Harry looked up at the young woman at the door and then at the Cartier Baignoire on the wrist of the woman sitting next to him at the bar. He wondered what kind of woman would be wandering around Madrid alone and with blood on her hands, and then he wandered why such a person would want to speak to him. He just knew this was not going to end well, and resigned himself to the fact his perfect evening was about to come crashing down round his head yet again.
�What does she want?� he asked.
�It�s impossible to tell. She is hysterical as you can see and demanding to talk with you in person. She says you will want to hear what she has to say. She says it is a matter of life and death. Her name is Lucia Serrano.� As he said these last words, the floor manager snorted with contempt and dismissed his own words with a flick of his wrist.
�Oh my God�� Harry turned on his chair and took a closer look at the woman. �It is Lucia.�
Standing up now, Harry was now sympathising with the floor manager who seemed to be on the verge of a nervous breakdown. He turned to Ana�s, and smiled. �Do you mind?�
Now it was the model�s turn to sigh, which she did with undisguised disappointment as she got up from her chair. �I see you have other business to attend to.�
Harry turned to the floor manager. �It�s okay, Felipe,� he said as he watched Ana�s leave the bar. �I know this lady and I�ll deal with it.�
He walked over to the woman and realized that it really was Lucia from all those years ago � but she was barely recognizable. The punkish dyed hair was gone and replaced by glossy brown hair which bounced on her shoulders, and there was no sign of a single piercing. He guessed she made her statements some other way these days, but his mind was quickly diverted to the blood smeared on her hands.
The other guests were horrified. He walked to over to her and looked in her eyes. They were pale brown, bright but clouded with fear. �Harry� thank God.�
�Lucia?�
She nodded. �The very same.� She tried to smile but nothing came. Time might have changed her appearance beyond recognition, but her voice was unchanged, and her accent was true sevillana. Harry looked again at her hands and saw the traces of dried blood on them. She had clearly tried to clean them up but in her haste had made a pretty bad job of it.
He raised his eyes from the bloody hands to her eyes. �You�ll forgive me if I don�t shake hands, even after all these years.�
�Please, Harry � I am desperate. I need to talk with you at once.�
�What is all this about?� he asked her. �I thought we were meeting for dinner?�
�There was no time to call you. Something happened to Pablo.�
�Your boyfriend?�
She nodded.
Things began to get a little clearer.
�Where is he?�
�Please, Harry � you don�t understand. Something terrible has happened.�
Harry saw a look of genuine anguish on the woman�s face. �What?�
�We were attacked in the apartment.�
She looked like she was about to faint. He took a step toward her and reached out to steady her. �When?�
�Just now. I came here immediately because I knew you were here.�
�I�d given up � as you saw. What the hell is all this blood, Lucia?�
She began to cry. �It�s Pablo�s.�
�Is he all right?�
The woman looked terrified. He noticed her hands were shaking a little and her mascara was smudged by her tears. �I�m scared, Harry. Pablo is dead.�

FOUR

For a moment Harry wondered what the joke was, but the look in Lucia�s frightened eyes told him there was nothing funny about the situation. He studied the anguish on her face and was suddenly aware that the other people in the bar were staring hard at the two of them.
�Come with me,� he said, and gently steered her away from their prying eyes.
They stepped out of the casino and he looked into her eyes once again. She was still flustered and the expression of fear on her face was impossible to misjudge. As he watched her, she kept looking over his shoulder at the busy street as if she were searching the traffic for an imminent threat.
He sighed and searched his pockets for a cigarette, an automatic reaction to the rise in adrenalin. Iraq�s Rumaila oil fields had taught him how cigarettes calmed nerves. �First, are you certain he�s dead?�
Lucia raised her bloody hands to her face and swept her hair from her face. �It�s true � I swear it! You have to believe me.�
Behind Harry, a car horn blared loudly and Lucia jumped back and gasped. �Mierda!� she said, and mumbled a few words in Spanish.
Harry Bane had seen enough people under pressure to know Lucia Serrano was either telling the truth or she was the best damned actor he�d ever seen. He decided to go with the story and give her a chance. �How was he killed?�
�I don�t know � I came home from work early and he was fine. I took a shower and when I came out he was dead on the floor with his throat cut�� she began to sob and break down once again.
�All right, how long ago was this?�
�Just a few moments ago. The apartment is very close to here.�
�Does anyone else know about this?�
She nodded her head. �I came straight to you, but one of the neighbor�s said he was going to call the police.�
�Then we have to hurry.�
* * *
Rafael Ruiz awoke with a start. He sat up in the bed and fumbled at the telephone. He almost knocked it over onto the floor, but caught it just before the ringing woke his wife. Being woken in the middle of the night was never very popular with her, but she tolerated it because she knew that was the fate of a security official�s wife, especially the wife of a senior CNI officer.
He knew the sacrifices she had made, but at least her job as a photographer meant she could lay in. The Centro Nacional de Inteligencia was the Spanish equivalent of MI5 or the FBI. Originally formed in 1935, but curtailed because of the Spanish Civil War, the latest manifestation of the Spanish Secret Service was formed in 2002 and was headquartered in the Moncloa-Aravaca district in the west of Madrid.
As was the case with so many of his colleagues, most of Ruiz�s career had been spent focussed on the traditional hotspots in Spanish foreign policy � North Africa and South America, but this latest assignment was very different.
Ruiz rubbed his eyes and moved the phone to his ear. �What is it?� He kept his voice low.
The voice on the other end was calm but commanding, and he recognised it at once as that of Inspector Jefe Cristina Fernandez, the head of Madrid�s Municipal Police Force. �Good evening, Rafael.�
�Cristina � hello. Why are you calling me at this hour?�
�Someone called a murder in � a bungled apartment robbery � and I was asleep too, if it makes it any easier.�
Ruiz sighed. �An apartment murder? That�s your world, not mine.�
�When they ran the address through our database they realized it was flagged. That�s why they woke me.�
Ruiz straightened up and took a long breath. �Flagged?�
�A little note telling us that anything to do with the place is CNI.�
�The address?�
Cristina Fernandez casually read out the details. �You recognize it?�
�It sounds familiar � the name?�
�Reyes.�
�That�s right � I think he�s on some kind of watchlist. Is he the victim?�
�No, a neighbor was killed by a man who later broke into Reyes�s apartment. According to another neighbor the killer exited the apartment a few minutes later.�
Ruiz was now wide awake and officially hooked. �When was this?�
�A few moments ago.�
�I see. I don�t want the police on the scene until our people are there.�
�I understand� that�s the purpose of the flag.�
Ruiz was suddenly very anxious. He had placed Reyes on a watchlist a few days ago due to the nature of his online research. It was above Ruiz�s paygrade to understand exactly what that research was, only that his superiors had told him it had grave consequences for the future of humanity.
They had also told him that there were other agencies just as interested in the work of Se�or Reyes as they were, and Ruiz was tasked with not only monitoring Reyes�s research but also ensuring it didn�t fall into the wrong hands. Tonight was starting to look like he might have failed on both counts, something he knew his superiors would not tolerate.
�Seal the road off and put an armed response team together.�
�Of course.�
�And meet me at the address,� he snapped. �I�m on my way. Get some officers outside that building immediately � no one is to go into that apartment until I am on the scene.�
He climbed out of bed and padded across the dark room to his clothes, which he had hung over the back of a chair less than an hour ago. Rafael was a tall, lean man, with short black hair, grey now at the temples, and dark brown eyes, usually covered by contact lenses but in tonight�s rush they were hidden behind a pair of Versace tortoise shell glasses his wife had picked out for him last Christmas in Barceolona. He threaded his tie through his collar, picked up his jacket and kissed his wife.
�These late nights are killing you, Rafa,� whispered his wife. She kept her eyes closed and pushed down further into the bedsheets. �The CNI will put you in an early grave.�
�Go back to sleep, querida,� Ruiz replied, and kissed her again. It�s not the CNI I�m worried about� he thought as he closed the bedroom door gently behind him and made his way downstairs.
Moments later he was locking his front door behind him and climbing into the 1955 duck-egg blue Giuletta Spider in his garage. It was a convertible, and the roof was still down from last night, and seconds later he was racing through the streets of La Moraleja and crossing the city on his way to Pablo Reyes�s address on the other side of town.
His salary alone could never have elevated him to La Moraleja, but there were others who paid him a high price in return for absolute loyalty. As he raced the Spider past the pool houses and palm-tree lined tennis courts he took none of this for granted. Rafael Ruiz was one of four boys raised by a single mother in Carabanchel in the city�s south-west. It had a well-earned reputation as one of the poorest and most deprived areas of the city.
There were certain ways out of poverty, but tonight was no time for reminiscence and nostalgia. Tonight his mind raced with the dozens of possible scenarios that could have played out in Reyes�s apartment. Perhaps the old man had been killed too � or even worse, kidnapped. The thought of what might happen if the professor�s work fell into the wrong hands filled Ruiz with a sense of deep dread, and he put the thought from his mind by flooring the accelerator and speeding into the night.
* * *
At the same time Ruiz was racing the Spider toward the scene of the crime, Cristina Fernandez was hurriedly getting dressed and running a brush through her long brown hair. An emergency was an emergency but she was still a professional, after all. She lived alone, except for Alberto, her ginger Kurilian Bobtail cat, left to her by an old aunt two years ago. Alberto watched her with his usual detached indifference as she unlocked her front door and slipped out into the street where she parked her car � an alpine white BMW 3 Series F30.
Seconds later she was roaring down the street and pointing the BMW�s nose south. She lived in Alcobendas, a small city to the north of Madrid and not far from Ruiz�s La Moraleja. Years ago, Alcobendas was a blue collar town with high levels of deprivation and low real estate prices, which Cristina bought into when she was new to the CNI. Recently the area had undergone the same magical transformation seen in so many suburbs across Spain, and she had benefited accordingly as the price of her small apartment had gone into the troposphere.
Now in her early forties and keeping a fixed eye on promotion, she was ready to move on. She had sacrificed everything for her career � a string of casual boyfriends over the years had left her single, childless and middle-aged, but all that mattered to her was the job. She loved her life, and never dwelt on the things she couldn�t conquer.
She raced the compact BMW through the emptying night streets of northern Madrid. She had to get to Reyes�s apartment as fast as possible. She pushed her foot down on the throttle and accelerated to seventy miles per hour.

FIVE

Harry and Lucia climbed the steps at the base of the Casino de Salamanca and walked out into the busy Spanish night. It was colder now and the wind was rising. The last time he had been in Madrid was back in August when what the French called the Sirocco, but the Spanish called the Lebeche, had blown into town. It was a strong southerly that blew in from the deserts of North Africa, pushed on top of Madrid in advance of a low pressure zone moving in from the Sahara desert, and describing it as hot was an understatement. But tonight was different, tonight there was even a little snow in the air.
He saw the traffic trundling along the Paseo de la Castellana, even at this late hour. They walked south on the Paseo for a few minutes and headed towards Pablo�s apartment in the nearby district of Chamber�. The Paseo de la Castellano, or the Castilian�s Mall, was one of the grandest avenues in the city, over six kilometres long and much of it lined with expensive retail outlets and cherry trees lit up with fairy lights, but neither of them saw any of this tonight.
They walked fast along the Paseo for another block, and then crossed over the Plaza Doctor Mara�on and continued up the Calle Miguel �ngel. To his left, Harry could see the chrome, steel and glass of the Caixa bank building, partially obscured behind a line of horse chestnut trees. Pablo�s apartment was almost in sight.
They reached the residential block, and Harry led the way up the steps until they reached the third floor where the apartment was located, and then he saw it � Pablo Reyes�s front door, now shut from Lucia�s recent exit and still smeared with his blood. Sprawled out in front of it was the dead body of the professor�s neighbor, Mariana Vidal.
They heard a voice behind and swung around to see a scared-looking man standing in a white t-shirt and his underwear. He was holding a phone in his hand. �I told you I called the police, you murderer!� the neighbor shouted.
Lucia took a step back, but Harry walked over to him and grabbed him by the top of his t-shirt. �Why don�t you wait for them in there?� he said, and pushed him back inside his apartment. He slammed the door on him and moved back over to Lucia.
�I told you he called them!� she said.
Harry frowned and checked his watch. �You told me that seven or eight minutes ago back at the restaurant � only they�re not here, are they?�
�What are you getting at?�
�I don�t know � but that�s a little suspicious, don�t you think?�
�Should we call them?� she asked.
�No, not yet. They�ll only complicate things for the time being. I want to know what�s going on and fast. Involving the police is the best way to ensure we get cut out of the loop. Have you got the key?�
�No, sorry. I slammed it behind me without thinking.�
Harry pulled Mrs Vidal out the way and took a closer look at the door. He recognised the lock � a reasonable brand but the cylinder was a cheap affair and was no challenge at all. He reached into his pocket and pulled out his key-ring, selecting a bump key. This was a key cut with the deepest possible grooves to allow the user to manipulate the springs and drivers inside the lock.
He slid the key into the cylinder housing and then pulled it out one notch before turning it very slightly to the right. He then gave the back of it a solid tap with the heel of his hand and pushed it back in.
Nothing happened.
�What�s going on?� Lucia asked, confused.
Harry flicked his eyes at her. �Takes a moment, just make sure your friendly neighbor�s minding his own business.�
He tapped the back of the key once again and this time it moved. This created a gap in the shear-line and raised the spring-loaded top pins inside the cylinder plug for a fraction of a second, giving him just enough time to turn the key and open the lock.
�How did you do that?� Lucia said with amazement.
�It�s called bumping a lock and it�s very naughty.�
�You�re a thief these days?�
Harry shrugged and gave her a sideways glance. �I�m not sure it�s called that when you�re paid by the government to do it, but whatever you want to call it I don�t do it any more. Come on � we need to get inside.�
The Englishman gently nudged the door open with the toe of his shoe and took a cautious step back as he did so. He wasn�t sure what the hell was going on here but if Lucia�s boyfriend really was dead he was certain he didn�t want to share his fate.
Inside the apartment, he turned to Lucia. �Where is he?�
She pointed to the end of the corridor. �He�s in there, the lounge.�
He nodded his head and swallowed hard. �All right, then you stay here while I take a look.�
He turned away from her and after making a quick search of the apartment to ensure they were alone, he walked the length of the apartment�s central corridor to the end door. Easing it back and peering his head around the open door, he knew in a heartbeat that the girl had been right and Pablo Reyes was dead.
The corpse was getting cold now, and the pulse long gone. Even worse was the puddle of blood congealing around the terrific wound on the man�s neck. It looked like it had been done with some sort of wire. Harry winced at the thought of how much pain the old man must have suffered in his final few moments but any rage he might have felt was quickly extinguished by his usual tidal wave of world-weariness and cynicism. This was what happens in the world, he told himself, but it didn�t mean there wouldn�t be a price to pay.
A heavy price.
He pulled a throw from the couch and gently covered the professor�s face with it as Lucia entered the room once again.
�He�s dead, right?� she asked.
He nodded. �Yes.�
Her voice was breaking, and he recognized the symptoms of shock as she perched herself on the arm of one of the chairs. �So what now?�
Harry wished he knew. He was supposed to meeting Lucia and Pablo just that night for dinner, and now this. �Has anything been stolen?�
�I don�t think so � but it�s so hard to tell with so much damage everywhere.�
Harry stood and surveyed the destruction the killer had caused in the apartment � books were wrenched from shelves, cushions heaved out of sofas and the TV had been tipped over onto its screen. �In your email to me you said he was a security guard.�
�Yes, that�s right.�
�Was that for a bank?�
�No, for a museum � the Prado.�
He sighed.
�What�s the matter?�
�I�m just trying to work out why anyone would do this.�
�But before that he was a physicist.�
�He was a physicist?�
�Yes.�
�And you don�t find that odd at all?�
�What?�
�That a physicist would walk away from a well-paid career to be a security guard?�
�Not at all. He told me he was tired of university politics and wanted to change career. He was studying to be an art restorer if you must know, but I know he was still researching in his old field.�
�And what was that?�
�Pablo was conducting research into nanoparticles, specifically brain-machine interface technology and how smart dust interacts with the human cortex.�
Harry sighed again. �I used to be a secret agent and now I�m a dropout gambler, Lucia. You�ll need to say that again in English.�
�He was studying how nanotechnology could affect the human brain.�
Harry furrowed his brow. �I wish I hadn�t asked.�
She dried her eyes again. �You think this is why someone killed him?�
�It sounds like a better lead than someone killing him because he was doing an art restoration degree, don�t you think?�
�I don�t know what to think� but what can we do?�
�It�s obvious,� Harry said. �We have to find out why he was killed, and fast. Whoever was here must have killed him for a reason. They must have taken something from him � information perhaps, or something more tangible that he was keeping here in the flat. We don�t know what they have or how far they�ve got or even who they are. All we can do is try and work out what Pablo was researching � what he discovered � and try to get there first.�
�But how?�
�We have to be logical, and work on a few safe assumptions. First, he would have kept his research here in his apartment, so he could work on it and keep it safe. Second, he would not have left it lying around just anywhere in case something like this happened, and third we must assume he would never have given up any information.�
�I�m not so sure��
�Listen, that idiot in the flat opposite has already called the police, and you�re going to be the prime suspect when they turn up. Trust me when I say they�re not going to let us hang around in here and get to the bottom of this, so this is our only chance, right now.�
�But they�re still not here.�
Harry checked his watch and frowned again. �Which is strange. He called them nearly fifteen minutes ago now and reported a murder, and yet they�re still not here. I�m not liking that at all.�
�What do you think it means?�
�It can mean only one of two things. First, the Madrid Police are all asleep tonight, or second, that he was under surveillance by the big boys and when the call came in it was diverted up the food chain.�
�The CNI?�
He nodded. �I�d say so, and that means when the cavalry arrives we�ll have a lot of explaining to do.�
�So what shall we do, Harry? I�m scared��
�First we have to find the research.�
�It could be anywhere!�
�No, not anywhere � it�s specifically somewhere, and that�s different.�
They made a quick search of the professor�s study but found nothing obvious, and then made their way back into the main living area.
�We�re never going to find it!�
�What makes you so sure?�
�I don�t know. How do we know that the killer didn�t find it?�
�Because you�re still alive. If he�d found what he was looking for he would have killed you too. It looks like he was interrupted by your neighbor calling the police and he fled without whatever he was looking for.
�And that means he�ll be back?�
Harry nodded. �Probably. It�s obviously a pretty big deal.�
�So where is it?�
�Wait � you said it was his research � maybe even his life�s work. And now we know it was important enough for someone to be driven to murder. Where is the best place to hide a tree?�
�I don�t understand.�
�A forest. We start with his books.�
They began to search through the books � those the killer had thrown on the floor and those still on the shelves. Then Harry stopped in his tracks. He knew it had to be what he was looking for the moment he saw it. On a shelf with over fifty textbooks on physics and nanotechnology was just one book that didn�t fit in � it was an old, thin book � the Epistola CVI. He reached for it and took it from the shelf.
�What is it?� Lucia asked.
�It�s the Epistola CVI written by Bernard of Clairvaux.�
�Who is he?�
�Who was he, you mean � he died nearly a thousand years ago. He was a French abbott and a founding member of the Cistercian Order. This has to have something to do with this business.�
�How do you know?�
�Very expensive education.�
�No, I mean how do you know it has something to do with the murder?�
�Look at the shelf � look at the whole room � there�s nothing in here except science. His art books are all in the study, but everything in this room is about physics from all the books on the shelves to the little Newton�s Cradle on his desk. The only thing in this entire space that is not about science in this room is this one little book. This book was put here on purpose.�
* * *
Ruiz accelerated the Spider around the north of the city and approached Chamber� where the apartment was located. He slowed the car and pulled up at the end of the street which was now cordoned off and guarded by several armed police officers.
An unmarked white BMW was parked in front of three black and white cars a few yards away. The cars were marked on the doors Polic�a Municipal Madrid and had flashing blue lights but no sirens. In the front passenger seat of the BMW, he instantly recognized Inspector Jefe Cristina Fernandez.
As she climbed out of the car, she squeezed her temples and sighed. �There was a time when Madrid was a safe city, Rafael,� she said. �But it�s starting to feel like this is no longer the case.
�How many men?� Ruiz asked.
�Six, but when we arrived and cordoned off the street one of my officers reported movement inside the apartment.�
�Someone�s inside Reyes�s apartment?�
�Yes, they must have gotten in before my officers sealed off the apartment block.�
�Any ID?�
�No, but maybe the killer went back to the scene of the crime.�
�Whoever it is, they�ve run out of time� and luck,� Ruiz said. �We�re going in right now � get the men briefed and ready to go.�

SIX

�You really think this book has something to do with Pablo�s research?�
�I don�t know, but it�s worth a try. Don�t you think it�s odd this is the only book not on science in the entire room?�
�Maybe, I don�t know. He was studying art remember � restoration and history.�
�Yes, but all his art research is in his study, like I said. This is different � this is his sitting room and exclusively about science.� He opened the small book and saw an inscription on the first page: To Andrej Li�ka: The Man Who Saved the World.
�Who the hell is Andrej Li�ka?� Harry asked.
�I don�t know exactly�� Lucia said. �But Pablo used to go for walks in the Sierra de Guadarrama sometimes, and he told me he was sometimes meeting an old friend. Perhaps it is the same man. He said they could talk together for hours, but I never met him. I wondered if he was another physicist, but I have never heard of him.�
Harry began to flick through the rest of the old tattered paperback. Seconds later something soon caught his eye � highlighted text. �Wait a minute.�
�What is it?� Lucia asked.
�I�m not sure, but I think it�s our first clue � look � some of the words have been highlighted.�
He showed her one of the pages where two short consecutive sentences were underlined � Experto crede: aliquid amplius invenies in silvis, quam in libris. Ligna et lapides docebunt te, quod a magistris audire non possis. The first sentence was also highlighted with bright pink fluorescent ink, and silvis underlined twice. In the margin Pablo had translated the word into English � woods.
�What does it mean?�
�My Latin is a little rusty,� said Harry, recalling his days at Harrow, �but unless I�m very much mistaken, it literally means believe the expert, you will find more in the woods than in the books � trees and stones shall teach thee, that thou may not be able to hear from their masters.�
�I asked what it meant, Harry.�
�Just what I said � I suppose it was the only way Pablo could think of concealing his research findings. Maybe this Andrej Li�ka character knows what all this means? After all, Pablo inscribed the book to him.�
She nodded. �And look � there � another highlighted word.�
Harry looked down at the bottom of the page where Lucia was pointing at the word oculis that was also highlighted with the pink pen. �It means eyes.�
�I don�t understand.�
�No, neither do I. Finding more in the woods than the books I can work with, but why draw our attention to the word eyes like this?�
Lucia took the book from Harry�s hands and flicked through it again. �Look here � Pablo highlighted another single word.�
�Pulchritudo � it means beauty. There must be more in there � go through it again.�
�Yes � another one here on page thirty-one � est.�
�That means �is�.�
Lucia glanced at him for a moment. �I know that much, Harry. Spanish is my mother tongue.�
�Of course, forgive me.�
Harry asked for the book back and went through it again more closely under the light of the little lamp on the stand beside Reyes�s leather wing chair. �Another two here on pages forty and forty-one � et and aspicientis which mean and and observer, respectively.�
�So we have eyes, beauty, is, and observer,� Lucia said. �I think I know what he was trying to say.�
�Me too � look here on page forty-nine � in � means the same in Latin as it does in English � so we have �and beauty is in the eyes of the observer, or beholder as the English proverb goes.�
�The same in Spanish � la belleza est� en el ojo del espectador.�
�Beauty is in the eye of the beholder � what was he trying to tell us?�
Harry searched his mind. It was a common proverb, and the message it delivered was obvious enough, but what could it possibly have to do with Pablo Reyes�s research?
For the first time, Lucia sounded hopeful. �So you think this is definitely linked to his research?�
�Maybe � what do you think?�
She shrugged. �I don�t know. I only knew him for a few months. He was a very private and suspicious man. He was secretive about his old career and research in physics. If he really was researching something dangerous, it wouldn�t surprise me if he hid it with the intention of it never being found again, believe me.�
Harry paced the large room and considered what it all meant. He thought about how frightened the old man must have been to go to such lengths to hide his findings. All he had left to the world were a few highlighted words in a small book containing a thousand year-old text written by a Cistercian monk, and if it was supposed to be helpful it was failing in a big way. Beauty is in the eye of the beholder� without any other context it could mean any one of a million things.
�I don�t believe that he would want his research never to be found,� Harry said. �No way would he waste years of his life like this. He obviously knew someone was after him and decided to hide his research findings � this was the only way he knew how. If only we knew what he had discovered.�
�That�s a big if.�
�For now we have to assume whoever killed Pablo never got what they wanted because they didn�t find this book, and so they�re going to try again to find out its location. It�s up to us to find it first.�
�I agree, but why are these words so important?�
�Wait a minute,� Harry said, �maybe it�s not the words that are important but the numbers?�
�What do you mean?�
�Look � we know the words add up to a simple Latin sentence � et pulchritudo in oculis aspicientis est � right?�
�Yes, beauty is in the eye of the beholder. What are you getting at?�
�They didn�t come in that order though. Starting at the front of the book and working to the back, as you normally read a book, they read oculis pulchritudo est et aspicientis in, and that doesn�t make any sense in Latin at all. If you think about it, Pablo could have found the words he used on any number of pages in this book, so I think the significance of them is the pages they were on.� Harry flicked back through the book, stopping on the pages with the highlighted numbers. �The pages are 3, 24, 31, 40, 41 and 49, and these correspond exactly to the nonsense sentence, but if you rearrange the words so the sentence makes sense, then the sequence changes to 40, 24, 49, 3, 41, and 31.�
�You mean like a code or something?�
�Exactly � did Pablo have a safe or anything like that?�
�Of course � it�s behind that picture.�
Lucia pointed to an original Matisse charcoal from the late 1940s. It was a metre to the left of a large reproduction of a 15th Century map of Italy.
�His safe is behind that?� Harry couldn�t believe the killer had overlooked it, but then hiding safes behind pictures was so clich�d perhaps he had dismissed it as too obvious.
Lucia nodded her head. �Why?�
�It sold through an auction house I know, that�s all.�
�Yes, he bought it at Bonham�s many years ago.�
Harry gently took the Matisse off the wall and laid it on the leather sofa. As Lucia had said, behind it was a compact safe � a steel Burton Standard with an electronic combination lock that Harry was familiar with from his days working in MI6. He quickly tapped in the numbers from the book and tried to open the door.
�Well?� Lucia asked.
�Nothing. Whatever they are, they�re not the combination to this safe.�
Lucia sighed.
�Don�t worry � we�ll work it out, but we need to work fast. Whoever�s holding the police back won�t wait forever � plus the killer could return at any moment.�
�You think?�
�Like I said � they were looking for this,� he held up the small book. �Perhaps Pablo left them something easier to find that has led them on a wild goose chase. When they find out they�re going to come back again so we need to work fast.�
Harry paced the room again, stopping once or twice to peer through the curtains. A team of armed officers was snaking up the pavement and entering the apartment block. �Looks like we have company,� he said.
�The police?�
�And CNI I would guess � they�ll be in here in seconds. Damn it!� He turned and saw the old framed map of Italy on the adjacent wall. For a few seconds he said nothing, and didn�t move a muscle. It couldn�t be, could it?
�Harry, what is it?� asked Lucia.
More silence.
�Harry!�
The man appeared from the shadows of the hallway, lunging forward with a boning knife he�d snatched from the side. It still had meat on it from the meal Pablo had been preparing when he was attacked. He simultaneously swung his left arm back to strike Lucia in the face and brought the knife slicing down through the air towards Harry�s chest.
The Englishman raised his arm to block the wound but the blade slashed deep into his forearm. The blow to Lucia knocked her off her feet and sent her flying back onto the leather chair while the point of the knife missed Harry�s body by millimetres.
The former soldier�s training kicked in without thinking about it, and before he knew what had happened he�d returned fire with a heavy knife-hand strike and smashed the blade from the man�s hand. It clattered onto the floor butt-first. With the handle now wedged into a small gap in the floorboards the blade of the knife was sticking up into the room like a steel stalagmite.
As Lucia staggered back to her feet, the man spun around with the reactions of a ninja, striking Harry in the chest with a sharp palm strike and knocking the breath from his body. In the same move he brought his other hand around and back-slapped Lucia to the floor behind him once again.
Harry fell back onto the knife, stopping himself from getting impaled on it by pushing out his left arm and landing on his elbow a few inches from the sparkling blade. He knew he had to get away but before he could move the man launched himself toward the former spy, slammed his boot down on Harry�s chest and started to push him down onto the knife�s lethal meat-covered blade.
Harry felt the tip of the knife prick into his back as he fought like the devil to stay alive. All the weight of his body plus the force of the man�s boot pushing him down was now supported by his left arm as he used his right arm to twist the assassin�s ankle and push him away. He felt his elbow crunching down into the floorboards and the tip of the knife driving further into his skin.
Lucia was screaming, unsure what to do, but then she picked up a vase from the bookshelf and brought it crashing down on the man�s skull. The killer grunted in pain and collapsed to the floor at Harry�s side, giving the former soldier all the time he needed to spring away from the blade and get to his feet.
He wrenched the knife out of the floorboards and moved toward the man, but then the lights went out and they were plunged into darkness.
Lucia screamed again, and they both heard the assassin scramble to his feet and melt into the shadows of the apartment.
�They�ve cut the power,� Harry said, cursing the timing of it. �They�re about to raid the apartment. Bugger it!�
Then the front door burst open and a heartbeat later an anti-terror squad burst in from the hall and surged into the apartment. They were geared up with night vision scopes and assault rifles.
A wild cacophony of screams in Spanish ordered everyone to get on the floor and put their hands behind their heads, but then a muzzle flash in the darkness lit the room for half a second � just long enough to see one of the policemen collapse to the floor.

SEVEN

With the sound of the gunshot still in the air, Harry leaped at Lucia and rugby-tackled her to the ground behind one of the couches. She took the brunt of the powerful fall as she slammed back-first into the old, hardwood floorboards. She screamed out in shock but the air was pushed out of her a second later when Harry landed on top of her. The assassin had shot one of the policemen and Harry had anticipated the response in just enough time to save their lives.
Before either could speak, the police raised their guns and fired back, raking the plush apartment with nine mil bullets and blasting the furniture and bookshelves to smithereens. The bullets shredded through the couch above their heads and slammed into the bookcase behind them. Harry strained to see a way out but then realized they weren�t far from the door leading through into the kitchen and the back of the apartment.
�Think you can make it?� he asked, nudging his chin at the kitchen door.
Lucia nodded and struggled up to her elbows. �This is not what a physicist expects out of life!�
They crawled into the kitchen and slammed the door shut, then the guns fell silent and a woman�s voice called over from the door leading to the hall.
�She wants us to give ourselves up,� Lucia said. �Maybe this is a good idea?�
Harry considered Pablo�s corpse and the now the dead policeman. �I don�t think so.�
He caught some movement in his peripheral vision and saw the assassin clambering onto a small balcony outside the kitchen window. They ran over to the window just as the police began shredding the kitchen door with hot lead.
Harry winced and pulled his head in instinctively as the bullets drilled through the kitchen door and smashed it to pieces. �It�s now or never!� he said, and wrenched Lucia by the arm out of the doors and onto the balcony.
He looked below but knew it was no good � they were three storeys up and it was a straight drop to the pavement below. He thought he might just be able to make it down the drainpipe but one look at Lucia in the red dress and heels and he knew she stood no chance at all.
Looking up, the future got brighter. A sloping roof was reachable if they stood on the balcony rail and pulled themselves up, which thanks to a solid-looking cast-iron gutter looked like it might be possible.
�We�re going up there.�
�Where the killer went?� Lucia took one look at the roof and shook her head, wide-eyed with fear. �You have to be joking!�
�No joke, sorry.� As if to underline his point, his words were followed by another furious volley of gunfire which reduced the remaining parts of the kitchen door to nothing more than a thin lattice-work. �Unless you think they�re joking as well?�
�This is a nightmare!�
He helped Lucia onto the balcony railing and then pushed her up onto the roof. She slipped on the tiles for a moment and kicked out for a second to steady herself, almost taking his eye out with the heel of one of her stilettos, but then she was safe on the apex of the roof.
Harry followed her up and then led her by the hand along the roofline. There was no sign of the killer. �Hurry � they�ll be behind us in a second.�
It was less than a second, and now a woman with a bullet-roof jacket over her suit was clambering over the iron gutter and trying to haul herself onto the roof in pursuit of them. Halfway on the roof now and three shots cracked out in the night. They slammed into the woman�s throat and she immediately released her grip on the roof tiles and fell back over the gutter.
Her screams lasted the full four seconds it took until she smashed dead into the pavement below the apartment block.
Lucia stared in horror, her torn red evening dress blowing in the chilly night air. �What the hell is going on?�
�We�re being set up by whoever killed Pablo,� Harry said, scouring the roofline ahead of him. From his new vantage point on the roof the view was much clearer now, and it didn�t take him long to find what he was looking for � the assassin was sprinting along the roof. �There � look!�
With the yells of the officers in the apartment beneath them, and a second wave of police vehicles filling the street below, Harry knew time was running out. As far as the Madrid police were concerned he and Lucia were not only responsible for the savage murders of Pablo Reyes and Mariana Vidal, but also for the deaths of two police officers. To say they would throw away the key was an understatement.
The chaotic blue lights strobing wildly in his periphery made it hard to track his target, but now the killer broke cover from behind an air-conditioning unit on the roof ahead and made another dash for it. Harry knew he was well-built from the fight in the apartment, but judging from the way he sprinted across the roof and vaulted across a narrow gap to the roof of an adjoining building, it looked like he knew how to use a gym as well.
The sound of police moving around in Pablo�s apartment echoed below them and snapped Harry back into the moment. This was one way to sober up, he thought.
He knew for a fact he had one chance only if he wanted to get himself out of this and that was to get hold of the shooter, but he also knew he couldn�t leave Lucia behind to face the police.
�All right, from this moment on we�re on the run!�
�But where are we running?�
�Away from the police and towards that bastard over there!�
She looked over her shoulder and then turned to face him. �Let me kick these off!�
She flicked her stilettos off and they tumbled over the edge of the roof.
A man in a helmet and Kevlar vest peered over the roofline. �Pare! Polic�a!�
Harry didn�t need to search Google Translate to know it was time to go. He yanked Lucia�s arm and pulled her along the apex of the roof.
The policeman clambered onto the roof behind them and took up a defensive position behind an aircon unit. �Manos arriba!�
�He wants us to put our hands up!� Lucia shouted, the cold wind blowing in her hair. Behind her, a heavy yellow moon rose lethargically above the highrises of Hortaleza.
Harry looked at her mischievously. �Put our hands up what?�
She looked at him confused. �I�m sorry?�
�Forget it � this is our stop.�
A burst of police gunfire punctuated his last words and missed by inches, slamming into another aircon unit on the southern edge of the apartment block roof. The rounds punctured the sheet metal housing and struck the refrigeration system, blasting a cloud of freon into the air.
Lucia screamed and jumped in fear. �That nearly killed me!�
�So let�s get out of here then!�
They ran along a few more yards before jumping down onto the roof of a small bistro. After climbing back up the other side onto the next apartment block they found themselves looking out onto another street leading into the city center. He scanned the area and cursed as he realized there was no sign of the assassin. �Looks like it�s time for us to hitch a ride.�
�To where?�
�There!�
�I don�t see what you mean, unless you�re talking about� oh no!�
Harry grimaced. �Sorry, but yes I do mean the bus.�
Trundling along the street was one of the famous Madrid tour buses. It was a double-decker with an open top deck and in a few seconds their only chance would be gone.
�You are a crazy Englishman! We cannot make this jump.�
�Of course we can,� Harry said, dodging a second burst of bullets from the police who were now advancing closer to them along the roof. �We simply jump with everything we�ve got and drop down into the top deck.�
�Simply!?�
He grabbed Lucia by the shoulders. �When I say jump, then you jump, all right?�
She nodded, but her eyes were full of uncertainty.
He held her hand and they linked fingers as he watched the bus trundle ever closer. Then he saw the police running out into the street. They were everywhere now.
�Jump!�
Without wasting another moment they leaped through the night and crashed down into the top deck of the bus.
Lucia landed like a cat, but Harry got his foot caught in the back of one of the seats and stumbled over, only just managing to stop himself smashing face-first into the floor.
The handful of tourists making the late tour of the city screamed and leaped to their feet, unsure of what to make of a man in an impeccable suit and a woman in a red evening dress leaping into the top deck of a tour bus in the middle of the night.
�Don�t mind us,� Harry said, straightening his tie. �We just dropped in to say hi.�
A woman screamed and pulled some mace from her bag before taking a few steps away from the new arrivals.
�Smooth,� he muttered, dusting himself down.
�I�m sorry?� Lucia said, trying to slow her breathing.
�I said it�s a bloody good job these babies run till midnight.�
�Are you all right?� she asked, glancing at a graze on his chin.
�Sure, just caught my face on the side of the bus.�
�It�s bleeding.�
�It�s nothing.� Now, the sound of police cars firing up and swerving out in pursuit of the bus filled the air behind them. �We have bigger problems � the police are going to stop this bus in about sixty seconds.�

EIGHT

After pacifying the terrified woman with the mace, Harry sprinted to the rear of the bus and counted the police cars. �Three uniforms and an unmarked L�on� we have to get out of here.�
�Harry! Up there!�
Lucia raised her arm and gestured at the buildings opposite Pablo�s apartment. She was pointing at a man who was now racing along the rooftops in a bid to escape. It was the assassin who had killed Pablo and tried to murder Harry.
�I see him!�
�But what can we do?�
Before he could reply a police helicopter wheeled around and shone its arc light at the fleeing man on the roof. A second later all the police officers switched their focus to the surprising sight of the assassin as he leaped across the rooftops, and then trained their guns on him.
Harry seized the moment and sprinted down the stairs of the bus with Lucia a few steps behind him. They slipped out of the rear door and into the shadows of a side street.
�Now what?� Lucia asked.
�We can�t go back to Pablo�s apartment, that�s for sure,� Harry said. �And the same goes for yours � they�ll know who you are by now. Know any friends who live nearby?�
�A few, yes.�
�I mean people you can trust.�
�Yes, we can go to Marta�s. I�ve known her for years and would trust her with my life.�
�Then lead the way,� Harry said, straightening his tie and making sure the Epistola was still in his jacket pocket. Something told him that little book was just about the most valuable thing in the world right now.
* * *
Marta was out when they arrived at her apartment, but Lucia knew where she kept her spare key and soon they were safely inside and trying to gather their thoughts.
Lucia peered out of the window and glanced up and down the street while Harry opened the small book from Reyes�s apartment and put it on the kitchen table.
She closed the window and drew the curtains. She felt the warm air from the reverse cycle vents in the ceiling blow on the back of her neck. Switching on the television, she watched a reporter standing outside Pablo�s apartment and deliver the news of his brutal murder to the people of Spain. Police were swarming in and out of the building and the whole scene was washed in the flashing blue strobe of the emergency vehicle lights. �Any luck?� she asked.
�Not yet,� he said, and then nodded his head at the TV. �What are they saying?�
�You don�t want to know,� she said wearily, and muted it.
�So nothing good?�
�They�re not saying what a beautiful evening it is tonight, if that�s what you mean. I still can�t believe any of this. Poor Pablo��
He sighed. �I can take it, I promise. What are they saying, Lucia?�
�You lie so beautifully, Harry. You always did.�
�Tell me.�
�It says we�re wanted in connection with the murders of Pablo, Mariana Vidal, and two police officers who were killed at the scene of the crime. One was Chief Inspector Cristina Fernandez.�
Harry�s eyes darted up to Lucia. �They�re not mentioning the CNI involvement � hardly surprising, but why would Spain�s intel agency be involved with this?
�Don�t ask me, this whole thing is a nightmare� oh! They even have a picture of me � look.�
Harry raised his head and glanced at the image on the TV screen. They were showing an old passport photo of Lucia. �You used to have much shorter hair,� he said. �It suited you.�
�Is that all you can say? They think we killed four people � they think I killed Pablo! I have never harmed a thing in my life.�
�I still think it�s a little odd that CNI are involved. What does it say about me?�
Before Lucia could reply a grainy image of Harry Bane crossing the lobby of his hotel was on the screen.
�They have all your details too � from the Casino de Salamanca where you are staying.�
�Damn it all � they�ll use that as an excuse to blacklist me.�
�Blacklist you?�
He nodded glumly. �I�m banned from most of the world�s top casinos.�
�I don�t understand � because you cheat?�
He rubbed the knife wound on his arm and offered a repressed snort of amusement. �Hardly. They ban you if you win too often � honestly or not.�
�I see� so you count cards?�
�Sometimes, but I play all the tables � backgammon, 21, poker, you name it. It�s how I make a living now, I suppose you could say� just drifting from one casino to the next.�
�And that�s it? Sounds sad.�
�Not at all. I�m too much of a drifter to stay in one place for too long.�
�You didn�t used to be.�
�That was a long time ago, Lucia.�
She was silent for a while. �How can you make a living if they ban you for being too good?�
�There are things you can do � quit a hot deck, let the boxman see you blow a load of cash at the craps table, even wear disguises, but they make it hard for you. They�re in the business of staying in business and the last thing they want is someone who can beat them at their own game.�
�Sounds more complicated than physics.�
Harry laughed, more warmly this time. �But definitely less compicated than working for MI6�. anyway � I�m hungry.�
He got up and rummaged around in the refrigerator for a few moments in search of something to eat. He hadn�t eaten since lunch nearly twelve hours ago and his stomach was telling him to get busy and find some food, but the fridge was a desolate place offering only half a dozen eggs, and a few vegetables.
�Not exactly a foodie, is she?�
Lucia said, �I�m sorry?�
�I said your friend isn�t exactly a foodie.�
Lucia stepped over to the fridge. �What are you talking about? There is plenty of food here, and look � the freezer is full as well. What you mean is you cannot see a Burger King in here. Now, get out of my way and go to the pharmacy while I cook. You need to dress that wound on your arm.�
And that was him told.
* * *
On the other side of the street outside Marta�s apartment, Aleksi Karhu sat low behind the wheel of an old Seat Inca van. Its original owner was now lying in a pool of his own blood on the concrete floor of a garage a few blocks away � his fifth murder of the night.
To a man like Aleksi, such a method of vehicle acquisition was just part of the job, in the exact same way as was cutting a professor�s throat for treachery or fleeing across the rooftops. Evading the Madrid anti-terror units has been easy for a man of his experience, and trailing the traitor�s girl and her new English friend back to this apartment had been easier still � even easier than following them back inside the traitor�s apartment.
A moment ago one of the nearby taxi drivers had asked him to move away, but he had waved him off with a flash of his knife. He knew it wouldn�t be long before the police arrived, especially given the heightened state of alert in the city after the events back in Chamber�.
There were rigorous laws banning armas blancas, or fighting knives in Spain. It was permitted to own such a weapon, but not to carry it in public. His was a Finnish Army issue Puukko with a 12 cm blade and left little to the imagination. He had used it to kill, skin and butcher more reindeer than he could remember. He should have used it on the Englishman back in the traitor�s apartment instead of that lame boning knife.
As he sat in the dark, watching Marta�s apartment, he knew the arrival of the Polic�a Municipal de Madrid was both certain and imminent. But nothing really mattered anymore, not even the police. The whole world would be occupied with something far more lethal in a few hours.
Now, he watched the taxi drivers talking behind the van in the rear-view mirror, and then as expected one of them made a phone call, pointing at the registration number of the van.
Aleksi picked up his own phone, which was lying on the seat to his right. His eyes drifted from the apartment to the glass facade of a restaurant on the corner of the block. It was busy now. The Spanish were night owls and often ate la cena, or their evening meal, anytime between nine and midnight. Even now well-dressed couples were climbing out of taxis and being welcomed into the restaurant by serious-looking men in gray suits and red ties. It was not the kind of place Aleksi was very familiar with growing up in a small rural town in the Oulu province in north-central Finland.
The wide cherry tree-lined avenue outside the apartment was still busy with cars despite the late hour. In his mirror he could see the hideous steel, glass and reinforced concrete monstrosity of the Caixa bank offices, illuminated in the amber glow of the Madrid night-lights. Yet more evidence of mankind�s folly. He pushed a number into the phone and relaxed in his seat, his eyes fixed on the window of her apartment.
�And?� Hans Steiner sounded irritated.
�I�m watching her. She and the Englishman went to another apartment � a friend�s, I guess. He just stepped out and walked to a pharmacy on the street corner.�
�A pharmacy?�
�I cut him.�
�I see.�
�Should I kill her now?�
�Not yet.�
Aleksi paused for a few moments, wondering what Steiner wanted to hear. He was never an easy person to read, or second-guess.
�So what are my orders?�
�I�m holding you responsible for this, Aleksi.� The Austrian said flatly. �We have only a few hours. If you fail me again, I will refer the matter to Mr Szabo. Is that clear?�
�How was I to know he would have a heart attack?�
�I mean it, Karhu.�
�I will not fail you again.�
The Austrian cut the connection and Aleksi returned his phone to the seat beside him. He knew the threat against his life was not idle, and Mr Szabo did not have a reputation for mercy. He had witnessed that personally on more than one occasion. What had made the Hungarian that way he had no idea. All he knew was he had met some savage men in his time, but none could hold a candle to Zalan Szabo. He also understood he was being given a second chance to prove himself. Reyes had to be killed for his treachery, but it was a mistake letting him die before locating the code.
The code that was almost enough to destroy the world, but almost enough wasn�t good enough, and a few metres away in a cheap, old apartment were the two people who could help them complete the puzzle. Aleksi was certain he would be ordered to kill them both when all this was done, but until then he would just have to be patient.
He returned his gaze to the apartment. All those years ago, when he killed his first man, he could never have envisioned that it would all end like this. He didn�t care. He had never cared about anything except his mother and his sister, neither of whom were still alive. He was hardened by all those years he had spent in an Iranian prison cell being tortured for information. He recalled those long years with a tight scowl of hatred on his face, being beaten and starved unless he talked, but he never did. He had survived those years as a mercenary thanks to his army training, but now all that was in the past. He was one of the chosen few who would survive to see the new dawn.
Harry Bane and Lucia Serrano would not be so lucky.

NINE

Harry returned from the pharmacy with a bag full of bandages and drugs, and was met at the top of the stairs with the aroma of frying vegetables, paprika and rosemary. He stepped into the kitchen to find a young woman steeping saffron in some warm water, her serious face partially obscured by the clouds of steam emanating from the pans on the cooker.
She looked up at him, startled and grabbed a long kitchen knife in self-defence. �Get back!�
�Easy! It�s just me � Harry. I�m here with Lucia.�
She took a closer look and then lowered the knife as she saw the pharmacy bag and the blood on the slashed arm of his suit jacket. �I�m sorry� Lucia told me about what happened,� she said. �I thought you might have been the man who killed Pablo. Lucia is very shaken up. I know she hadn�t known him very long, but when you find someone like that, with his throat�� she shivered and then her eyes fell on the wound on his arm once again.
Harry nodded and waved the paper bag at her and gave a hesitant smile. �I just went out for a few goodies to fix the wound.� He lifted his bloody arm for her to get a better look.
�I�m Marta Gomez, by the way,� she said quietly, and lifted a much-needed glass of wine to her lips. �Sorry to meet under such circumstances.�
Harry�s eyes danced over the bewildering array of ingredients on the worktop. �Coffee and toast would have done the job,� he said with a hesitant smile.
�I�m a chef, Harry,� she said, removing the steeped saffron from the warm water. �I have more ingredients in here than the local market. I�m sure you won�t say no to a quick omelette.�
�Not at all. Where�s Lucia?�
Before Marta could reply, Lucia stepped into the kitchen wearing nothing but two towels � a large, fluffy white one around her body and a red one wrapped around her hair. �Hola, Harry. I�m glad you�re back safe.�
�Hi, yes�� Harry said, unsure where to look.
Marta snatched an olive from the salad and turned on her heel, walking over to the frying pan. After checking the eggs she moved to her right and blocked Harry�s view of the kitchen door and the receding figure of Lucia Serrano. �You want a drink?�
He watched her stir the saffron in and pour a large glass of white wine. �Why not? I see you keep a well-stocked drinks cabinet.�
�A simple Galician albari�o,� she said, pouring a second glass and pushing it across the counter to him.
He took a sip. The wine tasted as good as it looked.
Lucia returned to the kitchen. The glamorous red dress was gone, replaced by a pair of Marta�s jeans and a thick, white pullover. She had tied her hair back into a bun and not replaced the makeup that the shower had washed away.
Marta served the omelette on two plates and finished her wine. �I�m going for a shower now. It�s been a long day. Help yourselves.�
Harry watched her leave the room and he took a greedy forkful of the eggs. �Pretty good. You should have something too.�
�I�m not hungry.�
He watched her now. She looked sad, and frightened and without saying another word she moved closer to him and tipped her head to one side as she studied the knife wound on his arm. �Let me clean your wound before we eat. It looks bad.�
�It�s nothing,� he said quickly. �Just a graze. I was lucky.�
�It still needs cleaning � even if you think you�re a lucky man.�
�You make your own luck, don�t you think?�
She shrugged her shoulders as she washed her hands in the running water over the sink. Then she unpacked the bag from the pharmacy and laid out the items he had bought � saline, gauze pads, sterile bandage. �If that�s true, then I certainly don�t know how to make luck. Take your shirt off.�
From his position sitting at the breakfast bar, he looked up at the Spanish woman as she drew closer to him with a bowl of clean water. She soaked the gauze in the water as he removed the shirt, and then she began to dab at the wound. The blade had sliced cleanly across the surface of the extensor digitorum muscle and was less than two inches in length and around half a centimetre in depth.
After she cleaned the wound with the water, she dipped some more gauze in the saline solution and Harry flinched as she dabbed it on the cut. �Don�t be a baby,� she said in a whisper. He could feel her eyes on him as she concentrated on cleaning the wound.
She patted the graze clean with a dry towel and then wrapped the sterile bandage around his upper arm. �I�m all done. You can put your shirt on.�
�If you say so,� he said, and reached for the blood-stained white shirt now hanging over the back of one of the chairs.
It was then that she began to relax a little, and pulled the omelette toward her, taking a few bites and even a small sip of the white wine Lucia had left on the table. �Is all this really happening to me?�
Harry nodded. �Looks like it, but I bet we can get out of it.�
�You bet? So says the gambler.�
Slowly he buttoned the shirt up. �I enjoy taking risks sometimes.�
�You sound arrogant. Are you good at what you do?�
Harry thought about what she had said for a moment. �Here, watch this.�
He pulled a deck of cards from the inside pocket of his suit jacket and shuffled them for a minute. Then he handed them to Lucia. �Shuffle them like I just did.�
�I can�t shuffle cards like that,� she said. �That was like a magician or something.�
�Not magic � I just spend a lot of time around cards. Just shuffle them.�
She gave them another shuffle.
�And now cut them wherever you want,� he said. He saw some life in her eyes for the first time tonight, and was happy her mind had been taken off the subject of Pablo Reyes.
Lucia did as he said and cut the deck roughly in half and now two small piles of cards were sitting on the table face down.
�All right,� he said quietly, and tapped his finger on one of the piles. �Just by looking at the fourth card down in this pile, I can tell you what the fourth card down in the other pile is.�
�Impossible.�
Harry counted four cards off the top of the first pile. Without touching the other pile, he looked at the card and placed it back down. �The fourth card down in the other pile is the Queen of Hearts.�
�Show me.�
Harry counted four cards off the second, untouched pile and flipped over the fourth card to reveal the Queen of Hearts.
Lucia smiled. �How did you do that?�
Harry felt good when he saw the smile. �When you spend as much time with cards as I do, you learn all their secrets.�
�It was luck � do it again.�
�Luck? What are the chances of that?�
�1.92 percent,� she said immediately.
She noticed the look on his face and explained. �One in fifty-two � simple. I�m a physicist, remember.�
Marta returned from the shower and watched as Harry repeated the trick, having Lucia shuffle the cards and then he correctly guessed the fourth card down was the Ace of Diamonds.
�Tell me how you do it!� Marta said.
�Maybe later.�
Lucia sighed. �At least I tell you how I do my tricks!�
�It�s called the power of four.�
�It�s called too late for silly tricks,� Marta said. �I�m going to bed. You can stay if you want. There�s a spare room and a couch.�
She left the room and Lucia got up and walked to the other side of the small kitchen. Harry watched her as she finished her wine and sighed before raiding the fridge for a beer. She opened one for him and walked it over to him. Watching the way she moved whisked his memory back to when they had first met. He closed his eyes and his mind drifted back.
It had been a long time since they had broken up and separated. So long, in fact, that he couldn�t really remember how it had all gone so wrong. When they�d met at Oxford as undergrads everything had seemed so perfect � sharing wine on the banks of the Cherwell in Christ Church Meadow, laughing at jokes as tourists drifted past on punts� watching the cricket on the other side of the river just a stone�s throw from where Roger Bannister made history with his four minute mile. It all felt so distant, it was as if he was recalling someone else�s life.
But it was his life all right, and a damned good chapter of it. They had quickly grown close and his memories of those days were among his happiest, and yet something had gone wrong, something intangible that both of them felt, and before their time in the city was over they had drifted apart. She stayed in Oxford to work on her doctorate, while Harry�s recruitment to the army meant a move to Sandhurst. After that, they rarely spoke and then one day she called him to say it was over.
He snapped out of the memory. �I always liked Mahou,� he said, giving the condensation running down the beer bottle an appreciative glance.
�I see your small-talk hasn�t improved over the years.�
He let out a sad laugh and lowered his head for a moment. His head still bowed slightly, he glanced up at her through his eyebrows. �I always struggled with that.�
She was silent for a while, and pretended to watch the muted news. Then she spoke, her voice low in the silence. �We should look at Pablo�s book.�
They ate as they looked through the little book again, sitting side by side in a strange kitchen in an unknown apartment. Pulled back together after nearly two decades apart in the grimmest of circumstances.
As they ate, Harry felt himself slowly recovering from the chase, and the beer was helping to dull the ache in his arm from the knife wound. As they relaxed, they were able to increase their focus on the discovery they had made back in Pablo�s apartment.
�Is something bothering you, Harry?� Lucia asked, her face a gentle orange in the low light.
�Is it that obvious?� he asked.
She smiled. �Sorry, have I insulted your poker face?�
�I was just thinking that there were six numbers in our little clue, weren�t there?�
She nodded and took another sip of the wine. �Yes, six. So what?�
�This might be me barking up the wrong tree, but traditionally six numbers are used to create grid references in maps.�
�Maps?�
�Exactly.�
�Of course!� she said, and for the second time that evening the hint of a smile appeared on her face. Harry saw his idea had awoken something inside her. �Locations on maps are pinpointed using Cartesian coordinates. It was first used in the way we know it today by the French philosopher Descartes in the mid 17th Century. Without it Newton couldn�t have done his work in calculus � it�s extremely�� she began to trail off.
�Lucia?�
�It�s an extremely important development in our society and the most common form of these coordinates today is the six number system, although eight or more can be used. Let me have another look at the numbers.� She set down her fork and looked at the numbers again.
After a few moments, she ate more of the omelette and turned to Harry, who was now waiting expectant as he nonchalantly chewed his dinner. �Have you got an iPhone?� she said. �Mine is back at the apartment.�
�Of course.�
�Get Google Maps up and type in exactly what I tell you.�
Harry fumbled through his pocket and pulled Google Maps up on his phone. �Ready.�
�Okay � so here are the numbers converted into coordinates � 40 24 49N, 3 41 31W. Got it?�
�Uh-huh.� He pushed the enter button and then smiled in recognition of something.
�What is it?�
�You were right � I think � look!�
He handed her the phone and Lucia nodded her head and smiled. The little red balloon on Google Maps was planted firmly in the middle of the Museo del Prado � the Prado Museum � just a couple of kilometres south of Reyes�s apartment.
Lucia pushed her plate away and got up from the table. �We have to get there at once. We can use Marta�s scooter.�
Harry nodded in agreement. �What are waiting for?�
And with that they were gone.

TEN

Zalan Szabo sipped his milkless darjeeling as he watched Hungary turn into Austria outside the train�s window. He was sitting in a private cabin on board the Venice Simplon-Orient Express as it made its way west toward his home in Vienna, a substantial townhouse in Unter Sankt Veit. The sophisticated Art Deco surroundings did nothing to calm his rising anger as he turned to look at his iPad one more time.
He was watching the CCTV footage from the casino. In the short clip, a well-built man in his late thirties was drinking at the bar when the floor manager interrupted him. After a short conversation the traitor�s girlfriend arrived, visibly distressed and covered in blood. Then they left together.
Szabo returned to his telephone call and sighed. �Name?�
�We don�t know,� Steiner replied. �But English.�
�I�m certain you mean to say, you don�t know yet.�
A few seconds of tense silence followed, then Steiner spoke up. �Yes, sir. Of course.�
�Good.�
The Ministry would not tolerate such interference. Not in a thousand years had anyone been allowed to disrupt the Ministry and its good works, and it surely wasn�t going to start now on his watch. He had a reputation to consider, not to mention the gravest responsibility to his fellow man.
How Steiner had allowed things to get out of control to such a degree would be addressed later, but for now all that mattered was the containment of the problem, and that meant neutralizing the threat posed by this Englishman. Whoever he was, he clearly had skills � in the last few hours he had evaded the Ministry�s attempt to frame him and the girl for the murder of Reyes, and extracted critical information from the dead professor�s apartment � information Steiner�s goon had failed to find.
Szabo admired the fighting spirit up to a point, but then it became just another problem to deal with. Now the Prefect replayed the clip as he studied the man�s face. Deducing nothing in particular he turned his attention to the girl. What did she know? Had Reyes let the cat out of the bag one night when they were together in bed? He had no way of knowing, but there was a certain haunted expression on her face which he recognised from others who had learned the dark secret. The terrible burden he had carried all these years.
�Where are they now?�
�Aleksi just called. They�re at a friend�s apartment in North Salamanca. Should I have him kill them both now?�
�No, we need to know if they�ve talked to anyone. We�ll have to� interview them both.�
�Of course.�
Szabo squeezed his temples and sighed.
The burden.
That was how his predecessor, the previous Prefect, had described it to him, and he looked like he�d meant it. Each Prefect carried the burden until he or she was too old or fragile to discharge the responsibility, and then a new Prefect was selected by the Minister. Most were lucky, never having to discharge that responsibility, but the luck had run out while Szabo was in the Big Chair, and now he had no choice but to see the whole nasty business through. While the Ministry itself was above the law, he tried not to think too much about God.
�Be careful with this one,� Szabo said. �He looks more dangerous than the others. There�s a look in his eye.�
�Yes, sir.�
And there was a look in his eye. Where did that look come from, he wondered? Some kind of Special Forces perhaps � or maybe the security services. There was a jaded quality about him that pushed Szabo towards the latter, but only time would tell. �Whatever that bastard Reyes hid in his apartment they now have in their possession. Follow them and make sure you aren�t seen. I want to know where the professor was pointing them to.�
�Yes, sir.�
�When you have the information Reyes stole from us, you are to terminate both of them, is that clear?�
�Kein Problem,� Steiner said flatly.
Szabo cut the call and leaned back in the soft leather seat, turning his face until he was observing the night time landscape outside his window once again. He peered at the blurred fields with something approaching disgust as he thought about the young Englishman and all the trouble he had caused the Ministry.
But it was ever thus. The Ministry had cleansed the world of greater men than this troublemaker. No, he was no threat, Szabo decided. As soon as Steiner had secured the stolen information, the Englishman and Reyes�s girl would be dispatched with the usual surgical ruthlessness for which Aleksi Karhu was so well known.
He smiled and returned his attention to the table where a cloud of steam was rising from his darjeeling, but the smile fell from his lips when his mind drifted back to the burden.
The terrible, dreadful burden.

ELEVEN

Harry Bane felt the cold air rush into his lungs as Lucia accelerated the Vespa along the side street and swerved out into the boulevard. �We need to find out what�s at those coordinates before whoever killed Pablo!� he yelled over Lucia�s shoulder. He tightened his arms around her waist as she weaved the moped in and out of the Madrid traffic which bustled all around them. �And I think we might need some help.�
�Like who?� she yelled over her shoulder.
Before he could say anything, she swerved the Vespa into a large park and drove along one of the footpaths. It was lined with horse chestnut trees and wound away into the dark ahead of them. He wondered if this was a good idea.
Known to Madrile�os simply as El Retiro, the full name of the park was Parque del Buen Retiro, or park of the pleasant retreat, and belonged exclusively to the Spanish monarchy from its establishment in the late 16th Century until 1868 when it became public property. Its 350 acres were centred on a large artificial lake and an enormous monument to King Alfonso XII, which Harry and Lucia were now zooming past on their way to the main boulevard of the park � the Paseo Rep�blica de Cuba, a wide footpath lined with dozens more chestnut trees stretching seven hundred metres in length and dividing the park in two.
Lucia swung right onto another wide footpath, this time the Paseo Paraguay, and now they were almost driving due west. She drove the Vespa right through the middle of a formal ornamental garden and then burst out of the park and back into reality again, only this time on the Calle Felipe IV, a smart, broad road lined with the square terracotta fa�ade of the Royal Spanish Academy, and then beyond that the east gardens of the Prado Museum.
Lucia killed the engine and they coasted to a standstill under some trees in the Academy. �We should leave this here,� she said, parking it in the middle of a line of at least fifteen other scooters. �No one will find it here � where�s the best place to hide a tree, right?�
He smiled. �Good idea � but how the hell are we going to get into the Prado without breaking in? It�s after midnight.�
�This is not a problem if you are Lucia Serrano,� she said, and flashed him a sad, but mischievous smile.
They ran into the grounds of the museum and Lucia headed straight for the biggest entrance she could see.
�What the hell are you doing?� Harry asked. �I can probably get us in easily enough � but we need somewhere a little quieter than a main entrance.�
�Have faith, Harry � stay here.�
He watched her climb the steps and a few moments later a man in his thirties approached the door. The man studied her face, offered a half smile and opened the door. The two of them spoke for a minute and then Lucia waved for Harry to join her.
�This is Miguel,� Lucia said. �We were engaged to be married last year until he cheated on me. But I forgave him because he introduced me to Pablo.�
Miguel smiled awkwardly.
�Good evening, Miguel,� Harry said.
�He used to let me into the museum some nights and we would look at the art together.�
�Look at the art?�
Lucia looked at Harry. �He has helpfully decided to let us look at the art tonight.�
Harry smiled. �How kind of you, Miguel.�
Miguel didn�t look so happy. �She says she will tell my boss about our fun in the museum and show him some of the photos. I have no choice.�
�We rarely do in life, old man,� said Harry, patting him on the shoulder and walking past him into the vast museum. When they were safely inside, he turned to Lucia. �What about the other guards?�
She shrugged her shoulders. �Miguel says they will be no problem. Most of them do the same thing.�
�Great,� he said, and pulled out his iPhone. �Let�s have a look at these coordinates again. I�m sure Pablo is leading us to something very important.�
Lucia followed Harry as he walked quickly along the corridor. His head was bowed down as he looked at the small screen of his iPhone and the coordinates Pablo had left in the book. �We�re getting closer.�
* * *
Lucia knew she had to hurry. She couldn�t stop thinking about Pablo, and the terrible thing that had happened to him. But she knew she was strong enough to get herself through this nightmare. She might be a highly-respected scientist on the outside, but inside she wore the scars of a troubled and dangerous past, carved into her when she was young and living on the streets of Seville. She had run away from home when she was still young, leaving her abusive and alcoholic father. He was a failed entrepreneur-turned-embezzler who drank himself to death with nothing but the memory of his failed marriage and the sunset view of the Gulf of Cadiz for company.
Life on the streets had been tough. The city was ancient, inhabited since Phoenician times three thousand years ago. It was also sublimely beautiful with examples of Moorish and Gothic architecture and everything in between. But Lucia Serrano knew a different city from the one that amazed the legions of tourists coming every year to see the cathedral and the Alc�zar.
Her Seville life was in the other half, the half made of the back alleys and seasonal sex workers flocking in like swallows from Brazil and north Africa. The city tried hard to hide its dark side, its sex clubs and crimes zones, crawling with preying pickpockets and abused chica.
In time she herself almost turned to this, but there was a difference between Lucia and the other girls, and that was her intelligence. She had always known she was different, and when she was at school she�d excelled at maths and physics to the point she quickly became the top of every class and amazed her teachers with her equation-solving abilities, which seemed almost to be intuitive in their execution. But with her genius came trouble, and her incapacity to submit to authority and follow instruction soon made her an outcast, and her grades began to drop, not climb.
She left school with nothing, walking out before her exams, and soon after left home for life on the streets where she developed a hardened attitude to the inequalities of life that she swore she would never forget. But her life changed forever the day she sprayed graffiti on the side of the university. This was no ordinary graffiti, but the Riemann zeta function.
Part of the Riemann Hypothesis, this was a one hundred and fifty-five year-old unprovable mathematical conjecture. Lucia thought it would be funny to spray this on the side of the Physics department � to express how unfair and degraded this world was, where a woman with her knowledge could so easily find herself eating fast food out of bins every night. But all that ended when a professor there took her under his wing, and within a few short months she had gone from back streets to universities.
But that was then, and this was now. Now she was walking along a corridor with a man she had known in another life, in a frantic search for her lover�s mysterious research.
Staring at his phone one last time, the tall Englishman stopped in front of a series of three large panels painted by Sandro Botticelli in the 1480s.
�Botticelli?� Harry asked, almost of himself.
Lucia stood beside him and sighed. �You think this is where Pablo was sending us?�
Harry nodded. �I don�t think he was trying to send us, or anyone else, anywhere. I think he was trying to conceal something that only this mysterious Andrej Li�ka would be able to find. That�s why he left this trail of breadcrumbs. So yeah, this part of the museum is the right location for sure � the coordinates he encoded in the pages of the Epistola are for around here, and the only painting in here with any reference to woods or forests is this one � or all three of them, at least.�
�They�re beautiful, but I don�t see what they could have to do with his research. What are they?�
Before she had even finished talking, Harry had taken his phone out again and was making a Skype call.
�Who are you calling?�
�The CEO of Bonham�s. They�re an auction house.�
�Bonham�s?� Lucia said, taking a step back. �I know who Bonham�s are, Harry � I told you Pablo bought his painting there. They�re one of the most famous auction houses on the planet!�
�Are they indeed?�
�Sotheby�s, Christie�s and Bonham�s � are there any others?�
He shrugged. �Means nothing to me� come on Hattie, wake up!�
�And this Hattie will be able to help us?�
�She knows more about art and antiquities than most experts have forgotten.�
�How do you know her?�
�She�s my twin sister.�
Lucia took a step back, astonished. �You never told me you had a sister! Wait a minute � your family business is Bonham�s?�
Harry nodded reluctantly. �Guilty as charged.�
�But they�re one of the biggest auction houses on Earth. I saw a television program about them once. It�s the oldest in the world.�
�Not quite. Sotherby�s beat us to it by eleven years.�
�But your name is Bane.�
�Bonham was my grandmother�s maiden name. The business came down to us from that part of the family.�
�Ah�well, I�m impressed.�
�I�m not,� Harry said bluntly, and cursed as the phone kept on ringing. �After my father�s death, my sister took it all over. Personally I couldn�t give a damn about art. That upset Dad. He expected me to follow him into it. When I joined the army he didn�t talk to me for a year. When I left the army and joined MI6 he didn�t talk to me for two years, and when I dropped out of that and became a professional gambler he never talked to me again.�
�What about Hattie � does she talk to you?�
He nodded and smiled. �Yes� unfortunately.�
�You don't get on?�
�Yes and no � we�re twins. Come on Hattie!�
Then Harriet Bane answered the phone. After a few moments of waiting and then a few more of muttering and cursing, he flipped the phone around and pointed it at the panels. Lucia saw a dark silhouette of a woman with messy hair on the other end of the call.
�Do you have any idea what time it is?� the woman said.
�Of course, but I need your help.�
The silhouette rubbed her face and sighed. �Finally doing something useful with your life?�
�Lucia, meet my sister Harriet, Harriet meet Lucia Serrano.�
�Oh, just get on with it, Harry. I only just got back to London after a twelve hour flight from Tokyo.�
�Then blow us away with your greatness Hattie,� he said sarcastically. �What are these?�
A few seconds passed while Harriet took in the grainy image on the Skype call, and then she spoke. �Botticelli. They�re the Story of Nastagio degli Onesti, tempera on panel. Quite priceless of course, and an absolute masterpiece of renaissance art.�
As his sister spoke, Harry stood back and surveyed the three large panels. Then Harriet sighed again and continued. �There are actually four, but the fourth is in a private collection.�
�Not yours, is it?� Harry joked.
�No,� came the humorless reply. �Can I go to bed now?�
�Not yet, like I said � we need your help.�
�I know that, Harry. The only time you ever call is when you need my help.�
�Not this again.�
�What trouble are you in this time?�
�We don�t know. We were left a clue by a dead man to come and see this painting.� Harry explained the situation to his sister, including the strange Latin clues Pablo had left behind in the Epistola.
�So what does any of this mean?� Harriet asked, her voice thin now as the signal cracked up a little.
Harry sighed. �Search me.�
�Maybe the clue is an anagram of Botticelli or something?� Lucia said.
Harriet sighed. She sounded weary. �If this Pablo was hiding something as dangerous as you suggest, do you really think he would protect its location with a simple anagram?�
Lucia looked offended. �Of course not � he wasn�t stupid.�
Harry swept his hair back and took a deep breath. �Right. So we know it�s going to be more complicated than that. This isn�t a childish game � but why direct us to this painting?� He stepped back and stared at the large panels from a different perspective. �I�m stuck and it looks like I�m really going to need your help, sis.�
�Fine,� Harriet said, checking her watch. �Then let�s get on with it and stop pratting about.�

TWELVE

�So start from the beginning,� Harry said. He propped his phone up so Harriet was able to see the two of them and also the paintings. �What are these panels about?�
�They were commissioned,� Harriet began wearily, �like most art in those days, by a wealthy family, and painted around 1483, or so we think.�
�Perhaps 1483 has something to do with it � another numeric code?� Lucia said.
Harry shook his head. �I doubt he would go to all this trouble for that to be the end result. He could have concealed that number anywhere. No, there has to be another reason why he referred specifically to this painting.�
Lucia opened the little book and stared at the highlighted sentence once again � Experto crede: aliquid amplius invenies in silvis, quam in libris. Ligna et lapides docebunt te, quod a magistris audire non possis. �You will find more in the woods than in the books.�
�What�s that?� Harriet said.
�It�s what I told you about � a Latin text Pablo highlighted in the Epistola. Experto crede: aliquid amplius invenies in silvis � it means believe me, you will find more in the woods than in the books.�
�I now what it means, Harry. I learned Latin too. He was clearly referring to these Botticelli panels � they are set amost entirely in the woods � about a story set in the woods and this clue clearly tells us we will find more in the woods than in the books.�
�But I just can�t work out what he�s getting at,� Harry said, and looked up and down the large space of Room 56B. �This must be the painting � I can�t see any other paintings of woodlands.�
�Hmmm, Nastagio degli Onesti was a knight, originally from Ravenna�� Harriet said, thinking aloud.
�Is this some religious thing?� Lucia said.
Harriet shook her head. �Hardly, this artwork is pagan. It�s derived from Boccaccio�s Decameron, a series of novellas about a group of young men and women hiding in an isolated villa in the hills outside Florence. They were trying to escape the Black Death which was ravaging the country at that time.�
Lucia looked at Harry, concerned. �The Black Death? You think this has something to do with that?�
�She said it, not me.�
�I�m not saying anything,� Harriet said. �Just what this painting is about � the fifth story of the ninth day of Boccaccio�s Decameron, which in turn was heavily influenced by Dante�s Inferno. These paintings were ordered by Lorenzo de� Medici who intended them to be a wedding gift. As you can see, each panel is set in thick woods � the first here featuring the lovesick degli Onesti, rejected in love by his fianc�e, wandering through the forest when a beautiful young woman runs across his path and is savaged by the hunting dogs of this knight here.� She pointed to a knight on a horse at the right of one of the panels. He was wielding a sword as the naked woman was pulled to the ground by his dog.
Lucia looked horrified. �This is terrible.�
�No, the second panel is terrible,� Harriet said coolly.
Harry and Lucia looked up at the next painting to see the woman on the ground, and the knight standing above her, cutting her back open, and searching for her heart.
�He feeds the heart to his dogs � look here.�
�I had no idea that��
Harriet smiled. �That such ideas existed in the renaissance? It�s a common misconception that the era was purely about enlightenment and progress, but the very essence of the renaissance � the rebirth of classical ideas from antiquity � was always going to raise the subjects of paganism and humanism, and they manifested themselves in all quarters of renaissance art and philosophy, including many of the great masterpieces which often reflected pagan concepts such as the works of Epicurus. This went on until the counter-reformation in the mid-sixteenth century, a powerful religious revival that reimposed a Catholic orthodoxy and declared many of these other thinkers as heretics.�
�Which is exactly what I was going to say,� Harry said with a sideways glance at Lucia.
�Sounds wonderful,� Lucia said quietly. �I�m glad I�m a numbers girl��
Harriet smiled. �History is written by the victors, and it�s here in this second panel that degli Onesti finally understands what he is witnessing � a curse made manifest � a woman hunted by phantoms.�
�Dreadful,� Harry said, turning to Lucia and offering her an apologetic smile. �Now you know why I joined the army.�
Lucia returned the smile and turned to the third panel as Harriet talked them through it once again. She was looking at a harmless picnic, again in the woods � Pablo�s woods � a long table covered in a white cloth and surrounded by revellers � or were they? There in the foreground things darkened yet again. Ugolini was there again, and now the woman was being killed � a second time � slashed and beaten by her dead lover.
�Notice,� Harriet continued with pride, �that despite the hell unfolding in the foreground, the background � the woods � are still untouched by it all � they are pure and natural.�
�It always comes back to the woods,� Lucia said, staring at the monstrous depiction in front of her. She thought Botticelli was all about the Birth of Venus, the beautiful painting of the Roman Goddess of love emerging naked from the sea in a shining scallop shell, not curses, ghouls and nude women running form the plague and hunted though desolate woodland by phantom killers.
�The woods are a constant in all of the panels,� Harry said, fixated by the image in front of them.
Lucia reached out to touch the painting but Harry stopped her. �Might be alarmed,� he said.
She pulled her hand away. �I didn�t realise Botticelli had such a vivid imagination.�
Harriet laughed. �This? Blame this on Boccaccio and the Decameron, as I said. He was one of the humanists we just talked about. He fled from Florence to escape the Black Death, the plague� and he set his Decameron in the woods� I�m getting a coffee � won�t be two ticks.�
�Coffee?� Harry said. �Are you kidding me?�
Harriet pushed back from her desk. �It�s my fuel. Take it or leave it.�
�Come on, Pablo!� Lucia said. �What were you trying to say?�
The two of them stared at the panels to find meaning in the images � searching in the trees for anything that might link all this together � a clue � a hidden meaning � anything at all.
�Maybe we got it wrong,� Harry said. �Maybe his notes were just simple notes, and not a message at all.�
Lucia shook her head. �No � I don�t believe Pablo would do something like that. None of his other books had writing in them. This book is different � and the reference to beauty being in the eye of the beholder, and how we would find the answer not in books but in the woods � and don�t forget the page numbers were cartographic grid references that led us exactly to this point in the museum. No � his reference means something and what we are looking for is in the woods.�
Harriet returned with a steaming cup of coffee in her hand. �Did I miss anything?�
�Wait!� said Harry, turning from the panel and fixing his eyes on Lucia. �The Latin for woods is silvis, but why did Pablo translate it into English in the margin?�
�Pablo often spoke English, especially at work or when he was at a conference.�
�Yes, but that doesn�t explain why he would make a private note in the margins of one of his own books in English and not in Spanish, and yet that is exactly what he did here.� Harry held up the book. �What�s the Spanish word for woods?�
�Bosque, but why do you ask?�
�Did he speak Spanish at home?�
�Usually, but most of his work was written in Italian � it was his mother�s language.�
�And what is the Italian for the woods?�
�Bosco.�
Harry ran a hand through his hair in disbelief and fixed his eyes on Lucia. �How could I have been such a fool? Pablo�s reference to the woods wasn�t about woods in a painting � it was about a particular artist � The Woods.�
�I don�t understand,� Lucia said.
�I do,� Harriet said, and let out a low laugh. �It seems I managed to teach you something after all, Henry.�

THIRTEEN

Aleksi Karhu had watched the conversation between Harry, Lucia and the security guard with interest. Why had they come to the Prado? He knew it must have something to do with Reyes � maybe he had hidden what they sought so desperately here, in Spain�s most famous museum? If the old man�s heart hadn�t given out before he had finished interrogating him he would have been able to get this information first-hand and saved all of this trouble. But this was the best way now � allow this Englishman to work it out for him and follow him straight to the location of what the old man had stolen from them.
He made sure the puukko knife was out of sight by pushing it through his belt on the back of his trousers and walked casually to the entrance of the Prado. He took a cigarette out of his pocket and slid it onto his lower lip. Then he approached the door and pretended to be a little drunk. He tapped on the glass and waved at the guard.
�Get lost!� was the reply.
He tapped again and beckoned the guard over.
Miguel approached and spoke through the glass door. �Qu� desea?�
�Sorry, no habla espa�ol.�
�What do you want?� he repeated in hesitant English.
�Just a light, that�s all,� Aleksi said in English. He took the cigarette from his mouth and waved it goofily in the air, dropped it, and when he picked it up swayed a little to indicate drunkenness. He wanted to put the guard off-guard, and it was working.
�Just wait,� the guard said, and unlocked the door, �I can give you a light, but then you go away or I call the police, okay?�
�Got it.�
Aleksi watched the guard move as he opened the heavy door. He was trained in assessing a potential enemy�s capability, and it took just a few seconds for him to work out that the guard was probably less than seventy kilos, and extremely unlikely to have any martial arts training. Plus he was young and had an air of innocence. That always made things easier.
The guard opened the door and stepped out into the night. Aleksi felt a rush of warm air from inside the museum rush over his face as the guard pulled a lighter from his pocket. Aleksi let things go this far because he wanted to know if the guard was right or left-handed.
There was a ten percent chance he would be a southpaw, but the odds were right again: the guard was right-handed. This could sometimes make a difference if his opponent just happened to know any moves, but in this case the guard knew nothing, and seconds later he was kicking out against Aleksi�s bear-like embrace around his neck in the doorway of the museum, his eyes bulging with terror and his face a rich purple with exploded blood vessels as he struggled against the much stronger man for his survival.
�Where is the security office?�
�Please!�
�Tell me where the office is � the office with the CCTV.�
�Please let me go!�
�Last chance.�
�On the ground floor � behind the main reception desk there�s a long corridor. It�s at the end.�
A moment later the guard was dead thanks to a violently broken neck. Aleksi dragged the dead guard inside and hid the body behind a large potted yucca plant in the corner of the entrance hall. He took his swipe card for the internal doors and made off into the museum on his way to the main security office.
A man in his line of work rarely saw such treasures as were to be found in a place like the Museo del Prado. All of this was a world away from his home village in northern Finland where he was raised by his mother after his father was killed in a hunting accident. That world was hard and unforgiving, and covered in snow and ice for at least half the year.
There, his father�s death had made him responsible for his mother and sister when he was just sixteen years old, and that is why he had joined the Finnish Army. His proclivity for hunting and killing quickly came to the attention of those training him and within two years he was transferred, upon request, to the Utti Jaeger Regiment, the Finnish Special Forces, where he excelled in long-range recon in Arctic environments and martial arts. But even that went wrong eventually, and only a year later he crossed an uncrossable line and was dishonorably discharged without a pension. That was where the old man stepped in.
All of that was a long time ago now, and the black and white landscape of the Lapland training ranges had been replaced with a bank of black and white CCTV images in the Prado which he now studied with care. In all, there were over a dozen monitors, all time and date stamped, each one relaying to the guards a rolling sequence of two or three images of various rooms and corridors around the enormous museum.
For a few moments they showed nothing but still images of empty galleries. There was a security guard on the ground floor of the Jer�nimos Building where a temporary exhibit was installed, and another on the first floor of the Villanueva Building in the section housing the Spanish Paintings, but no sign of his prey. But then he saw them � two silent black figures walking briskly along a corridor on the ground floor of the main building, in the Italian Renaissance gallery.
He drew his puukko knife and stepped out of the security office. If they found what he was looking for they would both be dead in a matter of minutes.
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For a few moments there was silence between them, and then Harry was aware of the sound of Lucia�s breath, close to him in the long empty corridor. His mind was still trying to make sense of everything that had happened since she crashed his impromptu dinner date with Ana�s � four murders and an illegal trip to the Prado � but now they were racing toward the Woods at last.
El Bosco.
He couldn�t deny this was the sort of excitement he had missed since quitting MI6 and devoting his life to burning out on the casino circuit, but part of him had already moved on and gotten used to his new life. It had been several years since he had worked in intelligence and up until a couple of hours ago he had thought his days of car chases and hidden clues were finished forever.
But now this.
This night � an old Spanish flame whom he hadn�t seen for so long � looking at him with her brown eyes, expectant of something, but also scared of something maybe, he thought. Was she lying to him? It was hard to tell.
�Tonight is the worst night of my life,� Lucia said as they rushed along the corridor.
�Tonight is not forever, Lucia,� he said. �Don�t forget that.�
She seemed genuine, but years of training and experience as an army officer and MI6 agent had taught him a great deal, and much of his SIS work had taken him onto the streets. There, he�d had to think fast, and make judgements about the character of those he was working with, but this was different. This woman he knew and yet didn�t know. She seemed to be telling the truth, but he had learnt a long time ago never to believe anything until it was over. �We�ll be at the Woods soon enough,� he said.
�I really don�t know what you�re talking about, Harry,� Lucia said, staring into his eyes for an explanation.
�Woods, or in Italian, Bosco,� Harry repeated, more softly, reducing his voice to a whisper filled with urgency. �They call him El Bosco.�
�Who is El Bosco?�
Harriet spoke up, her voice rising from the iPhone in Harry�s hand. �El Bosco is the Spanish nickname for Hieronymus Bosch.�
�The artist?� Lucia asked.
Harry smiled. �And I�m betting that this is what Pablo was referencing when he wrote we would find more in the woods than in the books � he meant we would find the answer not in the woods, but in The Woods, or El Bosco.�
�Are his paintings here in the Prado?�
�You�re Spanish and you ask me that?�
Lucia shrugged her shoulders. �I grew up on the streets of Seville, Harry, and I devote my life to physics. I don�t know the first thing about art. Do you think a knowledge of fine art helps you eat when you sleep in a storm drain?�
�I�m sorry.� Harry was contrite. �I didn�t mean to embarrass you.�
He watched the faint outline of a grin appear on her face. �Apology accepted,� she said, and touched his arm. �You haven�t really hurt me, don�t worry.�
With these words, Harry could feel himself being taken back to Berlin, sitting in a small caf� opposite the last person who had uttered this to him. Her name was Anna Maurer, a German double agent working in the BND, the German equivalent of MI6 or the CIA. She was also working for the Russian Foreign Intelligence Service and reporting regularly back to its Moscow headquarters in the Yasenovo District.
Harry had struggled to refrain from his usual modus operandi, and after a few tense meetings with her, in which he passed her disinformation aimed at disrupting certain Russian espionage operations in London, he had taken her away for a long weekend on the Austrian ski slopes, and slept with her after one of his standard seductions � champagne, chocolates and an open fire. This was easy because she believed her status as a double agent had not yet been compromised, but Harry had worked it out soon enough.
That morning in the cold caf� seemed like yesterday, but it was years ago. He put down his coffee cup and looked into her face. She looked scared. �I know,� he�d said.
�You know what?� she said, playing for time. She knew what he knew. People in her game always knew.
�I know you�re passing information to Moscow.�
�How?� Her response was calm and straight � businesslike.
�Your meetings with the SVR contact. I followed you.�
�You didn�t trust me?�
�There is no such thing as trust, Anna. You know that.�
�Only a temporary suspension of cynicism � isn�t that what you once told me, Harry?�
�Did I? I can�t recall.�
�Do my people know?� she asked, referring to the Germans.
�Not yet.�
Neither of them spoke for a long time. Outside the people walked along the Kanstra�e in the drizzle, holding umbrellas and handkerchiefs. A tram rattled by. Both of them knew there would be no more ski lodges.
�It�s all right for you,� she said.
�What do you mean?�
�You�re rich. You don�t have to get your hands dirty.�
�I don�t know what you mean.�
�I mean there is a big difference between a gentleman officer working in intelligence, and a poor, working-class girl in the BND. I have family commitments. Some people pay more than others.�
�You sold out your country, and could have caused a lot of problems back in my country as well.�
�Could?�
�You were being fed lies, Anna. Everything you passed to the Russians was rubbish.�
Another long pause. He could see she was thinking fast. �I thought you loved me,� she finally said.
�It�s over, Anna.�
�You�re going to tell them about me?�
�Of course. But I�ll give you one day�s head start.�
�That is considerate.�
�Naturally.�
�You haven�t really hurt me,� she said. �I can live with it.�
He watched her walk out into the rain and fade into the crowd and he never saw her again.
That was then, and this was now, as his father often used to say, and now meant standing in Madrid�s Museo del Prado searching for something that Pablo Reyes had hidden � something so important that the professor had gone to insane lengths to hide it and stop it falling into the wrong hands.
Now, at last, he thought he finally knew what Pablo had been trying to tell them � it had become clear a few moments ago just before his mind had drifted back to Anna Maurer, but now that part of his past had subsided, and left his mind clear to focus on the here and now.
Lucia struggled to keep up with him as he pounded down the corridor toward the Bosch collection. �But you still haven�t told me if his paintings are in this museum!�
�I�m sorry?� he said, startled from his thoughts by the sudden sound of Lucia�s voice.
�You said Bosch had many paintings, and I asked if any of them were in this museum?�
�Sorry � my mind was elsewhere,� he said. �Some of his paintings are here, including his most famous of all � and close enough to be in the same coordinates Pablo left in the Epistola.�
Once again Lucia looked at him with expectation, but Harry�s mind was too occupied with the thought of what Pablo had been trying to hide from the world. He raced through everything he knew about Bosch, and what its relevance could possibly be in terms of something that so frightened a physicist that eventually it took him to an early grave.
�Why Bosch, Hattie?�
�Why Bosch? Hieronymous Bosch � a mystery who never wrote anything about either himself or any of his works, and as a result less is known about him or his paintings than almost any other artist in renaissance history.�
Pablo would have picked him, wouldn�t he? Harry thought with a sigh.
So why Bosch? Was it because of the man or the art? He needed his sister more than ever right now. He knew Harriet had made it her business to learn as much about art history as was prudent given she made her living running an auction house, not to mention personally investing and trading in art. The fact she could have afforded a piece by the Dutch renaissance master once again reminded him of his background � a past he fought hard to deny and forget.
�It�s pretty obvious what picture your clue is referring to, right?� Harriet said.
�It is,� Harry said firmly.
Lucia looked up at him. �And what�s that?�
�The most mysterious painting ever made by man � the Garden of Earthly Delights, and according to this map it�s in the next room.�
* * *
Lucia stepped into the adjoining room with Harry close at her side. They were now standing in a slightly larger room with a table in the center of the floor. The table itself happened to be a work of art by Hieronymus Bosch, but the table, like everything else in this space, including Bruegel�s magnificent Triumph of Death, was overshadowed by the large painting fixed to the wall at the far end of the room.
It was breathtaking, and stole her attention the moment she entered the darkened room, illuminated only by the gentle glow of the security lighting and fire escape signs. She moved closer until the image filled even her periphery. Lucia realized she had almost stopped breathing as she stared at The Garden of Earthly Delights.
It felt like the painting was a magnet, pulling her closer, and without realizing it she stepped forward yet again, her eyes fixed on the wild, complicated image in front of her. She had only ever seen photos of it before, and was struck by how large it was in real life as her eyes crawled all over it, desperately trying to take it all in.
And how much there was to take in. The enormous work of art was divided into three panels, two slim images either side of a much larger painting, and together they constituted a startling and terrifying triptych that had been mystifying experts for centuries.
�I�ve never see this painting before, not in the flesh, so to speak,� Harry said in wonder.
�Bloody heathen,� his sister said.
The reverse of the painting was rendered in grisaille, or monochrome, on wooden panels that folded in to encase the art, and featured a distant God staring down at his creation of the world, but that was not the main attraction � which now stared the two of them in the face in all its intriguing and horrifying complexity.
And in the flesh was about the right way to describe it, Lucia considered. The image was overflowing with naked bodies, and their meaning had been open to interpretation for the five hundred years since its creation. �What�s it about?� she asked.
Harriet said, �The orthodox explanation is that the image is a straight-forward depiction of the fall of man � a doctrinal warning on the dangers of yielding to life�s wicked temptations � but the staggering complexity of its symbolism makes the work much harder to interpret than many would like.�
�It�s creeping me out,� said Lucia.
�You�re not the first,� Harriet replied. �The painting has caused many divisions.�
�Is it a warning of some kind?� Harry said.
�Maybe, maybe not. The fundamental disagreement surrounds that enigmatic central panel. While most believe it�s a warning, there are others who think it�s not a monition of the terrors to come if man gives in to temptation, but a nostalgic portrayal of a lost paradise, inhabited and enjoyed by man in his prelapsarian condition.�
Harry turned to Lucia. �And yet again, that is exactly what I was going to say.�
�Sure.�
�It�s wonderful, isn�t it?� Harriet said.
A look of awe crossed Lucia�s face. �It�s magnificent, but so unsettling.�
Harriet agreed. �And no one even knows what it means. To me, that�s the most amazing thing of all.�
�If this is what Pablo was leading us to, I still don�t understand,� Harry said. He was leaning into the right-hand panel, and studying a small scene of grotesque depravity involving torture and humiliation he didn�t realize existed in renaissance art. �This is really out there.�
Harriet nodded and took another sip of her coffee. �I know what you mean. Many people over the years have claimed he might have been high on drugs when he painted it, others say he was just hundreds of years ahead of his time. If this Pablo was trying to send you a message encoded within the painting itself then he couldn�t have chosen a more difficult and ambiguous piece of art. Experts have argued about the symbolism in The Garden of Earthly Delight for centuries, and no one has ever convinced anyone else of their theories.�
Lucia sighed. �So why send us here?�
Harry took a deep breath and moved closer. �I don�t know. I�m sure of one thing though � this is where we are supposed to be. His reference to the woods can only point to El Bosco � and this is his most famous work. He couldn�t be referring to any other piece.�
�I can�t disagree with that,� Lucia said, still mesmerised by the lurid art in front of her. �It�s bewitching. He was thinking of this painting when he wrote those words, I just know it.�
�But where does that get us?� Harry asked.
�It gets us precisely where we are,� Harriet said with a weary sigh. ��standing in front of an enormous Flemish renaissance triptych without a clue.�
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And Lucia knew she was right. Just a few inches in front of them was Bosch�s masterpiece � a tangled mess of misunderstood symbolism painted into the actions of dozens of naked figures, but there the trail seemed to end.
�Where do we start, Harry?� Lucia said. �We don�t have much time. It can�t be long before they work out where we are!�
�We start with what we already know. Pablo left us a coded message � beauty is in the eye of the beholder � this was highlighted in his copy of the Epistola.�
�In which he�d left a handwritten note to Anton Li�ka, remember.�
�Yes, and that might be important, but for now we focus on the clue, which we rearranged into the right order to give us a grid reference for the Prado � and so far so good. He had also singled out a sentence about the woods, which led us to Bosch, here, and his most famous work.�
�But there are no more clues.�
Harriet harrumphed noisily to get their attention. �So we start at the beginning of the painting,� she said.
�What do you mean, the beginning?�
�Paintings of this era were stories, and they�re read from left to right, in the way we read books today. In this case, the painting starts with Adam in the left-hand panel as he looks across the rest of the painting, or story. Most people in those times were completely illiterate, so they learnt about the world by reading paintings instead � if they could get close to them of course, which was hard because most were owned by royalty and kept in private collections in palaces and so on.�
Lucia listened to the way Harriet talked about the art. It reminded her of the way Pablo used to talk about things � art and science � even the Spanish football leagues � whatever was on his mind. Now she watched Harriet as she was taken over by her obsession � in this case fine art.
�I wish I was there now,� Harriet said with a sigh. �Must make a note to fly to Madrid soon.�
Lucia continued to study the painting too, following Harry�s avid gaze as he searched all over it for some kind of clue.
�This panel is unique in the world of art history,� Harriet continued. �Even just in the context of Bosch�s own body of work, it�s one of a kind, and where the mystery of this painting begins. Do you see the owls?�
Harry and Lucia�s eyes flicked all over the three panels � now she had mentioned it there were owls everywhere. This is why he had called her. �Yes � what�s their significance?�
�They�ve always had symbolic significance to various secret societies, including the Brotherhood of Our Lady.�
�Who are they?�
�They were an elite secret society back in Bosch�s day, and both he and other members of his family were in it. Some theorize it was through this society that he got so many important commissions for his work. This group was a highly elite affair, with a very secretive inner circle � they called themselves the sworn brothers and numbered only and exactly one hundred � Hieronymus Bosch was one of those hundred members along with other much more important people � powerful people � including princes and dukes.�
�Sounds like he knew how to get ahead,� Lucia said.
�Exactly. The contacts in this brotherhood got him important donors that enabled him to carry on painting and seeking commissions.�
�And how did he get into this circle?� Harry asked.
�He was only accepted into their ranks after he married the daughter of a very wealthy merchant. After that everything changed for him.�
�Nothing changes,� Lucia said, and gave a resigned shrug of her shoulders.
�His donors weren�t acting out of pure altruism of course � many of them wound up in his paintings, and you can tell who they are because they�re often wearing lilies.�
Harry smiled as he listened to his sister do what she did best. Since she had taken over the business she�d had so little time to spend on her love of art, and in a way he felt guilty. When he walked away from it all and joined the army he had robbed her of that life. �Why lilies � were they some kind of code?�
�You could say that. Lilies were the symbol of the Brotherhood, but by this painting � The Garden of Earthly Delights � there were no longer any donors being painted into his pictures, so the figures painted into this landscape are much more of a mystery.�
�Do you think this Brotherhood has anything to do with Pablo?� Lucia said.
�I doubt it. The Brotherhood of Our Lady was essentially repeating ideas that came from the Catholic Reform Movement � Devotio Moderna � a simple lay movement dating from several hundred years before Bosch�s time. It was very popular in the Low Countries � including Bosch�s home country of the Netherlands, and was a major influence on Erasmus, but came to an abrupt end during the Protestant Reformation. As far as I�m aware there are no remnants of it at all today, nor have there been for many centuries.�
�So what has it got to do with all these crazy owls?� Lucia asked, starting to feel exasperated by the whole thing. In maths you were right or wrong, but this was just an insane muddle.
�Look in the center of the left panel,� Harriet said.
�Here, you mean?� Harry said, pointing to a strange pink fountain where his sister had guided them.
�Exactly,� she said. �That�s the Fountain of Life � that�s why it�s painted this vivid pink color, the color of flesh � but you see it�s taking the form of a plant, so it symbolises life, yet there in the center where you see the monstrance you would usually expect to find the Holy Eucharist, but instead is another owl.�
�You�re losing me, Hattie.�
He watched his sister�s face on the iPhone, her eyes staring at the image. She reached out her hand as if she could touch it with her fingertips.
�For Bosch, this does not symbolise wisdom � the standard interpretation of the presence of an owl � but seduction. In Bosch�s time, owls were trapped and used to lure songbirds � so this is why owls signify seduction and songbirds signify desire. Look there � peacocks � ancient symbols of vanity, and here � apples � of course these signify the loss of innocence. All the people in this painting are perfect� their nakedness is absolute but they are without shame� but I just don�t understand what your man was trying to tell you.�
Harry scratched his jaw and stepped back from the painting. His eyes narrowed and he tipped his head to one side to view the giant image from another perspective. �Pablo lost his life protecting a secret and it had something to do with this painting. You must have an inkling, Hattie?�
�Give me a break, Harry,� his sister said. �You just woke me up in the middle of the night to fire random questions at me about Hieronymous Bosch for heaven�s sake.�
�Sorry.�
Harriet took the apology and rubbed her eyes to get a fresh perspective. �The whole painting is beautiful, so beauty in the eye of the beholder could mean anything, and � wait a minute!�
�Hattie, what is it?�
Harriet cursed herself and ran her hands through her hair in a sign of sheer disbelief. From her London home, hundreds of miles away, she stared hard at the painting and slowly Harry and Lucia watched a broad smile cross her face.
�Hattie?�
�How could I have been so stupid?� she said. �I feel like kicking myself � the sodding clue has been staring me in the face the whole time.�
�Go on.�
�This man Pablo has certainly been frugal with his clues. The reference to beauty being in the eye of the beholder wasn�t merely a way of transmitting the grid reference of the Prado to you, but it was also a direct clue referring to eyes � eyes in the painting.�
Lucia suppressed a scream. �Please tell me what�s going on!�
�It�s perfectly simple � it�s about the eyes in the painting.�
Harry looked confused. �I don�t understand. I thought the clue about beauty being in the eye of the beholder was a way Pablo could give us a grid reference to this place?�
�He was cleverer than that � not only was it a grid reference to the Prado, but it was also a direct clue pointing our attention here to this painting, specifically something to do with the eyes.�
�So the clue refers to their eyes?� said Lucia. She seemed more excited than scared for the first time this evening.
Harriet nodded. �I believe so � look in their eyes.�
Lucia stepped back in awe as she stared at the dozens of people, animals, birds, angels, demons and monsters in the enormous painting. �There must be hundreds of eyes in this picture!�
�Thousands, but I think our search is over,� Harry said.
Lucia turned to face him, eyes wide and expectant. �You found it?�
�I think so � I was thinking about what you said about Adam in the left-hand panel, Harriet, and how he seems to be looking directly across the whole painting until his sightline meets with this character�s eyes.�
�He�s the Tree Man,� Harriet said. �A very complicated piece of imagery � some argue the Tree Man is a future Adam � but hollowed out.�
�Nice,� Lucia said.
Harry nodded. �And he�s looking right back at Adam. I�m not big on art symbolism, but it strikes me that if that theory is correct then they are beholding each other.�
�You do listen to me, brother!�
Harry ignored her comment. �As I was saying, the young Adam is beholding an old, hollowed-out version of himself while the old, hollowed-out version��
Lucia gasped. ��while the older version is beholding the younger, beautiful version � in other words beauty is in the eye of the beholder!�
�And not just beauty either � take a close look in his eye.�
Lucia stood on tiptoes and peered into the painting. �Ay dios mio! There�s something in the eye under the paint.�
�Just what I was thinking,� Harry said.
�What do you see?� Harriet said, her voice full of excitement. �Damn, I wish I was there!�
�You wouldn�t think it�s possible,� Harry said, �but there�s something under the paint.�
�It�s very possible,� Harriet said. �Bosch was notorious for working very fast and using very thick blobs of gloopy paint, especially in small, fine detail like eyes and so on.�
�Well, we�ll soon get to the bottom of it now,� Harry said, pulling a coin from his pocket.
�Wait!� Harriet cried out. �What are you doing?�
�Seeing what�s under the paint.�
�You cannot vandalize this painting! This is one of the most famous works of art in the world.�
�Just watch me.�
�Yes, just watch him!� Lucia said with a smile on her lips.
Harry pushed the coin into the paint of the eye and hooked out a small black square.
Lucia leaned in and stared at the tiny object in his hand. �What is it � plastic?�
�I don�t believe it,� said Harry.
�Oh, for fuck�s sake will someone tell me what is going on?� Harriet said.
�It�s not plastic � it�s silicon. It�s a NAND chip.�
�A what?�
�Negative-AND. It�s a logic gate that performs a Boolean function in electronics.�
�Are you still speaking in English, Harry?� Harriet said.
�Now he�s speaking my language,� Lucia said.
Harry said, �It�s a chip, probably from a mobile phone, and Reyes didn�t go to these lengths to hide it because he was bored.�
�But why would he hide it here?� Lucia asked. �When anyone could find it?�
�Because he was a genius,� Harriet said.
�I don�t understand,� said Lucia.
�Your man Pablo chose this painting not only because of its symbolic value, but because it was totally restored in the year 2000. He knew it wouldn�t be touched again for decades, perhaps centuries.�
�And being a security guard he could see it every night, just by looking at the painting,� Lucia said, tears coming to her eyes.
�Whatever it is,� Harry said, �someone took his life for it, and now we owe it to him to��
Lucia cried out, �Harry!�
He moved to turn in her direction but before he was halfway there a heavy hunting knife slammed into the center of the painting a few inches from his face.
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Lucia turned to see a man dart out of the shadows and run towards Harry. She knew immediately in her heart it was the man who had killed Pablo � the man who had attacked them in the apartment and fled across the rooftops after shooting at the police. Now he had stalked them to the Prado and wanted his revenge� and the NAND chip.
She stared at Harry, but the Englishman didn�t flinch. He slipped the NAND chip inside his pocket square and readied himself for the fight, but when the killer collided with him both men smashed back into the painting with a heavy grunt and the fighting began.
Lucia screamed and stepped back in horror as the man wrestled Harry to the floor and began pummelling his head and chest with a vicious salvo of blows from his black gloved hands.
After struggling for a few moments, Harry brought his knee up into the man�s groin and smashed him hard where it counted most. The man grunted in pain and recoiled instinctively, giving Harry enough time to bring his legs up and force his opponent away with his boots.
The man staggered backwards and tripped over his own legs as he went, cracking the back of his skull on the edge of the table and collapsing in a heap in the shadows beneath it.
�We�ve got to get out of here,� Harry said. �And you need to call Marta and tell her that her apartment is compromised. They must have followed us to the Prado from there � she�s in real danger, Lucia. She has to get out!�
Harry threw her his phone and Lucia made the call as they sprinted through the museum. �She�s all right,� she said as she passed the phone back. �She�s alive!�
�Thank God.�
�I told her to get away and stay with family.�
�Good.�
They sprinted through the shadows of the museum�s corridors and galleries, and when they reached the entrance they saw the crumpled body of Miguel on the steps. �Ay, dios m�o!� Lucia reached down to help him, but Harry placed a firm hand on her shoulder and stopped her.
�He�s dead, Lucia. I�m sorry.� As he spoke, he gently pulled the dead man�s gun from his holster and checked the magazine. Although some visitors objected to viewing art and artefacts under armed guard, the Prado�s guards had been equipped with firearms for some time, and Harry knew it was a grim opportunity, but his training meant he had no problem taking the weapon.
�He�s coming!� Lucia said. �Look!�
She pointed across the foyer where the assassin was pounding toward them. He had wrenched the puukko knife out of the painting and was now carrying it in his gloved hand.
�Time to go,� Harry said.
�What�s happening to me?� Lucia said, looking into his eyes. �I was happy a few hours ago, and now it�s like I�m in hell.�
�I promise when all this is over I�ll take you to Paradise, but for now, we�re running.�
They burst through the entrance door on the north side of the building and after the gentle, moderated heat of the museum, the cold air smacked their faces and stung their lungs. Harry scanned the area for other threats � expecting the assassin to have an accomplice � or at the very least for some kind of police presence, but there was nothing.
The night was still except for the gentle thrum of the occasional traffic coasting along the Calle de Felipe IV on its way toward the Fountain of Neptune roundabout. For that, at least, he was grateful, but the sight of Miguel lying dead in the foyer was more than enough to remind him about how much danger they were in. The Spanish police were already chasing them for the murders of Pablo Reyes, Vidal and the murdered police officers back at the apartment, their only hope of not being blamed for Miguel�s death too was if the museum�s CCTV footage exposed the real killer.
�Come on!� Lucia said. �We have to get away from here.�
Harry checked his pockets to make sure his iPhone and the NAND chip were still safe, and with that done they jogged down the steps and sprinted toward the street where they had parked the Vespa. The bronze face of the Francisco Goya statue looked down at them impassively as Lucia climbed on board the scooter and kickstarted it.
�Maybe we need a car,� Harry said. �I can steal one.�
�No time, and too dangerous.�
�But we�ll be safer.�
�Get on and stop arguing!� she screamed. �It�s my city and I say we go on this!�
Harry looked over his shoulder as the assassin sprinted across the small car park and began to run up the stone steps toward the Goya statue. He was now holding a gun in his right hand, and Harry knew this meant at least one other security guard was lying dead back there.
The man fired. The bullet hit the kerb and ricocheted into the night with a gentle ping and a cloud of concrete plaster.
�You�ve convinced me,� Harry said and leaped on the back of the Vespa. He linked his arms around Lucia�s waist just as she swerved the moped out in the street.
As they raced into the night, he turned to see a black Roketa skid into view. The man who was hunting them down was driving it toward them like a demon.
Lucia looked in the mirror. �That looks like Miguel�s bike. He must have taken the keys when he killed him� bastardo!�
In her anger, she turned the accelerator on the handlebar and the Vespa increased to its top speed of nearly sixty miles per hour. In a car this was a gentle speed, but on the back of a scooter weaving in and out of the traffic in the middle of the night Harry thought it felt like a white-knuckle ride.
The killer fired on them and almost blew out their rear tire. Lucia swerved to avoid a second bullet and quickly brought it under control, impressing Harry who now turned to see their pursuer rapidly gaining on them. As Lucia deftly navigated the Vespa along the boulevard, Harry fired on the assassin with the security guard�s gun to return the favor. With two shots he blew out the headlight and destroyed his front tire. The Roketa skidded wildly in a shower of sparks as the rider fought to bring it under control, which he did, and responded by increasing speed and driving on the rim, regardless.
�We need to lose them, Lucia!�
�You think?�
Harry held on tight around Lucia�s waist as he tried to keep his balance on the speeding bike and take another shot. The man pursuing them fired again, and this time the bullet pinged off the rear licence plate with a loud ricochet. �That was too close for comfort,� he said.
�We can lose him down here.�
�Thank God for that!� Harry yelled, still holding onto her waist for his life.
�I can do this� I know this area. Hold on.�
She swerved off the Paseo del Prado and into the twisting side streets of the Centro district. This was the oldest part of the city, inhabited since the Moorish occupation of Spain when Muhammad I, the emir of C�rdoba settled the area. He had established a fort on the banks of the east bank of the Manzanares over a thousand years ago during the ninth century, back in a very different world.
Now, Lucia Serrano was pushing the Vespa to its limits as she zoomed out the western edge of Centro and hit the traffic on the Calle de Bail�n next to the world-famous Royal Palace of Madrid. This was the location of Muhammad�s fort, but tonight his Moorish army was replaced by the more prosaic scene of taxis shuttling people back and forth through the traffic.
As she jumped through the lights at the Calle Mayor and raced the Vespa toward the river, the man fired another shot at them. The bullet punctured the rear tire and sent shredded rubber flying out like confetti behind them. Lucia struggled to control the moped for a few seconds but then adjusted to the different feel of it. She pushed on at the tip of a shower of sparks bursting over the street as the wheel rim grinded against the tarmac.
Keen not to lose sight of his prey, the assassin also jumped the lights but wasn�t as lucky as Harry and Lucia. A taxi clipped his rear tire in a screech of burning rubber and angry horn-blowing, sending the Roketa spinning around in a perfect circle of three hundred and sixty degrees.
For a few seconds Harry thought the assassin was going to get out of it, but then another car, a heavier black SUV slammed into him and knocked him clean off the bike. He watched over his shoulder as the Roketa skidded across the road in a shower of orange sparks and smashed into the kerb. Its rider clambered to his feet and staggered off into the shadows.
�It�s over� for now,� he said. �Now we need a cheap hotel where we can check in no questions asked. Our faces are all over the news, remember. Tonight we have the distinction of being Spain�s most wanted.�
�Don�t worry, I know just the place.�
* * *
Lucia drove around the Jardines del Campo del Moro in between the river and the palace and turned the bike east again. Wordless now, and without a single glance back at Harry, she drive the battered Vespa back into Centro and down a narrow cobblestone lane lined with parked cars and other scooters.
Climbing off the dying moped, she looked at Harry and then pointed at a delapidated building squeezed in between two bars. �Bienvenido al Hostel Goya,� she said with an embarrassed smile. �I stayed here for a few days when I first got to Madrid.�
Harry regarded the neon green and pink graffiti with interest and shrugged his shoulders. �If we can get a room without any questions, then we�re sorted.�
�We can.�
And less than five minutes later they were in an economy double room with a view of a grimy inner courtyard. Harry wasn�t interested in the view, and seconds after closing and locking their door behind them he was carefully taking the NAND chip out of his silk pocket square and pulling his iPhone out of his pocket.
�What are you doing?� Lucia asked.
�I�m going to put this chip into my phone and see what all this is about.�
A few moments later, they were scrolling through a long list of files. �What are we looking for?�
�Hard to say � most of these are just personal snapshots by the looks of it.�
Lucia looked down at the images and saw one of the two of them standing side by side on a balcony in Barcelona. Before she could get upset, the pictures turned into word documents � all blank apart from one which contained a long line of numbers and letters.
�A code of some sort,� Harry said and continued to scroll through the information. �Nothing too explosive here.�
�That one,� she said, tapping the screen with her fingernail. �This is a movie.�
�And it�s called Armageddon IV,� Harry said anxiously.
They exchanged a glance and then Harry opened the file.
Without knowing they had done it, both of them had sat down on the bed beside each other as they watched the video on Pablo�s NAND chip. They stared hard as they tried to comprehend what they were seeing, and then they both worked it out at the same time.
�Es una bandada de p�jaros,� Lucia said gently, still not understanding.
�Yes, a flock of birds,� Harry added, equally perplexed.
The birds looked like carrion crows. Perhaps two dozen of them circled in a graceful arc high in a sky the color of lead. As their glossy lampblack feathers reflected what weak winter light was on offer, their hoarse cry filled the silence. Now, swooping and climbing in the cold air they flew in unison once again, and then without warning all of them stopped flying and fell out of the frame like black stones.
�What the hell?� Harry said.
�Why would they all fall like that?� Lucia asked. �Is it possible they all died at the same time?�
Harry shook his head. �I don�t think so. Something killed them and Pablo knew what that was. He�s trying to tell us something � but what?�
�I don�t like this, Harry. It�s starting to frighten me. First poor Pablo is murdered in cold blood while I am in the shower� and now he leaves us clues leading to this horrible video. Turn it off� I�ve seen enough.�
Harry went to hit the stop button when the screen flicked onto some static, and then another image appeared.
�Wait a minute � there�s something else on here.�
�What is it?�
�I don�t know� it looks like CCTV footage of some kind of lab.�
They were seeing a number of men and women in white lab coats working in a large, busy lab � testing, sorting, ordering, writing things down. One of them approached a sterile glove box and inserted his hands into the nylon gloves, but the interior of the box was obscured by the man�s body.
�What the hell are they doing?� Lucia asked.
�And more to the point, why is the footage on this� wait � something�s happening.�
They watched in disbelief as the people in the room began moving all at once � and all for the exit. Within seconds it turned into a stampede as everyone piled into the doorway. Some got through, but others were trapped behind in the crush. Then, without any warning, those they could still see in the lab suddenly stopped, stared up into the sky and collapsed all at once.
Lucia gasped and covered her mouth �What just happened, Harry?�
�I don�t know, but I think they�re dead � the same as the birds.�
�If we knew where this happened we might at least have a chance!�
�Wait � rewind the film and look here.�
They rewound the film to the first segment with the carrion crows. Harry pointed into the top right hand of the screen just above where the birds had dropped from the sky, and Lucia gasped. �I think that�s our chance.�
They were looking at the smallest sliver of sky above a gray rooftop and in the corner was the unmistakable shape of the top of the Eiffel tower.
�Paris!� Lucia said.
�Correct, and more than that � this view is from the east, and really close as well � no more than half a mile at the most. Whoever filmed this panned the camera around as they followed the birds and just clipped the top of the tower.�
�So we know where we have to go,� she said, untying her hair and shaking it out. �But how do we get there? We couldn�t use the Vespa even if it wasn�t wrecked.�
�Just leave that to me,� Harry said, and loosened his tie. He walked over to the bedside lamp and weighed it in his hand before putting it back down and turning to Lucia. �Is there a coat hanger in that wardrobe?�
Lucia looked inside and nodded her head, confused. �Yes. Why?�
�Let�s get out of here.�

SEVENTEEN

As they walked down the hotel�s stairs, Harry bent the coathanger into a long piece of wire with a hook on the end, and then when he got outside he chose an old Nissan model with zero anti-theft devices.
He pushed the hooked end of the wire between the window and the black rubber trim seal until he had found the catch and yanked it up. They heard a metallic clunk and then the door was open.
�I never knew breaking into a car was so easy,� Lucia said.
�Easy when you know how,� Harry replied. �And when there�s an old car around. If you have a sparkplug you can smash a piece of porcelain off of it and throw it at the window. The tiniest piece will break the window, every time. It finds the weakness in the glass. That�s why I looked at the lamp in the bedroom but any noise made smashing it to get the piece might have drawn unwanted attention our way.�
Lucia looked at him for a moment without speaking or moving as the cold wind blew through her hair. �I�m glad I found you tonight, Harry.�
�Oh, me too,� he said with a wink. �I could be sitting in a warm bar with an Armani model, but instead I�ve been stabbed, strangled, and shot at. Wouldn�t miss it for the world. It reminds me of��
�Of your days in MI6?�
�I was going to say boarding school, but that too, yes.�
A brief smile flashed on her face as she locked her eyes on him, but then it faded as if a light had gone out, and she looked away. �We need to go.�
�Agreed.�
Inside the car, Harry smashed out the kick panel beneath the ignition keyhole and located the connector and identified the battery voltage supply wires. �Pass me one of your hairclips.�
�A hairclip?�
�Yes, and fast.� As he spoke he raised his head from beneath the steering column and scanned the street for any trouble. Up ahead he saw a man walking toward them along the sidewalk on the other side of the road. He was about to pass in front of the Hostel Goya when Harry grabbed Lucia and pretended to kiss her.
�What are you��
�We�re passionately in love, remember, darling?�
Lucia saw the man was now staring at the two of them in the Nissan and immediately played along. When he had passed she moved away from Harry, but they both noticed the slight hesitation.
�Sorry about that,� he said. �But one suspicious glance and the whole show�s over.�
�Don�t worry about it,� she said as she pulled her hairclip out. �It was a good idea.�
She passed him the clip as he pulled one of the wooden buttons off her coat.
�Hey, this is Marta�s!�
�Sorry, but we need to use the button as an insulator.�
He threated the clip through the button holes and then used it to jump the connections between the car�s electronic control module wires and the power coming from the battery. Then he used the second clip and button to jump connect the body control module with the same power supply. Immediately all of the dash lights blinked to life.
�Are we done?�
�Nearly,� he said. �I just have to touch together these two starter wires and� voila!� The engine burst to life with a gentle, low-rev rumble as he broke the steering wheel lock with brute force.
�I�m impressed, but now get out of the way. This is my town and I�m driving.�
Harry knew when he�d been told, and this was one of those times, so he jumped out of the car and jogged around to the passenger side while Lucia slipped over into the driver�s seat and buckled herself in.
�How does it feel driving your first stolen car?� he asked.
�This isn�t the first time I drove a stolen car,� she replied with a glance, and then steered out of the space and hit the road.
A few minutes later they were driving north out of the city. Lucia had used her local knowledge of Madrid and Spain to get them out of the country as fast as possible, and after swapping over in Bordeaux at dawn, Harry had taken the wheel and driven north on the final stretch to Paris.
After cruising through the southern suburbs � Orsay, Orly, Arcueil � the ancient city began to rise around them as they drew closer to its heart. Now Harry was using his knowledge of Paris to the same effect.
Lucia watched him change lanes as he fiddled with the radio dial. �You know Paris?�
�More or less,� he said.
�Maybe this is where you gamble your money away?�
He glanced at her and then checked over his shoulder. �Hey, you live your life and I�ll live mine, all right?�
She shrugged her shoulders. �Anything you say. I just want this over.�
�That makes two of us,� he said flatly.
It was true that he knew the city well � there were several casinos he liked to use, and he�d met his ex-girlfriend Grace in the city so he felt at home as he turned into Maison-Blanche and navigated the backstreets of the 13th Arondissement.
Slowly they moved through the traffic into the 7th Arrondissement. His experience in MI6 told him all he knew about the European Arrest Warrant and he knew by now all of the other European Governments� relevant authorities would have been informed of their fugitive status. That was why he was listening to the French news. For this reason they used the same technique they�d used in Madrid and checked into a dive he knew from long ago. It was on a cobblestone side street similar to the Hostel Goya, but had an even less savoury clientele.
After freshening up they stepped back out along the street and walked over to a wide boulevard where they ordered croissants and coffees in a small caf�. Everyone he glanced at was a potential threat � a spy with a grudge, an Interpol agent� whoever was behind the disaster in the lab and those dead carrion crows.
Lucia shivered in the cold and pushed Marta�s scarf up around her face. Harry had insisted they sit outside so he could smoke a cigarette, and the modest outside heater was doing little to alleviate the icy breeze that was blowing along the boulevard.
Now, as Lucia tore open a croissant and dipped it in the hot coffee, Harry was poring over images of the Paris skyline so he could narrow down the location of the apartment they had seen in the video.
�We came here when we first starting seeing each other,� Lucia said. �We�d both been before but never together, and he thought it would be romantic. We only stayed one week, and in the mornings I would lay in bed and read while Pablo walked to the shop to buy baguettes and tobacco for his pipe.� She sipped the coffee and shivered again. She looked troubled.
�I know what you�re thinking,� Harry said quietly.
�And what am I thinking?�
�That maybe he was meeting with this Andrej Li�ka on those walks and stopping off at the shops on his way back?�
�Yes, I am thinking that.�
�Did he ever come here on business trips, or anything like that?�
She shook her head. �I don�t think so.� She set her cup down and sighed. �Have you found anything useful yet?�
�Maybe,� he pushed his chair closer to hers and turned the phone so they could share the screen. �There are a few moments at the very beginning and a couple at the end of the film when you can see the skyline in more detail. It looks to me like we need to walk south from here to get the Eiffel Tower in the right place, so to speak.�
They left the caf� and walked south for a few minutes into the Gros Caillou district north of the Eiffel Tower.
�According to my phone, we can�t be far from where we saw the birds,� he said.
�I just want this to be over.�
�Then you�re in luck,� Harry said quietly. �It�s just through here.�
They weaved through another labyrinth of backstreets before crossing the Avenue Bosquet and finally arriving at a plush apartment block. It was classic Paris � a sycamore-lined boulevard dotted with caf�s and expensive boutiques � and the atmosphere was casual and relaxed as Parisians enjoyed lunch in the various caf�s and bistros.
They stopped outside a modest residential building four or five storeys high. �This has to be it,� he said. �The skyline matches up perfectly, except for one thing. This was filmed from much higher up. By the looks of it I�d say the top floor.�
He looked at the neat row of door buzzers and his eyes widened when he saw it. �Only one apartment on the top floor � an Anton Zeman. Fake name maybe.�
�You think this is our man?�
�Only one way to find out.�
Harry pushed the buzzer next to the large black door.
No reply.
Lucia sighed and ran her hands through her hair. She looked tired and anxious, and she shuffled from foot to foot in a bid to keep warm. Paris was several degrees colder than Madrid at this time of year. �What now?�
�What do you mean?�
�He�s not in, so what do we do?�
�We break in, of course.�
�I don�t know��
But before she had finished protesting, Harry had already opened the door with his bump key and was now gesturing for her to enter as if he were a doorman. �Ladies first.�
�You�re a lot of trouble, you know that Harry Bane?�
�That�s what they say.�
He followed her inside and gently closed the door behind them. Now, he thought, we�re getting closer to the truth.

EIGHTEEN

Harry led Lucia into an old-fashioned but beautifully restored cage elevator and pushed the button for the third floor. They rode up in awkward silence until the bell pinged and he swung open the manual accordion gate and stepped out.
The hall was dimly lit but expensively decorated, with black and white pictures of 19th Century Paris on the walls. Parlour palms in white ceramic pots were stationed on the shining oak parquetry floor either side of a crimson-coloured Persian runner rug which led the way to the apartment door of Anton Zeman.
�Follow the red brick road,� Harry said.
They reached the door and after knocking to make sure no one was home, Harry worked his magic with the bump key and gently pushed open the door.
The apartment was empty and silent, except for the gentle whirring of a ceiling fan, which Harry thought meant this Zeman wasn�t too far away. Everything in the place gave an impression of old, quiet money � the original Degas sketch above the fireplace, the wine rack in the kitchen, the antique carriage clock on the drinks cabinet. It reminded Harry of the officer�s mess back in England, before he traded that life in to become a spook.
They walked to the back of the apartment and entered what was obviously the study.
�Maybe they got to him too,� Lucia said, lifting a cold coffee cup from a table beside a leather armchair.
Harry shook his head. �Maybe, but I don�t think so � at least if they did then it didn�t happen in here. No sign of a struggle.�
�Are we sure this is even the right place?�
�Oh for sure � check this out.�
He pulled back a net voile in the window and gestured toward the view.
Lucia joined him and gasped when she saw it. �It�s the view from the video!�
�The exact same view � just as I thought. I think it�s a safe bet that Anton Zeman and Andrej Li�ka are one and the same.�
�Harry! I hear someone opening the door!�
�Keep calm and stay here. I�ll go and welcome him home.�
Harry darted out of the room and into the corridor, snatching up a small but heavy bronze sculpture of Artemis as he went. He pushed himself up behind the front door and held his breath as it slowly opened.
A solid man in his sixties shuffled into the hallway. His sloping shoulders told Harry he was carrying the weight of the world on them, but as the old man turned to toss his keys in the bowl and shut the door, Harry stepped out and raised the small statuette.
�Oh God!� the man said, his eyes full of terror. �Don�t kill me, please!�
�I�m not going to kill you,� Harry said. �I�m here to help you. We both are.�
And then Lucia stepped out into the corridor.
Anton Zeman looked at them for a long time. He was judging them � measuring how trustworthy they were. That was fine, thought Harry. I�m doing exactly the same thing to you.
�Come away from the door,� Harry said, and they walked into the main living area. Without warning, the man turned on his heel and fled. Harry gave chase, tearing through the apartment in his bid to catch him, but slipped on one of the rugs and crashed over into the drinks cabinet. �Bugger!�
�Get up, Harry!� Lucia screamed. �He�s getting away!�
�No, no,� Harry said as he got to his feet. �He�s just popping along to the kitchen to make us a cup of tea.�
She rolled her eyes, hands on hips. �Idiota.�
Harry raced toward Zeman who was now halfway to the apartment�s entrance. The fleeing man lashed out and knocked his coat-rack over in a bid to slow Harry down but he got his jacket sleeve caught in one of the pegs.
As he struggled to free himself, Harry caught up and rugby tackled him to the ground. Zeman screamed out and tried to punch Harry, but to say the former soldier and MI6 man had dealt with worse was a tragic understatement, and seconds later the old man was subdued, but spitting with anger.
�Let me go!�
�Just calm down, Andrej!�
The man cocked his head and took a breath. �How do you know my name? No one knows my name! I am Anton Zeman!�
Harry sighed. �I know lots about you, including your real name, Andrej, and I�m not here to rob you or hurt you, all right?�
Li�ka�s breathing slowed but his face was still purple with rage and fear from the chase. �So you say now, but��
�It�s true, and I�ll let you go to prove it if you swear you won�t run again.�
Li�ka seemed to think the proposal over, and then Harry felt his body go limp as he finally gave up the struggle and relented. �All right, fine. I swear.�
Harry slowly moved away from Li�ka and got to his feet. As the man stumbled up to his knees and then stood up, Harry closed the apartment door and locked it, putting the man�s key in his pocket. Li�ka looked aghast. �Just a precaution in case you change your mind.�
�What do you want?� Li�ka said, moving his head from Harry to Lucia. �Why have you broken into my apartment?�
�We just wanted to talk to you,� Lucia said. �That�s all.�
�When most people want to talk to me they usually use the telephone,� he said, his breathing returning to normal again. �They don�t break into my home.�
Lucia pointed her chin at Harry. �I�m sorry, Mr Li�ka, but my friend here likes to do things a little differently than most people.�
�I want a drink,� Li�ka said, and then turned to Harry. �I take it I�m allowed to make myself a drink, if this is okay with you?�
Harry nodded. �Knock yourself out, and I wouldn�t say no either.�
Li�ka snorted. �You have some nerve, whoever you are. I�ll give you that.�
�My name is Harry Bane, and this is Lucia Serrano. We�re friends of Pablo Reyes.�
Li�ka stopped pouring the Scotch halfway. �Pablo?�
�That�s right,� Lucia said gently. �I was his lover.�
�What do you mean were?�
�Pablo was killed last night in Madrid.�
The man bowed his head and closed his eyes before muttering, �Poor Gabriel��
�Gabriel?�
�Pablo�s real name.�
Lucia sat down in shock as she realized the level of deceit she had been living with, but before she could respond, the man spoke again.
�How did you find me?� The whisky had calmed him now, and revealed the true man behind the false defenses. He looked like a nervous, broken man.
�We found something that led us to you,� Lucia said.
Li�ka looked aghast. �You found what? What did you find?�
�Pablo wrote your name in a book.�
�A book?� He lowered his voice to a mumble. �The clue��
�The what?�
�Gabriel and I swore that we would leave each other clues that only we could solve � based on our interests. We both loved renaissance art, as you can see.� He swept his arms at the array of reproduction paintings on his walls. �We told each other we would leave clues based on that. The clue I left him was very clever � only he could have solved it, but now it�s all too late.�
�We know that Pablo�� Harry paused, glancing at Lucia. �Sorry, Gabriel, was hiding a NAND chip. We�ve seen its contents. It contains a strange film of birds dropping dead out of the sky above this apartment. This is how we were able to find you.�
�An experiment of mine that he recorded � something we were trying to reverse but it didn�t work��
�What are you hiding, Andrej?�
�I cannot tell you � I am in grave danger.�
�Who is putting you in danger?�
�Don�t you understand? If you found me then they can find me!�
�Who are they?� Lucia asked.
Li�ka looked like he was about to be sick. He sank the Scotch in one gulp and poured another before getting up out of his chair and nervously looking out of the window. He began pacing up and down, shaking his head and muttering to himself.
�Mr Li�ka,� Lucia repeated. �Who will find you?�
He stopped in the center of his room and sank the second Scotch. �The Ministry.�

NINETEEN

Harry�s sharp eyes darted back to the Czech scientist as he studied the broken man who was now slumped down in his favorite leather wingback. �What�s the Ministry?� he asked.
Andrej looked up, startled for a moment at the blunt way the Englishman had asked the question. �I know very little about the Ministry, but one thing I know is that they wanted Gabriel and me dead. Now they have killed poor Gabriel. I am next.�
Harry frowned. �Not good enough.�
�I shouldn�t be telling you any of this�� Li�ka said, and then began mumbling in Czech. �You saw what they did to poor Gabriel, and I will be next.�
�Then you�d better speak up because right now it looks like we�re the only people who can help you,� Harry said.
�I don�t know��
�They murdered Pablo!� Lucia said. �If you know who did it then you owe it to him to help us find them and have them punished!�
Li�ka gave a scornful laugh. �You do not punish the Ministry.�
Harry paced up and down the room for a moment before sitting down opposite Li�ka and fixing his eyes on him once again. The firm eye contact was important when you were interrogating someone. They had to know your attention was on them and nowhere else. �If you don�t tell us what you know, then we can�t help you and you really are on your own. I�ll just get up and walk. Right now.� As he finished his sentence he pulled a cigarette from his packet and fired it up, blowing a cloud of smoke out into Li�ka�s room. �No bluffing.�
Li�ka took the words in and then gave a long, low sigh. �I�m a scientist. My whole life has been dedicated to science, to technology, and for the last few years I worked for the Ministry. Not that I knew it, of course � that�s not how they do business. They live and move in the shadows. If they�re pulling your strings you won�t even know it. It�s been this way for centuries.�
�Sounds like a hell of a puppet show,� Harry said.
Li�ka stared at him, hollow-eyed. �We are all their puppets. Every last one of us.�
�I�m no one�s puppet,� Harry said.
Li�ka gave a low, sad chuckle and shook his head. �Maybe� but you said you were in MI6 once. How do you know who was pulling your strings? You would no doubt tell me the British Government, but your life will change if I tell you the Ministry pulls their strings, no?�
�Sounds like a conspiracy theory to me.�
�No! It is no theory! It is a fact � a real conspiracy and I know it! They�ve been ruling our society for a very long time.�
�If we�re all puppets,� Harry said coldly, �then tell me who is the puppet master?�
Li�ka took a quiet, deep breath and tried to steady his trembling hands. He poured more whisky sloppily in the glass, splashing some onto the varnished surface of the antique table beneath it. �You don�t understand. When I found out what the Ministry really was, I was nearly sick � and so was Gabriel � or Pablo as you knew him.�
�Pablo was a good man,� Lucia said.
�But he was misled � we both were� and not just us! Gabriel and I were only the two senior men at the top, but there were dozens of scientists and researchers working for us in our teams. They were all lied to by the Ministry.�
Harry sighed and dragged on his cigarette. �I�m still waiting.�
�For what?�
�For the name of the puppet master.�
�None of us ever knew information like that. It is strictly compartmentalized. There was a man called Hans Steiner who visited us from time to time, but he was merely a representative � just another puppet. I have no idea who was pulling his strings.�
Lucia sighed and sat forward in her chair, bringing her hands up to her face to rub her eyes. As she breathed out a long, stressed exhalation, the Czech professor looked at her and spoke again, more calmly this time. �I�m sorry � he was a good friend to me, but of course you were closer.�
�It feels like he betrayed me with his lies.�
�I understand.�
Li�ka and Harry listened intently as Lucia described how her life had turned to chaos in the last few hours. �I thought I knew Pablo � Gabriel� I don�t even know what to call him!� she said sadly. �Now I think everything we had together was a lie. I knew he was a physicist in his former life � we spoke about it all the time � but I really believed him when he told me he had turned his back on it and wanted to pursue his passion for art.�
�But you must understand why he had to conceal the truth from you,� Li�ka said quietly. �He knew if any part of his old existence was uncovered then his life would be at risk. We now know how right he was.�
Lucia nodded sadly and lowered her head. Wiping yet another tear from her eye, Harry moved closer and handed her a handkerchief from his pocket. She took it and glanced at him briefly as she dried her eyes. �Gracias,� she muttered. �I just can�t believe he�s really gone. His death was so violent. No one deserves that.�
�Now the fear is you�re next,� Harry said, turning to Li�ka. �So we need to move fast. Whoever found Pablo was fast and meant business. I worked in international intelligence for many years, and I know a pro when I see one.�
Li�ka let the words sink in and then replied with a sharp nod of his head. �So what is our next move?�
Harry walked to the window and gently pushed the voiles to one side as he glanced down the street. Except for a woman who was allowing her Finnish Spitz to relieve himself on the front wheel of a parked BMW, all was normal � pedestrians walking along with their iPhones, a young couple holding hands, a young man pumping up a flat bicycle tire. He closed the voiles and after helping himself to another of Li�ka�s malts he took a seat. �You can start by telling me about what we saw on this chip.�
Li�ka swallowed the last of his drink and winced as it burned its way down. �What do you want to know?�
�Why did the birds all just drop out of the sky like that?�
�The birds were exposed to a dust.�
�A dust?�
Li�ka nodded slowly and looked like he was about to cry. �Yes, a dust, of sorts� Oh God! What have I done?�
�We need to know more about this dust, Andrej.�
Li�ka sank into his chair and his shoulders slumped down low. He looked like he wanted to crawl into a hole and stay there forever. �The dust is not natural, you understand, but artificial � entirely manmade. Smart dust. They call it Perses after the Titan god of destruction. It�s a new kind of nanoparticle which Gabriel and I developed while working together in Sweden. We thought we were working for the Swedish Government with a view to advancing medical science, but the truth is somewhat darker.�
�The truth being, you were making a weopon for this Ministry?�
He nodded glumly. �Indeed.�
As a former MI6 man, Harry Bane knew all about the Deep State, and what Andrej had told him about the Ministry sounded too similar to ignore. A state within a state, the Deep State was something that happened to a country when things were really falling apart. It was when the institutions of the state like the armed forces or other authorities like intelligence agencies went rogue and stopped obeying the elected leadership of the country.
Working silently from within the darkest recesses of the corridors of power, warring factions of anonymous, unelected men and women worked to further their own agendas irrespective of the wishes of the government that was supposed to be leading them. It was as if a coup d��tat had happened, only without there ever having been a single shot fired, and without the public having the vaguest idea that it had happened.
The ultimate takeover.
The ultimate betrayal, and what Andrej Li�ka had described seemed terrifyingly close to a Deep State situation. Maybe, it was even worse � maybe it went beyond the national level and was a state within the international system itself. A shadow power running multiple countries from behind the scenes. A global puppet show. He doubted a man like Andrej Li�ka, who had devoted his life to scientific research for the benefit of mankind, could even conceive of such a grim state of affairs.
The former spy sighed and rubbed his eyes. �What does this dust do, Andrej?�
�You must remember I thought I was working to help people, not harm them.�
�Please � we don�t have much time,� Lucia said. �I am a physicist too � I understand nanotechnology. You can tell me.�
�As you know then,� he continued, �the dust is so fine it is invisible � this is the first thing you must understand. It is also without flavor and smells of nothing. There is no way for a person to know if they have breathed it in.� He began sobbing.
Lucia put her arm on his shoulder. �Please, you must tell us more if you want us to help.�
He straightened himself up and took a deep breath. �As you will also know, the future of science is nanotechnology � whether that is research, medical or even warfare. The advances made in the field in the last few years have been staggering. They would terrify most people but they simply have no idea what we�re now capable of. The main purpose of the nanodust is to deliver a weaponized agent into a population without their even knowing it, and once it�s delivered they can� do things.�
�Do what?�
�You must remember this is a kind of smart-dust, it has a very basic artificial intelligence. Once a person has breathed it in and it enters their bloodstream then it goes straight to the brain. After that, whoever controls the dust controls the infected body.�
�And this is what happened to the birds?�
�Yes. Once the nanodust was delivered we activated it. In the case of the birds it was programmed to shut down their cerebral cortex completely. We took over their intelligence functions and hacked them. This is why they fell from the sky. We were trying to find a way to reverse it, but we failed.�
Lucia gasped. �Oh my God! That�s terrible.�
Li�ka nodded glumly and poured himself more whisky. �When science meets warfare, it�s always terrible,�
Harry shot him a glance. �And the scientists I saw at the end of the film?�
�There was a problem at the lab� the dust escaped.�
�It escaped?� Harry said. �You make it sound like it�s alive.�
�It is and it isn�t � it has a kind of basic artificial intelligence, but it�s reliant on a remote controller. The only way to kill it was to activate its function while inside the bloodstreams of the scientists� Gabriel and I were there that day. After that we both knew we could never be part of what they were doing and that is when we decided to leave but not before taking some of the smart dust with us. That was a decision that came at a heavy price.�
�They�re hunting you?�
He nodded. �The events you see on that film were several months ago, and this place is the second I�ve rented in three months. If they find me they will kill me.�
�And you say you failed to find a way to reverse the dust�s effects?�
He frowned. �After we discovered what they were doing we knew we had to work on something to stop it � anything! If they release the dust they can control it like any other remote control vehicle � a plane, a drone � you name it � only in this case, the infected person becomes the vehicle.�
�So if they can kill those who breathe it in,� Lucia said, �the dust�s presence will enable this Ministry to hack entire populations.�
�You are a clever woman,� Andrej said. �I can see why Pablo admired and loved you so much.�
�Hack people?� Harry said. �This is getting out of control. We�re going to need to know a lot more about this Ministry and why they�re manipulating governments into allowing them to make weapons like this.�
�As I said, we were trying to work on a way to disable the dust when inside the subject. We failed totally, as you saw from the film. That is why we stole the research notes, and also on the chip is the activation code for the dust.�
�The long line of numbers we saw!� Lucia said.
Harry frowned. �What are their plans with this weapon � genocide, or this hacking thing?�
�Both. They claim the world has become ungovernable again � too many people. They plan on testing the weapon somewhere big to see if they can control the dust particles, and if they can, then they�re going to put it all over the world and take out ninety per cent of the population. They say this is the only way humanity can ascend to a higher level.�
�And those who survive?�
�They will be hacked and controlled by the Ministry.�
�Turned into zombies, you mean?� Harry said.
�This is hopeless!� said Lucia.
�No � it�s not,� Li�ka said. �There is one hope� there is something I haven�t told you yet that will change everything.�
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Harry fixed his eyes on Li�ka but the Czech scientist shifted uncomfortably in his chair and broke eye contact by rubbing his face. Body language like that told a thousand words. �So what�s this big game changer, professor?� he asked.
�It�s true that the Perses dust is utterly lethal � its deployment in any dense population would be catastrophic. That is its purpose. That is why it was created� but��
Harry let a deep sigh of frustration and looked at his watch. �Spit it out, Andrej.�
Li�ka stared at both his visitors in silence for a few seconds. Harry saw in his eyes that he still didn�t know how much he could trust either of them. �When Gabriel and I fled the compound, we took more than the research files and activation codes.�
Lucia glanced at Harry, her eyes wide with anticipation and fear. �I�m not sure I want to hear what�s coming next.�
�Andrej?�
�We also took the dust.�
�You took the dust?� Harry said. �That explains the killing spree.�
Li�ka nodded. �We had no choice. Leaving it in the lab would make us accessories to the greatest genocide in history. How could I live with that? How could I look my grandchildren in the eye ever again?�
�Your bravery got Pablo murdered!� Lucia said.
�You don�t think I know that?� Li�ka said. �We both knew the risks when we fled with their precious weapon. That is why we broke up � to make it harder for them to hunt us down and take the dust back. Gabriel went to Madrid with the activation code and I came here to Paris with the dust and hid it. It is useless without the code, and the code is useless without the dust. It was the best we could do to give us some time to think it through.�
Harry sighed. �And does the Ministry have any more of this dust?�
�Not as far as I know, and not only would it take months to develop it, Gabriel and I are really the only people capable of doing it. There are others, of course, but without any of our research they would have to start from the beginning.�
�So your actions represent a significant delay to the Ministry�s depopulation plans?�
�Yes, but at a price,� he said, glancing with sad eyes at Lucia. �At a terrible price� and perhaps one that has not yet been fully paid.�
�I understand your fear, Andrej,� Harry said, �but we have to get the dust into safe hands.�
�I already told you � we have no way of knowing which government officials are controlled by the Ministry and which are not.�
Harry shook his head, refusing to believe everyone was corrupt. �There are people I trust.�
�This means nothing to me!� the Czech said. �We cannot know if��
�Wait,� Harry said, raising his finger to stop Li�ka talking. �Something�s wrong � you hear that?�
Li�ka narrowed his eyes. �No, what?�
�I hear nothing,� Lucia said.
Harry looked at her. �Exactly.�
�I don�t understand.�
He returned to the window and glanced outside once again but this time leaving the voile in place. The woman with the Spitz was nowhere in sight, and neither was the BMW, but more than that, there was no traffic at all outside the apartment. No more passers-by, and not a car or Vespa in sight. The only movement was the winter breeze shaking the bare branches of the plane trees beyond Li�ka�s modest balcony. A sparrow landed on the center sleeve of the balcony�s rail and cocked its head at the former soldier for a few seconds before fluttering away into the cold sky.
�Something�s definitely up,� he said.
Lucia turned to face him. �What do you mean?�
�Yes,� Li�ka said, getting up from his chair and walking slowly backwards toward the door. �What do you mean?�
�The street�s gone very quiet all of a sudden � I noticed it just a few seconds ago when you were talking, professor. Since we�ve been here the ambient noise outside in the street has been consistent, but now it�s all gone quiet.�
�I�m not sure what you�re getting at.�
�And no traffic, either,� Harry said, staring up and down the street.
�It�s not a very busy street,� Li�ka said. �That�s why I live here.�
�No, it�s not busy � but it�s consistent, and now there�s been a change and I don�t like changes. They�ve sealed off the street.�
Li�ka walked back into a small table and knocked the carriage clock onto the floorboards. It landed with a heavy smack, shattering the bevelled glass facia to pieces. The Czech scientist stared at the shards with horror as he realized what Harry�s words meant. �Cordoned off the road? But who?�
�Relax, Andrej,� Harry said. �I�m sure your Ministry wouldn�t observe such niceties.�
�So you meant it�s the��
Suddenly there was a thundering explosion and the front door smashed in to reveal several armed policemen. The anxious calm of the last few moments was gone and replaced with the shouts and screams of the police unit as they burst into the apartment.
When Harry saw the Remington 870 he knew how the front door had met its maker, but the rest of the squad were armed mostly with Heckler & Koch G36s and the lead man was holding a Glock 17. He didn�t get another chance to see them because a second later the team deployed several smoke grenades and the apartment was filled with acrid fog.
Harry dived to the floor and pulled Lucia down with him as he went. They crashed into the rug beside the coffee table, Harry on the floor and Lucia on top of him. He held the back of her head to his chest to protect her from flying debris as the men thundered into the room, their laser sights visible in the smoke.
Through the fog he could see the squad as they fanned out and cleared the apartment room by room. They had already grabbed Andrej Li�ka and dragged him from the room and now they were pounding over the floorboards toward him and Lucia. One of them grabbed her by her shoulders and started to pull her off Harry. He saw that she wanted to scream but he told her to stay quiet. The next thing he knew two other men in the squad were hauling him over and pinning his hands behind his back.
One of them put his boot on his face to quell any thoughts of resistance but the former soldier knew there was no fight here. He was unarmed and so was Lucia, and something told him Andrej Li�ka wasn�t the type to have a gun hidden in his desk drawer. Worse, these men were obviously an elite anti-terror group and that meant two things. First, resistance was futile, and second, just why the hell did Andrej Li�ka merit such a high-level takedown? Yet more evidence that this Ministry was real, he considered.
Looking at the way they were dressed, Harry knew at once this was a RAID squad. It stood for Recherche, Assistance, Intervention, Dissuasion, or Search, Assistance, Intervention, Deterrence in English. They were headquartered a few miles outside of Paris and one of the main anti-terror forces in the French arsenal. Their silent approach and lightning raid of Li�ka�s apartment had impressed him and he was cursing himself for letting them get so close unobserved, but he was a long time out of MI6 and even longer out of the Army, and there was no time for regret when a size 12 anti-riot boot was pushing down on the side of your face.
When the apartment was under control, a man in a grey suit walked casually into the room with a cigarette burning in his hand. He had brown hair, thinning slightly and parted on the right.
As the RAID squad held their new prisoners in place, covered by the array of submachine guns, the man with the cigarette opened the window to clear the fog and sauntered toward Harry. He crouched down on his haunches so his face was closer.
�Bonjour,� he said, and took a long drag on the cigarette.
Harry tried to smile. �How do you do?�
�You have a boot mark on your face,� the man said.
�A necessary consequence of being used as a doormat by a two hundred pound gorilla� wouldn�t you say?�
The man shrugged his shoulders. �You�re coming with us.�
�But we haven�t even been introduced.�
�I am Petit of the Gendarmerie, and you are all under arrest. Give me your passports.�
Lucia handed hers over first and after a casual flick through the pages he stopped and compared the photo inside to the woman standing opposite him. �Seems okay,� he mumbled and slipped it into his jacket pocket.
Petit turned his frowning face to Andrej. �And yours?�
The Czech scientist glanced from Harry and Lucia back over to Petit. �It�s in the bedroom.�
Petit nodded and ordered a young police officer to retrieve it and he returned a few moments later with a Czech passport. He handed it to the superior officer who flicked through the pages and once again paused when he landed on the photo ID page. �Anton Zeman?�
�Yes,� Andrej said anxiously.
Harry realized the Czech had gone to the same lengths as Pablo by getting a fake passport, and he also knew it was only a matter of time before the French authorities got to the truth. His thoughts were interrupted by Petit�s brusque demand to see his own passport. He produced the document from the inside pocket of his own suit jacket and handed it over to Petit. �All yours.�
The Frenchman took the passport and thumbed through the pages in the same way, only this time he stopped halfway and raised an inquisitive eyebrow. �I see you are a well-travelled man, Monsieur Bane.�
�I�m just trying to find myself.�
�Very amusing,� Petit said, shuffling through the pages more slowly now. �France, Germany, Italy, Monaco, Russia, China, Japan, South Africa, Switzerland, Bahamas, India, Malta, Singapore� the list goes on.�
�What can I say?� Harry said. �Turns out I�m not very good at finding things.�
Petit�s stern frown didn�t move as his eyes locked onto Harry�s. �Why do you travel so much?� As he asked the question, he gestured for an officer to place the three of them in handcuffs.
�That�s between me and my psychotherapist,� Harry said, and turned to the man who was locking the cuffs on him. �Aren�t these more of a third date thing?�
Petit sighed as he rolled the cigarette in his fingers. �So this is how you want to do things?� As he spoke, he slipped Harry�s passport into the same inside pocket. �You will see this again when I have my answers.�
�That sounds like a threat.�
�The training of the French police is�� he paused as he searched for the correct English, giving Harry the time to interrupt him.
�Sadly lacking in both finesse and strategic flare?�
Petit�s eyes flicked up and locked on the Englishman. �I was going to say very comprehensive and prepares us well for interrogations. I see you are not taking this seriously. Never mind. I have here a European Arrest Warrant issued by the Madrid Police. It enables me to arrest you both for the murders of Pablo Reyes, Mariana Vidal and two police officers and deport you to Spain to face charges. Take him too,� Petit said, pointing his chin dismissively at Li�ka who was being held in the doorway. �He could be a conspirator.�
�I am no such thing!�
�Save it for someone who cares,� Petit said.
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In the station, Petit laboriously searched his jacket for a Gauloises Brune, found one and placed it on his lip while he patted himself down for a lighter. Behind a large computer, desk Sergeant Barbier looked at the prisoners glumly for a few seconds and then scratched his head. He opened a file on the computer and turned to the Englishman.
�Name?�
Harry nudged his chin at Petit. �Your friend here has our passports.�
The man yawned and gave Harry a disappointed glance. �Name?�
Harry knew there was no point playing games. �Henry Bane.�
Barbier nodded and tapped the information into the computer.
�Date of birth?�
Harry reeled off his birthday and Barbier turned to the Spanish woman standing beside him.
�Name?�
�Lucia Serrano.�
�Bon. Date de naissance?�
Lucia gave the information and Barbier finally turned to Andrej.
�Et vous?�
�Anton Zeman.�
�Date of birth?�
Zeman gave his real birthday, and Barbier tapped the details into the computer for a few seconds before stopping with a frown. �There is no one of this name on here.�
Petit leaned in. �Hein?�
�At least not with this birthday.�
Petit turned to Andrej. �Are you sure about these details?�
�Of course � I know my own name and birthday!�
Barbier frowned and inputted the data one more time. �Still nothing.�
Petit got the passport out and frowned as he studied it once again.
Barbier leaned over and looked down at it and then Petit began to study it more carefully, bending it back and forth and holding it up to the light.
Both men looked at one another and spoke at the same time: �Fake.�
�It is no such thing!� Andrej protested without much conviction.
�What is your real identity?� Petit asked, much more seriously this time.
�Anton Zeman!�
�If you are lying to us you should know that giving false details to the police is a serious offence in France.�
Andrej refused to talk, and after a short exchange in French, Barbier yawned and rubbed his eyes. �We�re done here.�
Petit gave a shallow nod and turned to Harry. �You will stay here until we have the necessary transport to take you to more secure facilities awaiting your extradition back to Spain. As you are aware, there is an EU arrest warrant out for both of you regarding the murder of several people, including�� he glanced at the sheet. �A man named Pablo Reyes, a woman named Mariana Vidal, a police officer by the name of Sergeant Carlos Rodr�guez Alonso, and also a Chief Inspector Cristina Fernandez.�
�We didn�t kill any of those people,� Harry said.
�I loved Pablo!� Lucia protested. �How could I kill him?�
Petit shrugged. �Crimes de c�ur are not so unusual�� The French inspector turned to Andrej. �You will stay here in France while we try and work out what your part in all this is.�
�We�re not going back to Spain,� Harry said, fixing his eyes on Petit.
�Not now, no. Not until the morning. Now you go to the cells. Monsieur Zeman will stay and answer more questions.�
* * *
Rafael Ruiz was in his office when the telephone rang. Last night had been a disaster, resulting in the murder of two colleagues and the disappearance of the Englishman and Serrano. He swallowed two Norvectans with a gulp of mineral water and lifted the phone to his ear.
�Si?�
�Se�or Ruiz?�
�Si.�
�This is Capitaine Arnaud Petit of the Gendarmerie, in Paris.�
Ruiz managed half a smile as he spoke his next words. �Is this about the warrant for the fugitives?�
�It is. We have them both in custody, plus a third man we believe may be a conspirator.�
�His name?�
�He calls himself Anton Zeman, but we believe it�s fake.�
Ruiz breathed a sigh of relief and thanked the gods for the EU Arrest Warrant. The EAW was barely ten years old but it had massively expedited the complicated process of international arrests and prosecutions across the borders of various European countries. There had been a structure in place before, created back in 1957 when the European Convention on Extradition had allowed governments greater ease when moving wanted criminals from one state to another, but the EAW had made the process much simpler. Now it had worked just as it was designed to do and delivered the fugitives back to him after his abysmal failure in Madrid last night. His superiors would be delighted.
But he had to be sure. �Both Henry Bane and Lucia Serrano?�
Petit sighed. �Yes, they are both under arrest here in Paris.�
�Where are they now?� Ruiz asked. �We must arrange transportation of them back to Spain at once.�
�Naturally,� Petit said. �They are at my station for now but they will be moved to various prisons across the city soon. As soon as the formal process of extradition has been completed, we will arrange transportation. This is now over to our superiors.�
�Of course� Ruiz said.
When the call ended the Spanish CNI officer slumped in his seat for a few moments and thanked heaven for small mercies, and then he picked up the phone. His superiors would need to know about this at once.
* * *
In keeping with the rest of the station, the cell bock was small and mostly empty. Harry counted half a dozen cells on either side of a small room, and only two of them occupied � the two nearest the door. The cells were three walls of bricks and plaster with the front wall made only of bars. It was a low-grade, small-time jail in a Parisian police station and Petit wasn�t bluffing when he�d told them they would be farmed out to bigger prisons while the extradition process was underway.
As Barbier walked them into the cell block, Harry saw the cell on the right was occupied by a man in a torn raincoat. He was sleeping with a battered fedora over his face and there were holes in his shoes.
Barbier put Lucia in the cell beside the man, and Harry in the cell opposite her. Beside it in the next cell he caught a glimpse of a young woman sitting on the bed. She was slim, with high cheekbones, straight, dark-brown hair and sharp, green eyes. As he looked at her she looked right back with a visible degree of suspicion.
�Welcome,� she said, her voice heavy with sarcasm. �My house is your house.�
�Thanks,� Harry said. �And what a lovely home it is.�
The burly sergeant locked him in the cell and casually sauntered back to the door which he slammed shut behind him.
�Name�s Zoey Conway,� the woman said.
�You sound American,� said Harry.
She nodded once. �Vegas.�
�From Vegas, eh?� he said.
�No one�s ever from Vegas, Jimbo � they only ever go to Vegas. I�m a New Yorker originally.�
His eyes darted down to the trident tattoo on her shoulder, and she caught the glance. �Sagittarius. The stars know everything about our destiny, don�t you think?�
�Can�t say I�ve ever thought about it� What are you in here for?� he asked. �And it�s Harry, not Jimbo.�
In the cell opposite, Lucia stood close to the bars as she listened to the conversation between her former lover and the American.
�They say I was trying to break into an apartment on the Avenue Bosquet.�
�Don�t tell me � you�re innocent?�
She shook head. �Hell no, I�m as guilty as the devil himself. I was trying to get to a safe owned by some rich guy with a lot of gold and jewels. I�m what the nineteen-fifties used to lovingly call a cat burglar.�
�But not a very good one or you wouldn�t be in here.�
�As it happens, I�m the best,� she said with a theatrical bow. �Always lucky is my mantra.�
�And are you?�
�Sure, but no one�s perfect. Perfection is impossible.�
�You think so?�
She nodded, stared at the bars and sighed. �The way I see it is, if you want one hundred percent of anything you�re just going to spend your whole damn life disappointed. Better to go for eighty, if you ask me, Chief.�
�Eighty?�
�Uh-huh. The other twenty percent is for someone else, you know? That twenty percent is part of someone else�s eighty.�
�But you�re still in here.�
Another sigh. �Apparently my lookout isn�t as sharp as I thought he was. Boy, am I gonna kick his ass when I get out of here.� She took a step back and gave Harry and Lucia another look. �So what about you two � why are you here?�
�Quadruple Murder,� Harry said bluntly.
Zoey took a further step back from the bars and receded into the shadows of her cell. �Woah, leave me out of that shit.�
�We didn�t kill anyone!� Lucia said from further down the cell block.
�It�s true,� Harry said, unsure why he was justifying himself to a total stranger. �We�re being framed and we�re trying to find out what�s going on.�
The door opened and two policemen walked in either side of a subdued-looking and handcuffed Andrej Li�ka. They placed him in the cell beside Lucia and left the room.
�Andrej � what happened?�
�Petit doesn�t believe me. He says I am a suspect because I knew Pablo and I was liaising with his killers.�
�We�re not his killers!� Lucia said.
�I know that!� snapped the Czech. �But they don�t, and they�re serious about deporting us all to Madrid. They say we are involved in some kind of international conspiracy. It�s total fiction!�
�We�re being framed, Andrej,� Harry said with a sigh. �Of course it�s fiction.�
�This is like a nightmare,� Andrej said.
�The thing about nightmares,� Harry said as he pulled something from the lining of his silk tie, �is that sooner or later you�re going to wake up.� He began fiddling with the tiny object, and after biting it gently with his teeth he put it back into his tie.
�What�s that?� Lucia said with a nod from the opposite cell.
�Just thinking ahead of time,� he said. �Always thinking ahead of time. It�s an army thing.�
A few long hours passed as they waited for the machinery of government to decide their fate, and then finally Petit strolled in, holding a cup of coffee in one hand and an unlit cigarette in the other. �So � I have some great news. Earlier I spoke with the authorities in Madrid and told them of your arrest. They are very happy with my work. The trucks are coming to take you to prison where you will stay until the details of your extradition to Spain are organized. You�re going to three different locations, so say your goodbyes.�
�How very kind of you.�
Petit offered a sarcastic smile. �Tell me � why did you kill those people in Madrid, and what does it have to do with Paris?�
�We never killed anyone!� Lucia said from behind Petit.
Without turning to face her, the Frenchman addressed Harry one more time. �If you tell me, perhaps I can make this process easier for you.�
�Lucia�s right,� Harry said. �We�re innocent.�
�Oui, je vois��
Barbier leaned his head inside the door at the far end. �Le transport est ici.�
�Eh, bien,� Petit said. �Then it is time for your transfer to the prisons.�
�Good luck!� Zoey said.
�Save the luck for yourself,� Petit said. �You�re going too.�
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As they walked towards the trucks, Petit went ahead of them, lit his cigarette with a sigh of relief, and began to talk with the driver. They were standing in what looked like a loading bay, but was in fact a covered area used specifically to move prisoners into vans in order to transfer them to other facilities.
Harry scanned the area for any escape routes, but it had been designed with one thing in mind, and that was keeping prisoners in custody until they were someone else�s responsibility. Up ahead, Petit�s conversation with the driver was getting a little heated.
Zoey moved in closer to him and lowered her voice. �Do you speak French?�
�A little,� he said. �I think they�re having a disagreement.�
�Well, duh,� Zoey said. �An Alapaha Blue Blood Bulldog could work that out just by sniffing the air.�
Harry gave her a weary glance, but before he could reply, Lucia said, �It�s about the paperwork. The driver hasn�t got the correct documents for our transfer.�
�Thanks,� Zoey said, flashing at glance at Harry.
Now Barbier stepped out of the station and trotted down the concrete steps with his hands in his pockets. He was whistling a tune, but the music stopped when he approached the van and joined the conversation with Petit and the driver. At the same time, the rear doors of the van swung open and two men in navy blue boilers suits hopped out and walked around to the front. Harry noticed they were both wearing gun holsters on their belts.
�This is getting interesting,� he said. �Was that something about uniforms?�
Lucia gave a nervous, shallow nod. �Yes, the French police are saying they�re not in the correct uniform for prison officers and he�s going to report them to their superior.�
�I don�t like this at all,� Andrej said.
�All right,� Harry said flatly as he glanced over each of his shoulders. �Get ready.�
�Get ready for what, exactly?� Zoey said, and took a step back from the van.
The answer was rapid and violent, as all of the men in boiler suits drew their pistols and gunned down Petit and Barbier. The two Frenchmen tumbled to the floor, their shirts turning red with blood as the men in the van turned their guns on a young officer standing to the side of the prisoners and shot him down like a dog.
Zoey gasped. �Jesus Christ on ice skates!�
�Down!� Harry yelled, shoulder-barging Lucia to the floor and tumbling down on top of her. With Zoey and Andrej right behind them, they rolled behind a low, chipped wall supporting the concrete steps they had used to enter the van area. As they tucked themselves into the cover of the wall, several armed police officers burst into the transfer area and fired on the men in the boiler suits. The men took cover behind the van and returned fire.
�They�ve got �em now!� Zoey said. �Woo-hoo!�
�I don�t think so,� Andrej said, wiping sweat from his forehead.
�That�s a Mercedes Sprinter specially designed for prisoner transport,� Harry said. �It�s bulletproof, so they�re safe for the time being.�
�So what now, Chief?� Zoey asked, gasping for breath and struggling with her cuffs.
�We get out of here.�
�With these on?� Lucia said, holding her cuffed hands up to his face.
�Always think ahead of time,� he said with a grin and a wink. He raised his cuffed hands and reached into the base of his tie, pulling the tiny object he had manipulated earlier from the lining. Lucia glanced over and saw it was a paperclip he had bent into a specific shape, and now she knew why.
Always thinking ahead.
Harry took the paperclip in between his third and fourth fingers and gently pushed the head of the clip into the keyhole of the double-locking handcuffs. They were hinged, which made it harder because this allowed less flexibility than a regular chain-cuff, and they were double-locked to stop them getting too tight and causing the prisoners nerve-damage. This meant he had to turn the clip clockwise first until he heard a shallow click. Then he turned the clip anticlockwise for the main event as he pushed the ratchets down and a heartbeat later the first cuff popped open. With this done, he opened the second cuff which was always easier as his other hand was now free and that was it � out of both cuffs in less than ten seconds.
�Stay here,� he said, and got up to his feet to scan the firefight unfolding in front of them.
Lucia looked up at him, her eyes widening with fear. �Where are you going?�
�We need a weapon.�
Before she could respond, he scrambled out of the cover of the steps and darted across the asphalt toward the dead officer who had been standing beside them. At first the men were too occupied with each other to notice him as he ripped the keys from the dead man�s belt, but as he wrenched the SIG Sauer SP 2022 from the holster one of the police officers saw him. After screaming a warning to raise his hands he opened fire on him.
The bullets went low, smashing into the asphalt and spitting up shards of bituminous pitch and gravel dust as he sprinted back to the cover of the steps. As he slid into safety he checked the magazine and seeing it was full he smacked it back into the grip and took aim of the men taking cover behind the Sprinter.
He also fired low, beneath the vehicle, and his first shot struck one of the men in the ankle. The man howled and crashed to the floor, curling into a ball as he reached down to grip the smashed bone, which was probably the tibia by Harry�s estimation.
�Woah,� Zoey said. �I guess you�re not a librarian.�
�He�s not a librarian,� Lucia said.
�I worked for the government,� he said. �And before that I was in the army.�
�As what?�
�In the Catering Corp.�
�No shit?�
Harry�s response was to toss Lucia the keys he�d taken from the officer�s belt. �Free yourself,� he said. �And then unlock Andrej.�
�What about me?!� Zoey said.
Before he could reply, one of the police officers crashed down on top of him and wrestled him to the ground. Screams of French commands burst from a huddle of men just inside the double doors a few yards above them as the chaos spilled out everywhere.
Lucia screamed, and Andrej covered his mouth in horror as the Englishman rolled out into the transfer area with the French policeman, each pummelling the other with all they had to gain some advantage.
Harry dodged the first blow, and the officer�s fist smashed into the asphalt an inch from his right ear, but he didn�t flinch. Pumped with adrenalin and devoted to his duty he simple pulled his bloodied fist back ready for a second shot.
Harry saw it coming, and brought the pistol up, striking him in the jaw with the grip and knocking him backwards. Harry had zero inclination to kill this man. He was no killer, and he wasn�t about to add a genuine murder charge to the long list of false accusations now following him like a dusk shadow.
The man crashed onto the steps, smashing his spine into one of the concrete risers and causing him to grunt in agony as the pain shot through his body. Harry knew this man thought he was a cop killer, responsible for the murder of the police officers in Madrid, and that meant he wanted him dead but would settle for life imprisonment. Either way he was going to fight tooth and claw to bring him and the others to what he saw was justice, and Harry was not surprised when the wounded man staggered to his feet and pulled his gun on him.
Harry reacted in a heartbeat, leaping forward before the man had a chance to bring the weapon into the aim. He rammed into him with his shoulder, smashing him into the wall and then brought his fist up into the man�s face, knocking him out. He collapsed onto the yard�s asphalt with a smack, out cold.
Harry dusted his hands off and turned to Lucia. �That�s sorted th��
Another officer launched himself at the Englishman. �Fils de pute!�
Harry ran into the fight as the man pulled a baton and swung it at him. He sidestepped and dodged his head back to miss the blow, grabbing hold of the man�s other wrist and twisting it around hard. The young man was made of sterner stuff than he thought and his resistance was impressive, but the wrist snapped all the same and then his opponent howled in pain.
�Woo-hoo!� Zoey called out. �Give �em hell, Scooter!�
Harry glanced at her. �I�m glad you find this so entertaining.�
The men behind the van threw a grenade into the double doors at the bottom of the main building and the men inside scrambled for survival. Three seconds later a phenomenal explosion roared out of the building, channelled by the narrow corridor and launched an impressive fireball a dozen metres into the loading bay.
Harry and the others ducked as the fire burned a metre above their heads, and then when it was safe he scanned the area. He saw that the men in the van were now sprinting from the car park and heading out into the side street beside the battered station. �We�ve got to get out of here,� he said trying to get his breath back.
�Them�s some pretty nifty moves, Tex,� Zoey said. �You wanna rescue this damsel in distress and throw me those keys?�
�Why should we?� Lucia said, suspiciously.
�Because you said you needed a car.� She looked at them, the cynical expression on her face was now one of desperate vulnerability. �I can you get one of those � honest.�
�We can take the van!� Lucia said, pointing at the Sprinter.
�No, it�s too obvious,� Harry said, �and I don�t have time to find something easy to steal. I say we trust her.�
�I don�t know,� Li�ka said. �She could be anyone � she could be one of them placed here to spy on us, or to lead us to our deaths.�
�I think your tin foil hat�s a little crooked there, Chekov,� Zoey said. �I don�t work for anyone besides myself.� She looked at Harry once more, the smart-ass smile now gone completely. �Please man, this is my only chance. If you don�t help me out they�re gonna deport me to the States.�
Harry didn�t have to think it through. His instinct was to let her out. He stepped over to her and unlocked the cuffs. They slipped off her wrists and she rubbed them with her hands, sighing with relief.
�You were saying something about a car?� Harry said.
Zoey took a step back and sighed again. �You�re going to hold me to that, really?�
�I told you she was trouble!� Li�ka said.
�Woah there, Tin Foil! I never said I wasn�t gonna help you. I�m a girl who sticks to her word. If you need a car then I�ll get you a car. I know just the asshole who can help. He owes me� believe me.�
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It was raining by the time they got to the back of the building and followed Zoey as she sprinted along a cobblestone side street. It was standard Parisien fare, with neat lines of plane trees, stripped bare by the winter and slick with the frozen rain now tumbling down from a leaden sky.
Parked outside a shabby tabac that lurked in the gloom of a soulless modern, concrete residential block was a dirty Citro�n C3. As they approached it a chubby man in a puffy black raincoat with the collars turned up twisted his face around to see them. A second later the orange indicator lights flashed and the locks blipped open.
Zoey skidded to halt by the front passenger door and clambered inside. �Get in!�
Lucia and Andrej shared a glance and then followed Harry�s lead as he climbed into the back seat. With some effort the large man turned in the driver�s seat and smiled at them as they jumped in the back. �Hallo! I am Niko.�
Zoey glanced in the mirror. �Guys, this is Niko the Asshole Lookout. Niko the Asshole Lookout, this is the guys.�
�Pleased to meet you all!� Niko said, trying to turn in the driver�s seat to shake their hands.
Zoey sighed. �Niko, we�re on the run from les flics � maybe save the social niceties for later on over a schnapps or something, yeah?� She turned to Harry. �Niko�s Swiss,� she said, as if that explained everything.
Harry, Lucia and Andrej buckled up as Niko indicated and slowly pulled onto the avenue.
�What are you doing, Niko?� Zoey said.
He looked at her, confused �What?�
�Why are you driving like that?�
�Like what?�
�Like you�re a total idiot on your tenth driving test.�
�Oh, that�s not nice,� Niko said. �You shouldn�t say such things. I�m very disappointed in you, Zoey. One must always obey the traffic regulations.�
Zoey glanced in the mirror. �Cut the shit, Nikky,� she said, her voice suddenly hard and cold and humourless. She didn�t sound like the vulnerable wise-cracker Harry had met at the station, and he wondered which one was the real Zoey Conway. �They�re right on our asses. Move over.�
Niko stared at her. �Move over where?�
�To my seat. I�m driving.�
�But you are in your seat,� he protested meekly. �How can I move into it?�
�Didn�t you have any fun as a teenager?� she said, unbuckling her belt and clambering up over the top of him. �Guess not, with you being from Geneva and everything.�
�You�re blocking my view you crazy woman! And it�s Zurich� I am not a Genevois � we don�t even speak the same language!�
�Whatever. Like I said � move over, you weenie.�
The C3 began to swerve violently all over the avenue, forcing a car in the other lane off the road. It crashed through a launderette window as the sound of police sirens rose in the distance behind them.
Now, no one was in control of the Citro�n, and in the back, Andrej Li�ka covered his eyes. �This is it. We�re going to die.�
�No one�s dying, Chekov,� Zoey said, climbing down into the driver�s seat. Beside her, Niko had reached the passenger seat and was desperately buckling himself into it. He turned to Harry and the others in the back. �I don�t like to use bad language, but if you want to see what a total idiot really looks like when driving a car � then look no further.�
�Bad language?� Harry said.
�Niko�s very polite,� Zoey said. She rammed the C3�s manual transmission down into second and the engine howled like a stuck piglet. She took the next corner so fast the car almost tipped over onto two wheels, and clipped a number of coffee tables out the front of a caf�. The tables went flying, sending cups and bottles and menus all over the street. The patrons of the caf� leapt back to save themselves and then rushed forward full of waving fists and threats.
�The French,� Zoey said, as if once again that explained everything. She gave a dismissive headshake and returned her attention to the police car on their tail. �These guys are pretty serious about catching up with us,� she said suspiciously. �Something tells me they�re not after a common thief. You guys sure you�re not mass murderers?�
�Mass murderers?� Niko said, his face growing visibly paler.
�We�re not murderers,� Lucia said with a sigh. �We already told you � someone is trying to frame us.�
Niko sighed and shook his head. �I�m very uncomfortable about this Zoey.�
�Oh, can it, Niko. You�re as crooked as they come.� She changed up into third and gained some speed along the Avenue de Tourville, screeching past Les Invalides before swinging the wheel around to the left hard and heading south towards the Church of Saint-Fran�ois-Xavier. �Don�t pay any attention to Niko here. He�s what you might call my technical back-up assistant. In other words, he neutralizes security systems before I break into buildings.�
�True story,� the Swiss man said with pride. �Why do you think all of the CCTV cameras around the police station were redirected to face the walls?�
Harry was silently impressed. �That was you?�
�Ja. I�m good at what I do.�
�He sure is,� Zoey said. �Oh � and did I mention � he�s also supposed to keep a lookout for me in case anyone comes home earlier than expected.�
Niko turned in his seat and faced them again and gave an explanatory shrug. �I fell asleep � just one time.�
�Sure, the one time I raid the Saudi Ambassador�s Parisian apartment.�
�The Saudi Ambassador?� Lucia asked.
�Sure. Aim for the stars, Jeb, and you might just hit the moon, right?� As she spoke the rainclouds blew to the west to reveal a bright winter sun.
Harry saw her smile as she pulled some sunglasses out of a case in the side pocket and slip them over her green eyes. �Now, let�s get these assholes off our tail.�
Zoey Conway checked her rear-view but almost wished she hadn�t made the effort. Two Paris police Peugeots were in close pursuit, sirens flashing and horns wailing. Checking ahead, everywhere she looked Parisians and tourists alike were pointing iPhones in their direction and filming everything they could get.
�You really sure you guys didn�t murder anyone?� She slammed the visor down to block the low winter sun which was now beaming though a low split in the rain clouds racing across the black sky.
�Very sure,� Harry said. �Why?�
She flicked her eyes at the mirror for a second and watched as the police cars rocked up behind them. �Seems like the heat�s a little high around here and it ain�t for me.�
She swerved in the traffic and managed to put a Volvic delivery truck in between the C3 and the police Peugeots pursuing them. Ahead of them now was a Mia Electric car pootling along as the driver searched for a parking space. Zoey blasted the horn and dropped down again before violently swerving the C3 out into the road.
She ripped past the Mia in a hail of exhaust fumes and skidded wildly back onto the right-hand lane just in time to avoid a head-on collision with a heavy-duty DHL van dead ahead.
�Oh my God!� Lucia said, wide-eyed. �You nearly killed us.�
�Relax, Dolores� I just saved our asses.� She glanced in the mirror at the terrified Spaniard. �You can thank me later.�
�Thank you? You are crazy.�
�It�s been said before, hun. I�ll put my hands up to that.�
To underline the point, she powered through a set of red lights, causing Lucia to scream. Andrej Li�ka looked like was about to pass out, but Niko was shaking his head and chuckling. �This is why I normally do the driving.�
�Hey!� Zoey said. �I�m a great driver but it might help if I knew where we were going.� She turned in her seat and fixed her eyes on Harry. �So where are we going, Tex?�
�You�re talking to me?�
She shrugged. �Sure I am.�
�It�s just that you have a very annoying habit of assigning people nicknames that�s beginning to get on my nerves.�
�Do I?�
�Yes.�
�I had no idea. Is that true, Niko?�
�Of course.�
�Shit� I�ll try and watch that,� she said, turning an insincere face to the Englishman. �Sport.�
�Very funny.�
�I�m still waiting for some strategic direction here,� she said. �Where are we going?�
�I have no idea whatsoever.� Harry turned in his seat and locked his eyes on an increasingly panicky Andrej Li�ka. �You said you hid the dust, Andrej. Where?�
A pause.
Zoey took another corner at speed and sighed as she checked the mirror. �Dust? Is this some kind of joke?�
�No joke,� Lucia said, but Andrej remained silent.
Zoey increased her grip on the steering wheel and navigated through some slow-moving traffic, weaving in and out of the lanes like a pro. �Any time this century, Chekov.�
Li�ka looked deflated. �The Catacombs.�
�The Catacombs?� Harry said. �As in the tunnels under the city?�
Li�ka frowned and nodded glumly. �My sister is married to one of the guides there. He helps the tourists. He helped me hide it.�
�Where is it, exactly?�
�In a vault beneath one of the tunnels.�
�You can find it?�
He nodded. �It was many months ago, but yes� I think so. Pablo and I knew we had to keep the research and activation codes separate from the weapon itself, and that is when we made the decision to hide them so far apart. I took the Perses canister and hid it deep inside the catacombs and Pablo took the research notes and codes and hid them inside the painting. He knew they would stop at nothing to find it, so he chose somewhere they would never find. Turn right here�� As he spoke they raced past the Montparnasse Tower and swerved onto the Avenue du Maine.
�After seeing what happened to his apartment I can believe it,� Harry said.
�But now we have the NAND chip with the codes, and when we get the canister out of the catacombs, the weapon and its launch codes will be together. This is what we always wanted to avoid. This will be a very dangerous time. Maybe we need to keep it hidden.�
�Wherever you hid it, it�s not safe,� Harry said. �Wherever it is they�ll find it eventually, or someone else will. I know people in the Government who we can trust. We need to get the canister to them at once, Andrej.�
�I�m not so sure� perhaps trying to take it to safety is a bad idea. Maybe we should leave it buried with the dead.�
The heavens opened and the rain fell, and Harry kept his thoughts to himself. He could see Andrej was nervous about it, and he understood why, but a weapon like this had to be protected by the right people, and whether Andrej liked it or not, that meant a government-level operation. His thoughts were interrupted when the C3 swerved violently to the left and nearly mounted the kerb.
Zoey spun the wheel back and returned the car to the correct lane. The police Peugeots were even closer now and the sirens and horns had attracted the attention of even more Parisians and tourists alike who were now lining the route and holding up their phones to film the chase in even greater numbers than before.
The lead police car understeered and raced forward, mounting the pavement for a few seconds in an attempt to get around the C3 but was forced to swerve back in to avoid smashing into a vintage kiosk covered in movie posters.
Zoey changed down hard, third to second and the engine growled. Now they were shooting out of a side street and she was spinning the wheel to the right to join another wide boulevard. A black Passat travelling east on the boulevard raced up behind them and nearly hit the back of their car.
Harry checked the mirror and shook his head with doubt. �It�s only a matter of time before they put up a roadblock or deploy a stinger.�
�A stinger?� Lucia said.
�It�s a retractable device they throw across the road that bursts the tires to shreds. Then it�s game over. How far away are we from the Catacombs?�
�Not far,� Andrej said, turning in his seat and staring with two wide, panicked eyes at the police cars.
�We can�t let them know where we�re going,� Harry said. �So we�re going to need to ditch the car and lose them in the side streets.�
�I like crazy times,� Niko said, chuckling to himself. �Once at an IT conference I attended in Stuttgart�� he stopped as the chuckling increased. �We rewired the buttons on the elevator control panel so it went to all the wrong floors.� He shook his head in disbelief of the act. �It was like � somebody stop me!�
Zoey was now shaking her head as she watched the portly Swiss man in the mirror. �Nikky?�
�Ja?�
�Stop talking, hun.�
�Of course.�
�Oh shit!� Zoey said.
Harry craned his neck to look behind the C3. �What?�
�They�re gaining on us, and I think I spy a chopper coming up behind them.�
Lucia squeezed Harry�s arm. �We�re not going to make it!�
�Sure we are,� he said. �We just need to think ahead of time.�
�Well, get thinking, Chief� because that�s not a police helicopter � it looks military and someone�s hanging out of it with a gun.�
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Harry craned his neck and looked up through the narrow angle between the rear window and the sky above the police cars now racing behind them. The New Yorker was right � the Super Cougar belonged to the Arm�e de Terre, and was almost certainly carrying a contingent of GIGN men.
The Groupe d�intervention de la Gendarmerie nationale or the National Gendarmie Intervention Group was an elite force of special operations police officers specializing in hostage rescue and counter-terrorism. It was great to know he, Lucia and Andrej had been assessed as worthy of such a high-level manhunt, and with the Czech�s stuttered, nervous words still echoing in his memory, Harry was starting to wonder exactly who was pulling all these strings. His Deep State hypothesis was starting to look more and more real with every second.
�Left here,� Andrej said.
With the Peugeots closing in, Zoey spun the wheel to the left and drove into the east end of the Rue Froidevaux. Harry looked to the left as the Montparnasse Cemetery flashed by them in a blur. The graves and tombs were blocked by a ten-foot high wall of old red brick and a row of plane trees, stripped of leaves by the season and slick with rain. The C3�s windshield wipers raced back and forth furiously as Zoey strained to see ahead.
�They�re still behind us,� Lucia said, glancing over her shoulder.
Niko peered up through his window. �And that chopper�s closing in.�
�Great,� Harry said. �We�re running out of options fast.�
Zoey was unmoved, and continued weaving the car in and out of the Paris traffic without blinking an eye.
�You seem very calm,� Harry said.
�This is nothing,� she said. �You ever heard of Giulio Greco?�
Harry checked the mirror again and nodded absent-mindedly. �The New York Mafia boss?�
�Vegas, but yeah. So after I knocked off his Downtown apartment they chased me with six cars all over town � and if those dudes caught me they weren�t gonna read me my rights, you know what I mean?�
Harry turned to face her. �You broke into Giulio Greco�s apartment?�
Zoey shrugged her shoulders. �Sure, why not?� She spun the wheel and swerved the C3 around a dawdling Ford Focus. �Girl�s gotta eat.�
�But he�s Giulio Greco!�
�And?�
�And he�s well-known to keep a grudge.�
�He�s gotta know who you are to keep a grudge, hun. I�m always on the move. Probably never go back to Sin City so who�s counting?�
�You�re almost mad enough to be in MI6,� Harry said.
Zoey turned to him for a second. �Wait � you were in the Catering Corps and MI6?�
�Not at the same time, but yes� guilty as charged � and it wasn�t the sodding Cater�.�
�I knew you weren�t a librarian!� Zoey said, interrupting him.
She pulled up behind a man on a Vespa who was hogging the lane and blew the horn at him but elicited nothing more than a dismissive hand gesture casually waved over his shoulder. He didn�t even turn his head, and he kept going at the same speed.
�What now?�
�Bastard�s getting out my way, is what now,� Zoey said, and increased speed. A second later the front of the Citro�n was pushing up against the rear mudguard of the scooter. A loud squealing noise filled the air and the Vespa began to swerve wildly from side to side.
The driver turned in his seat and screamed a load of abuse at them.
�So now I�ve got your attention, Francois, get out of my frigging way!�
He swerved violently out of sight but then it happened in a flash as they were approaching the southwest end of the Rue Froidevaux. Up ahead the entrance to the Catacombs was almost in sight when a monstrous armored truck belonging to the BRI ripped out of the Rue Roger and headed straight for them. The BRI were the Brigade de Recherche et d�Intervention, better known as the Anti-Gang Brigade and they usually dealt with serious crimes like kidnapping cases or armed bank robberies, but today their attention was focussed on Harry Bane and his gang of fugitives.
�Speed up!� Harry yelled.
Zoey sighed as she slammed her foot on the accelerator. �You think?�
For a second, the Englishman thought they were going to make it, but then the armored Renault truck smashed into the back of the C3, just clipping the back panel and bumper. The force of the impact was colossal as the heavy armored truck ploughed into the much lighter Citro�n and spun them around like a toy car until they were facing the other direction entirely.
As they spun, Harry saw the armored truck was going too fast to stop and smashed through the south wall of the cemetery before disappearing in a cloud of brick dust and exhaust fumes.
Zoey struggled with the wheel and tried to turn into the skid, which impressed Harry, but the momentum of the crash was just too great and they could all feel what was about to happen as the car began to tip over.
�Hold on!� Harry yelled.
And then the C3 went over, smashing down on its left-hand side so Zoey was now just inches from the road. They screeched to a halt in a shower of sparks.
Harry Bane felt the heat rising and knew things were getting well out of hand. Not only was he wanted for multiple murders in Spain, but now he was in the middle of a major incident in central Paris.
So much for a quiet drink and a few hands of blackjack.
He unbuckled his belt and looked around the car. His eyes were met with an unconscious Zoey Conway � her upper body was slumped forward into the airbag and only held up by the seatbelt. In the back, he heard Lucia groaning and turned to see her rubbing at a gash on her forehead. The impact at the rear of the vehicle had spun it around hard and she had smashed her head into the rear window pillar.
�Are you okay, Lucia?� Harry asked. As he moved forward to check her, Zoey began to come to in the front seat and beside her Niko was confused and moaning with pain.
�I think so� my head hurts. You?�
�I�m shaken, but not stirred.�
Zoey groaned. �Oh� give me a break��
�What about you, Zoey � are you okay?� Harry asked.
�Sure, but with jokes like that I wish I was still unconscious.�
�Thanks.�
�You�re welcome, James.�
�007, eh?�
�In your case more like just a double zero.�
Harry gave her a look but now saw flames flicking up from under the hood, and turned to Li�ka. He was in the middle between him and Lucia and turning a pale green color.
�What about you?�
A sad nod.
�Listen, the car�s on fire so we have to get out of here right now.�
He had to move fast. With flames crawling all over the engine compartment and the sound of the Peugeots growing in the distance, it was game over in less than two minutes.
Harry opened his door and climbed up and out of the car, and in the front Niko popped his belt and followed the same way. Standing on top of the stricken C3, Harry helped Andrej and Lucia out of the back and then leaned into the front to help pull Zoey free, but she was searching through the glove box under the dash.
�Hurry up!� he said.
�I�m not going anywhere without Sally.�
�Eh?�
She pulled a Smith & Wesson Crimson Trace snub-nose revolver from the glove compartment and slipped it in her bag.
Harry raised an eyebrow. �Nice snub-nose.�
Zoey make a big show of fluttering her eyelashes. �I do hope you�re referring to my gun, sir.�
�Of course.�
�Good. You got me into this, Mister, and you�re damn well going to get me out of it.� As she spoke she grabbed a small flashlight as well. �Not going caving without one of these.�
They clambered out the car and emerged into the noisy chaos of the cold Paris afternoon. A column of black smoke was belching up into the sky from the armored truck in the graveyard, and above them the Super Cougar was circling and trying to get a clear shot through the smoke.
Two of the police Peugeots screeched to a halt at the end of the road and officers tumbled out and raised their guns at them. A senior officer began to bark instructions through a megaphone and then without warning Zoey fired just once but the single shot was enough to send the French police into a frenzied spiral of over-reaction.
Lucia jumped when the gun went off, and Harry�s mind raced as he calculated what to do next. He was already starting to regret telling the casino floor manager to let Lucia Serrano into the bar. At the time it had felt like the right thing to do, but now he was getting the impression his life was better before all of this started.
�Which way?� Zoey said.
�I�m guessing the large painted words saying Entree des Catacombs and the big white arrows pointing in that direction are a clue,� Harry said.
Zoey gave him a look, but before she could reply, Andrej spoke. �He�s right � the entrance is just over here.�
Deep beneath Paris is a sprawling network of underground tunnels formed by the limestone mines of previous centuries. The general public is banned from exploring the notorious tunnels, but this doesn�t stop the occasional daredevil or thrill seeker from descending into the darkness beneath the southern arrondissements of the city.
The most famous part of these tunnels is the Catacombs of Paris, the world�s most famous ossuary. Containing over six million skeletons, the Catacombs were created by the city�s authorities during a crisis in the 1780s when the Holy Innocents� Cemetery in central Paris no longer had any room in its mass graves.
Because they were once mines, there were over two hundred entrances into the Catacombs, but only one reserved for official use, and now as they approached this entrance, Harry glanced over his shoulder to see the remaining police officers bearing down on them. �It�s now or never,� he said, looking up at the warning above the door: Arr�te! C�est ici l�empire de la mort.
�What the hell does that mean?� Zoey said.
�It�s telling us to stop, because this is Death�s empire.�
�Oh, that�s okay then,� she said. �I was afraid it was something bad.�
�This is where the nanodust is hidden,� Andrej said apologetically. �We have no choice if we want to secure it, plus we should be more afraid of the living than the dead.�
�I�m more concerned about how we�re going to get out,� Harry said, looking back at the police. They were now fanning out and making their way toward them from the end of the street.
�They�re going to be all over our asses in a few seconds, Harry,� Zoey said. �We have to get this thing on right now.�
They raced down the stairs and entered the Empire of Death. The City of Lights was gone now, replaced with a dark, cold vault whose ceiling was supported with crumbling stone pillars. �Which way now, Andrej?�
�This way,� the Czech scientist said, with the panic in his voice clear for all to hear. �We must go this way.�
Behind them at the top of the stairs they heard men screaming in French and then the sound of boots pounding down the steps. Without delay, they began to run along the narrow Port-Mahon corridor and then turned onto the famous Quarrymen�s footpath.
Passing a circular staircase that wound its way downwards until disappearing into a pool of frozen black water, Zoey turned to Andrej. �I hope you can remember where this damned thing is, Chekov,� she said, sliding some gum into her mouth. �Because I ain�t never been caught by the law or anyone else and I don�t intend to start now.�
�We met in jail cell,� Harry said. �How�s that you not getting caught?�
�If it�s not overnight, it doesn�t count,� she said with pride. �That�s what Mack used to say.�
�Who�s Mack?�
�An old friend. Taught me everything I know.�
Harry shook his head in disbelief. His service in MI6 had sent him to dozens of different countries and he�d met countless hundreds of people in his travels from every walk of life, but he�d never met anyone quite like Zoey Conway before.
But he had no time to think about her or anything else because right then they reached the main attraction � the Ossuary.

TWENTY-FIVE

Zalan Szabo glanced at the manila file with something approaching mild interest but then gently flipped the cover back and pushed it back on the desk toward Gy�rgy T�th. He was sitting in the study of his Viennese mansion and placing a cigar in his mouth. He pulled a single-blade cutter from his drawer and sliced the end off the cigar. Reaching forward to pull a Cartier enamel and diamond lighter from the desk�s smooth surface, he began to speak with the cigar in his mouth. �So, he�s British Secret Service.�
�Former Secret Service,� T�th said. �And before that a Pathfinder.�
Szabo fired up the Cohiba Behike and blew a cloud of pungent blue smoke toward the vaulted ceiling of his study. �Explain.�
�The Pathfinder Platoon is an elite reconnaissance unit in the British Army�s 16th Air Assault Brigade. They parachute deep behind the enemy�s lines and send back reconnaissance reports and set out drop zones for regiments like the SAS.�
Szabo nodded with appreciation. �All of that and James Bond as well. Quite the hero.�
�Except he�s a washout now, and spends his days gambling and blowing his family�s money.�
�Don�t underestimate a man like this,� the Hungarian said with experience. �Any man who can do these things is never really down and out. If you underestimate him he will bring us down.�
�Yes sir.�
�What about the others?�
�Serrano you know, and the chunky one is Niko Weber, a Swiss IT specialist and software developer from Zurich whose hobby is cracking security networks. The other woman is an American named Zoey Conway � a common thief from New York City. The older man is of course Andrej Li�ka, one of the lead scientists who worked with Ramirez on Project Perses.�
�Both traitors.�
�Yes sir.�
�These people are rabble, T�th. Surely you�re not telling me they can get the better of you and your men. Steiner was a Jagdkommando.�
�Yes sir.�
�Who is in the field with Steiner?�
�Aleksi Karhu.�
Szabo nodded with the same degree of appreciation as if he were listening to a waiter reading a wine menu. �He is dangerous, indeed.�
�Yes.�
�But unpredictable.�
T�th hesitated. �Yes.�
�And the insider?�
�In position. That is how we knew about Paris.�
�Good. The net tightens.�
�Yes.�
�I want that weapon back, T�th, and the activation code.�
�Yes, sir.�
�And prepare my flight. We�re leaving Vienna.�
�At once.�
Szabo closed his eyes and nodded with the expectation that Gy�rgy T�th would do what he was paid very well to do. That meant neutralize this annoying band of idiots who had risen like a fungus on the Ministry�s exquisite plans for the future of humanity and allow the next phase to proceed unhindered.
Exquisite plans that had a lot to live up to� Athens, Rome, the Silk Road, Cocoliztli, Calcutta, Kansas� and he had no intention of allowing these people to humiliate him in the Ministry�s eyes. Those eyes were everywhere, after all.

TWENTY-SIX

�This place gives me the creeps,� Zoey said with a visible shudder. �Maybe we should split and leave you three to it.� As she spoke they passed through the Crypt of the Sepulchral Lamp. This was the first monument ever constructed inside the catacombs, with walls lined with dozens of skulls and shin bones. The lamp was originally used by those quarrying the caves, but now it formed part of the macabre sculpture.
�Not a good idea,� Harry said. �Like it or not, you�re on the run with us now.�
�Great,� Zoey said with a sigh. �All I wanted was some help to get out of jail and now I�m a fugitive in a cave full of skeletons.�
�It�s not so bad,� Niko said.
�Not so bad?� Zoey gave him a look. �Are you kidding me, you schnook? We�re walking through a tunnel lined with human skulls and as far as the police of both France and Spain are concerned we�re accessories after the fact of a multiple murder. If that doesn�t freak you out then just what the hell would?�
�Well, once I was in Copenhagen Zoo and this little monkey pulled out his��
�Forget it,� Zoey snapped. �I don�t want to know what�s lurking at the end of that sentence � ever��
Now they were leaving behind the part of the catacombs seen by normal tourists and entering an even darker, colder world of underworld isolation � a world as far from the reality of Paris as was possible to imagine.
Harry turned to Li�ka. �Where next, Professor?�
�We need to go through here.�
Zoey followed the beam from Li�ka�s phone light with anxious eyes. �You mean through the sign that says No Entry to the Public?�
�Yes, I mean exactly that.�
Niko shook his head. �You had to ask.�
�I was frightened you were going to say something like that.�
�The weapon had to be well hidden,� Li�ka said coolly. �Leaving it lying around where thousands of tourists walk every week would not be very clever, would it?�
If what the professor had said back in his apartment was even vaguely true then Harry thought this was a good point, but as they moved deeper into the system even he was starting to get a little unnerved. It was true that this area was out of bounds to the thousands of annual tourists who descended into the Catacombs every year, but that didn�t mean it was untouched by humans.
This was the deepest part of the labyrinth for sure, but even here there was evidence of other people � mostly in the form of graffiti sprayed on the cave walls, or the occasional piece of litter left behind by what the locals called the cataphiles � those mad enough to crawl down out of the city and explore this mysterious and dangerous underworld.
The flashlight illuminated what looked like a smooth floor of black glass, but then they realized it was one of the many underground rock pools that the cataphiles liked to swim in on hot days. Above it, on the cave wall, was a giant black and white skull sprayed into the rough limestone in metallic paint. It looked back at them with a devilish grin.
�Fancy a dip?� Harry said, almost to himself.
�You first, niknak,� Zoey said, and then they heard the sound of shouting as the police closed in on them.
�We have no time to waste,� Li�ka said. �We go this way!�
They followed him around the rock pool and along a narrow tunnel which led off to the right. They reached what looked like another dead-end lined with yet more skulls and bones when Li�ka knelt down on the floor of the tunnel and began to clear away dust and dirt with his hands.
�It�s in here,� he said.
Harry and the others watched as the Czech revealed a small trap door hiding among the gravelly detritus in the bottom of the tunnel.
�If I can just�� Li�ka strained hard as he desperately tried the cavity pull handle on the trapdoor in the floor at the end of the tunnel. �It�s too heavy for me alone,� he said down among the skulls, arms and legs that surrounded them on all sides, packed into place to form a wall of human bones.
�Let me at it,� Harry said. �Take this.� He crouched down over the trapdoor and heaved as hard as he could but there was no movement. He turned to face Li�ka �How the hell did you get this thing open?�
�There were two of us,� he said absent-mindedly. �Me and Jean-Paul.�
Harry scanned the faces of Li�ka and Niko Weber. �So maybe if there were two or three of us right now we might be making more progress?�
�I have a very weak back,� Niko said apologetically.
�I wonder why,� Zoey muttered with a sideways glance at his belly.
�This is all muscle,� Niko said. �I work out.�
Zoey shook her head. �The only thing you work out is how to get out of going to the gym.�
Li�ka wiped the sweat from his forehead with a handkerchief from his pocket and walked over to Harry. Far above, all of Paris was frozen, and the catacombs were cold enough for them to see their breath in the air. Li�ka�s sweat was caused by fear, not heat, and now he stuffed the cloth back on his pocket and crouched beside the Englishman.
�You couldn�t have just put this in a safety deposit box?� Zoey said.
�Banks have an annoying habit of asking questions about what they�re storing for you,� Li�ka said. �So no.�
With a final pull the trapdoor swung open and sent a shower of dust bursting into their faces. Harry coughed the cloud of dust from his lungs and waved it out of his face as he took the first few steps below the trapdoor. The first things he saw were broken bones strewn on the flagstones and thick cobwebs hanging from the ceiling.
The others followed him, and they moved down the steps into a claustrophobic vault, now so far below the city they may as well be in another world. Shining the flashlight from side to side as their shoes crunched on the gravel, they finally reached the far wall.
Lucia tripped on a crack in the flagstone floor and fell into the wall, almost putting her hand through an old, desiccated skull as she tried to stop herself. She tried to scream but Harry stifled it with his hand. �Let�s try to keep this delightful little place just for us, shall we, darling?�
Before she could respond, Li�ka barged forward and pointed at an area in front of them in the wall of skulls. �There it is,� he said. �It�s in there, behind that skull.�
�How can you be sure?� Zoey said.
The Czech turned to her. �I have a good memory for skulls,� he said.
�And on the site of a hospital that used to treat victims of the Black Death,� Harry said. �I see you have sense of humor, Andrej.�
�That was not why I chose it,� he said flatly. �I already told you � my sister�s husband works for the Paris Mus�es and he helped me access it. He risked his job for me.�
Zoey shuddered and looked over her shoulder into the gloomy, damp darkness. �You sure don�t screw around when you hide something, Chekov. I�ll give you that.�
Li�ka pulled the broken rocks apart and made a small space just big enough for his arms to push into the hole. Harry watched as he struggled to locate the object for a few seconds, cursing as he tried to find it. Then his eyes lit up and he turned to the others. �I have it.�
�So get it out and we can split,� Zoey said.
�That�s a very good idea,� Lucia said, glancing at her watch. �It�s getting dark out there now and half the French police are searching the city for us.�
�Night gives us an advantage,� Harry said.
The Czech scientist gently pulled a metallic object from the hole in the vault�s wall with the care of a mother carrying a newborn baby. �This is it� it�s still here, thank God!�
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Harry stared at the strange, cold canister in awe as Li�ka handed it to him. It was smaller than he thought it was going to be, and heavier too � roughly the same size and weight of a can of beans. The surface looked and felt like burnished chrome, and the whole thing was smooth except for some shallow undulations at what he presumed was the base. At the opposite end was clearly a lid of some kind but it was sealed.
�Heavier than I thought,� he said.
�All the weight is in the canister,� Lucia said. �Am I right, Professor Li�ka?�
�Yes. The dust itself weighs practically nothing.�
Zoey took a step forward. �Can I get a look and see what�s causing this shitstorm?�
Harry glanced at her. �I don�t think so.� He turned to Lucia and handed her the canister.
�This is incredible,� she said. �I knew Pablo was a genius, but this� I cannot believe it is really what you say it is.�
�Believe it,� Li�ka said flatly, and stared nervously at the object in her hands.
She turned the canister over and studied it for a few second, but as she moved her fingers up to the seal, Li�ka�s eyes widened like full moons.
�Don�t touch that!� he snapped. �Give it here.� The Czech physicist leaned forward and snatched the canister from Lucia.
�Take it easy, Andrej,� Harry said.
Li�ka once again wiped the sweat from his forehead. �I�m sorry, but you just don�t realize how dangerous this could be if it ever got into the wrong hands.�
�But we�re the right hands,� Lucia said. �Don�t forget that.�
�You�re right, of course,� Li�ka said. �Forgive me � it�s just that I was there that day when they all died in Sweden � me and Gabriel. We watched them all die right in front of our faces. That�s why we took this away and vowed to hide it forever.�
�But it�s not safe here, Andrej,� Harry said. �You understand why we have to get this to the authorities?�
�No! They�re all under the control of the Ministry� every one of them!�
�That�s not true, Andrej,� Harry said. �I know people in the British Government who I would trust with my life. We need to get this to them. It�s the only way it can be secured.�
Lucia took the canister from Li�ka and weighed it in her hands a second time. �Incredible� and you�re sure the nanodust is already in here?�
Li�ka swallowed hard and gave a shallow nod as they made their way back up the steps and into the tunnel. They reached the end and turned back into the main corridor leading back to the official Catacombs entrance when everything changed.
Lucia gasped and pointed down the tunnel at a man with a gun. �Ay, dios m�o!�
He fired before they could react.
The bullet struck the corridor wall, ricocheted and blasted a chunk of limestone from one of the pillars supporting the ceiling. The smashed stone rained down on their heads and they ran for cover behind a support pillar as more bullets now drilled into the wall of skulls behind them, showering them with powdered bone.
�The police are here!� Li�ka said as Harry leaned around the pillar for a closer look.
�Holy crap on a cracker!� said Zoey. �You don�t say?�
�It�s not the police,� Harry said, slamming back into the cover of the pillar. �It�s the Ministry�s men, and the cops are dead on the tunnel floor behind them.�
�But how did they know we were here?� Lucia asked. �The last time they knew our location was back in Madrid!�
�A question for later,� said Harry. �Our problem right now is getting out of these catacombs alive.�
�Well butter my butt and call me a biscuit,� Zoey said, peering around the pillar and deftly sliding the snub-nose pistol from her pocket. �These guys are acting kinda thirsty if you ask me.�
�No one asked you,� Lucia said. �Are you afraid?�
�Hell no! This is more exciting than knocking off Greco. Did I ever tell you about the time I was in a shootout in Oklahoma?�
Before Harry had a chance to reply, the men hurled stun grenades which exploded and blasted fragments of bone from the countless skulls all over them. The Englishman shielded his eyes with his forearm for the duration of the explosion and then scanned the area occupied by the Ministry�s men. They were fanning out and executing a professional advance on them, with one unit covering while another moved forward and secured more of the tunnel.
�Whose idea was it to come down here?� Zoey said, shaking her head in despair.
�We had to get the dust,� Harry said.
�Well� great plan, Holmes,� Zoey called out. �Now we�re trapped.�
�Always look on the bright side,� Harry said.
�We�re pinned down in an underground maze by a bunch of tooled-up psychos and our only company is a million skeletons � what�s the bright side again?�
�We�re in Paris. When we get out we have access to excellent world-class museums and coffee.�
�Oh, geez. Of all the heroes in the world I got you.�
�You think I�m a hero?�
She looked at him blankly. �Get over yourself, Chief. You busted me out of jail and I�m grateful, but we�re not getting married.�
�You break my heart,� he said sarcastically. �And we�re not trapped � there�s a tunnel behind us, look.�
A narrow tunnel lined with countless leg bones receded into the darkness behind them, and they all knew it was leading further back into the Catacombs, but they had no choice.
And so they fled.
Behind them now, more of the Ministry�s agents emerged from the cloud of dust and after scanning the tunnels and seeing their enemy�s flight into the darkness they restarted their pursuit.
�Keep going!� Harry shouted. They sprinted deeper in the tunnel system, but he could see that Niko was starting to look tired. To call him a big guy was an understatement, and Harry was concerned he might collapse at any minute.
Another bullet struck the wall beside Zoey�s head and blasted her with smashed skull. �Holy Kamoley!� she yelled, still in a sprint. �I think I�m all skulled out.�
�You can say that again,� Niko said, panting hard as he struggled to keep up.
Li�ka could barely contain his panic. �We can go this way,� he said. �Jean-Paul showed me. It�s one of the exits off limits to the public.�
�Where does it come out?� Lucia asked.
�I�m not sure, but we�re some distance from where we entered.�
They reached a small dusty room littered with old newspapers and beer bottles strewn around the floor. On the far wall was a vertical ladder leading up to a hatch. Presumably one of the many unofficial exits from the catacombs was the other side of it. Harry moved ahead of them, climbed the ladder and pushed the hatch open. Moonlight flooded the shaft, lighting all their faces a ghostly silver color.
Then several silhouettes loomed in over the hatch and blocked the light of the moon. In their hands were some pretty chunky looking firearms.
�Ah, the traitor Professor Li�ka, and his team of amateur sleuths.�
Li�ka gasped. �It�s Hans Steiner!�
�In the flesh,� the man said. His voice was clipped but cultured. �And how kind of you to return the items you stole from us.� As he spoke, the other men aimed their machine pistols down into the shaft. �Hand them over, or my men will tear you to shreds where you stand.�

TWENTY-EIGHT

Steiner clambered down, snatched the canister from Li�ka�s hands and ordered their new captives out of the vault. His instructions were enforced by the men with Heckler & Koch MP7s gripped in their hands. As they moved toward the ladder the other men who had pursued them into the tunnels arrived with their guns drawn. Now, they were surrounded.
Harry was first up the ladder and back to the surface of the earth. When he reached the hatch two of Steiner�s men grabbed him by the head and neck and dragged him from the shaft, hurling him onto the paving. One of them gave him a solid kick in his ribs and he grunted in pain.
He staggered to his knees and saw they were some distance from the hubbub back at the main entrance. He saw the flashing lights of the police vehicles on the buildings in the distance and a chopper was swirling around with an arc light in a desperate search for them. For now, they were alone.
�Now the rest of you,� Steiner said from below. �And keep things casual. Any monkey business and you�re dead.�
Lucia was next, and then Zoey and Niko followed. Finally, Andrej Li�ka placed two trembling hands on the top rung of the ladder and emerged into the city night. A large man with hands like shovels couldn�t resist kicking the professor in his face as he struggled from the hatch. The professor flew backwards onto the gravel behind the shaft entrance.
�Enough Aleksi!� barked Steiner, and climbed up the ladder to join them.
Before Li�ka could get up, the Finn pulled him to his feet and Steiner casually approached him.
Face to face at last, the Austrian gave a cruel smile. �You and Ramirez have caused the Ministry a great deal of alarm and uncertainty.�
Behind him, Zoey struggled as Aleksi Karhu grabbed her with his powerful arms. �Let us go, you assholes! I�m taking this to the American embassy!�
Steiner turned and slapped her hard, drawing blood from the deep split his ring had gouged on her cheek. Without speaking a word, he turned back to the Czech physicist.
�Where were we, Andrej?�
Harry watched as Steiner forced Li�ka to kneel with his hands behind his head. The old man trembled as he followed the instructions, dropping to his knees and clasping his fingers as he brought them around to the back of his head. The moonlight reflected off the temples of his glasses.
For more than a few seconds Harry Bane was convinced that Steiner was going to personally execute Andrej Li�ka for his crimes against the Ministry. He watched with disgust as the Austrian strutted slowly behind the professor and raised the muzzle of a Micro Uzi to the parietal bone just behind his right ear.
�Perhaps you know too much about the Ministry,� Steiner said, almost in a whisper. He squeezed his thick fingers around the grip of the open-bolt blowback-operated submachine gun and a macabre grin flashed cross his lips. �Perhaps I should kill you now.�
�I know nothing about the Ministry!� Li�ka said, his voice breaking with fear. Never good to hear that wobbling sound in a full-grown man, but it wasn�t the first time for Harry. He had known fear smother far stronger men than the professor. In the final moments, it wrapped around them like a shroud, dark enough to make your heart stop.
�You are a liar and a traitor,� Steiner snapped. �There is no reason for me to believe you, old man.�
�It�s the truth!� Li�ka said. Exercised now, he tried to turn but Steiner knocked him back down with a harsh pistol whipping.
Harry leaped forward, more from instinct than judgement and was impressed by the speed with which the Austrian brought the situation under control, whipping the Uzi up into his face and shouting at him to get back.
Harry raised his hands in a show of surrender and took a step back. The Micro Uzi looked petite, but with a cyclic rate of fire of 1200 rounds per minute, Hans Steiner definitely had the advantage in this particular situation. �Easy there, Arnie.�
�Was?� Steiner said in German.
�Just take it easy,� Harry said, and glanced down at Li�ka who was slowly coming back to reality with his face pushed down in the gravel. �No need to beat up old professors, is there now?�
Steiner stared at the Englishman for a moment too long, his beefy face lit silver in the moonlight, and then he gave a shallow nod before bursting into laughter. He raised the index finger of his gun-free hand and pointed it at Harry�s face. �You especially I would enjoy killing.�
�The feeling�s mutual,� Harry said.
Steiner returned his attention to Li�ka. �The only reason you live now is so Mr Szabo can kill you later.�
�Why? I have done nothing!�
�As I have already said, you and Ramirez have caused much trouble with your theft of our property, and unfortunately the senior ranks of the Ministry are not renowned for their forgiving nature. Your punishment will be severe. Now get on your feet � we�re getting out of here.�
�Where are we going?� Li�ka asked.
�You have an appointment with a painful death, and you�re late.� Steiner said. �Now move!�
Steiner, Aleksi and the other men marched the captives away from the hatch and out onto the Avenue du G�n�ral Leclerc.
Harry observed the look of shock on the faces of the men and women crawling along the avenue in their cars as the armed men marched them away from the enormous lion statue in the center of the Place Denfert-Rochereau. The statue was a bronze reduction of the famous Lion of Belfort, created by the same sculptor who gave the world the Statue of Liberty, but tonight it was surrounded by police and security services as they swarmed around the entrance to the Catacombs.
Further to the south, Steiner ordered them to stop and a large Caracal Super Cougar long-range tactical chopper now rapidly descended towards them.
Steiner ordered his men to grab hold of Li�ka and take him to the chopper. The Czech professor kicked and screamed as they dragged him away and then the Austrian commando pulled Lucia toward him and raised a pistol to her throat. �And you�re coming with us too, Serrano,� Steiner said.
�Leave her alone!� Harry shouted.
�We will not harm her,� Steiner said. Behind him the whirring blades of the helicopter boomed and roared as the pilot increased power to the collective. �She is our insurance policy and will only be harmed if you try and follow us, or get in our way again. When we have completed our mission she will be released.�
�Bastards,� Harry said.
�I take it as a compliment, and now turn out your pockets and give us your phones and wallets.�
They did as they were ordered, and then Steiner covered Harry, Zoey and Niko with his machine pistol as Aleksi forced Lucia into the center seat at the back of the chopper beside Li�ka.
The Austrian climbed into the front beside the pilot and slammed his door shut with a grin on his face, but as Aleksi leaned forward in his seat to slide shut the rear door, Harry dived into the main cabin of the chopper and grabbed the Finnish soldier by the throat. It was madness � he knew he stood no chance � but when he saw Lucia�s terrified face in the back of the helicopter something inside him exploded and he burst into action.
Aleksi reached up two meaty hands and tried to wrench the former Pathfinder�s hands from the soft flesh of his throat, but his freedom of movement was restrained by the belt holding him tight in the seat. He grunted as he struggled to breath through Harry�s grip.
The man sitting on the other side of Lucia sprung into action, popping his belt and lunging forward, launching a heavy fist into Harry�s face.
Harry took the blow well but as the world started spinning he knew he couldn�t take any more.
Hearing the fight through the headsets, Steiner turned in his seat at the front and his face stretched with horror and rage when he saw what was happening. He ordered the pilot to ascend, and slowly the chopper began to lift up off the ground.
Aleksi lifted his boot and kicked Harry in the face, knocking him out of the chopper and into the air. He fell six feet and crashed into the tarmac, crying out in pain as his back smashed into the concrete. High above them now, the chopper faded out of view as it ascended into the low Paris clouds, and Harry watched as both Professor Li�ka and Lucia Serrano vanished into the dark, speeding clouds. It flashed as the moonlight reflected off its steel and aluminum alloy body.
And then they were gone.
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With no phones or money, Harry had to think on his feet. On the corner of the Rue Daguerre he saw a small bar called the Pink Parrot. He stepped inside and asked the barman if he could use a telephone.
The man was young, with a full, messy beard and was polishing a beer glass. Increasing the strange atmosphere was an actual pink parrot in a large cage placed on the corner of the bar, and in the far corner a man in a red waistcoat was playing the final bars of As Time Goes By on an upright piano.
�Okay,� Zoey said, her voice low. �So this is weird.�
The barman sighed, and his first reaction was to tell the Englishman to get lost, but when Zoey turned to show him her cut cheek and they explained they had been robbed, the man behind the bar produced a cheap, plastic landline telephone and placed it on the counter.
Niko took a step back and put his hands in his pocket. �I need to use the facilities,� he said, and strolled the length of the bar before turning and vanishing out of sight.
�Cent douze,� the barman said with a shrug, and then poured a brandy for the shivering American woman. �And this is on me.�
�Thanks,� she said, downing it in one as the man walked to attend to a customer at the other end of the bar. The parrot squawked and one of the punters threw a peanut at it and mumbled in French.
�Who are you calling?� Zoey whispered, watching the staring eyes of the men and women crawling all over them as Harry made the call. �Not the police, right?�
�Are you crazy?� he said. �If the police know our location we�ll be split up and thrown in jail before we take another breath. No� I�m not calling cent-douze, don�t worry. I�m calling an old friend.�
He waited impatiently as the phone at the other end rang and rang. He stared at his watch but didn�t even read the time. He already knew it was getting late, and now he was thinking that maybe his old friend wasn�t home.
�What�s this dude�s name?� Zoey asked.
�Leo.�
�He�s reliable right, Tonto?�
�Yes, and if anyone�s Tonto around here it�s you.�
�Hey!�
But Harry wasn�t listening to her protests. He had just told her Leo was reliable, but the truth was his old friend could blow hot and cold. Leo Hilton was part of the furniture at MI5. A year older than Harry, they had gone to Harrow together and were as thick as thieves, but that didn�t make his old friend any less unreliable. He was as sharp and street-smart as they came but he had his flaws, like anyone else.
And then he picked up the call.
�Good evening, Madam Wu�s Adult Bar� your pleasure is our treasure.�
Harry sighed and shook his head. �Leo, it�s Harry.�
�I know four Harrys.�
�Bane, you knob.�
�Ah, so you�re not after Madam Wu?�
�No, I�m after sodding Madam Wu and stop buggering about. I�m in a certain amount of trouble.�
�Trouble?�
�Maybe, yes.�
�Give me a second,� Leo drawled. �It�s pretty inconvenient at this exact moment, old boy.� In the background Harry heard a woman�s voice asking a question. Then the sound of a light slap and a giggle.
�Oh, for God�s sake, Leo,� Harry said. �We�re in deep shit and we need some help and all you�re thinking about is a roll in the hay.�
�A roll in the hay, indeed� you make it sound so tacky. These are the very finest silk charmeuse sheets available to man.�
�We�re back on the �stop being a knob� thing again.�
�Hey!� Leo protested, but not too convincingly. �You called me, remember?�
�Sorry.�
�What do you need?�
�We need to get out of Paris in a hurry.�
�You haven�t been harassing nuns, or anything, have you?�
Harry sighed.
�Destination?�
�No idea, but our friends took off in a Caracal Super Cougar with a registry code F-ZWCB. Their chaparone is named Hans Steiner.�
�I see.�
�And no governments � we�re wanted for murder in Spain and France.�
�You�ve been doing even more naughties than me.�
�They�re false accusations, Leo.�
�I believe you, thousands wouldn�t. Like I said, give me a second.�
�I�m sure that�s all you need.�
�For me to find out about this Steiner, I meant.�
�Of course.�
The line went silent for a few moments and there was the sound of a Champagne cork popping and then some more gentle giggles. A few seconds later Leo returned to the phone.
�You still there, Dr Kimble?�
Harry rolled his eyes. �Yes.�
�I have a contact in Interpol named Alain Baupin.�
�Interpol? I told you no governments!�
�Relax, Harry� he�s an old friend � freelance for the DRM, working there on an undercover mission.�
The Direction du renseignement militaire, or the DRM was the Directorate of Military Intelligence. Harry considered it for a moment and decided it was all he was going to get and went with it. �You trust him?�
�As far as I trust anyone.�
�How reassuring � and the code?�
�Belongs to a corporation registered in Hungary � owned by a Zalan Szabo. Its flight plan was filed a few hours ago for Chamonix in the French Alps. Szabo owns a large private hotel there.�
�A private hotel?�
�It�s sort of a wellness resort. A clinic with therapists where billionaires go to unwind. Due to the nature of the guests it�s harder to get into than the White House.�
�How nice.�
�It�s just outside the town. I�m guessing he�s Steiner�s organ grinder, so that must be where they�re headed.�
Harry had been to Chamonix once, but had never heard of the name Szabo before. �How are we getting there?�
�Alain has arranged a pilot and light aircraft for you if you can get out of the city, Harry.�
�Where exactly?�
�The Melun Villaroche Aerodrome, twenty miles southeast of Paris. Can you make it?�
�I think so.�
�Alain is in the main Secretariat in Lyon, and he�s going to meet you in Chamonix.�
�How am I going to ID him?�
�I told him to look for a washed-out loser carrying some red carnations. Chamonix is very civilized � not like the holes you frequent, so you should stick out like a todger on a wedding cake at any rate.�
�A wonderful image, thanks Leo.�
�Don�t bother me again, old sport. There�s only one day left this year and I intend to spend it in bed.�
* * *
Harry peered through the frosted glass of the caf� and watched as the avenue outside filled with the flashing blue lights of police cars. They had been called in response to the unauthorized helicopter that had landed there a few moments ago and would obviously be linking it to the earlier attack at the Catacombs. Parked among the police vehicles were several unmarked black cars which he knew would belong to the internal security agency.
�Time for us to make like shepherds, right Chief?�
He turned to see Zoey was right beside him, viewing the chaos outside with the same distaste.
�Sorry?�
�Get the flock outta here.�
�Ah � gotcha.�
�There�s a way around the back,� Niko said quietly. �I saw it when I used the klo.�
�Eh?�
�Klo� box,� he repeated.
�Restroom,� Zoey said.
�Then let�s get to it,� Harry said, exchanging a suspicious glance with the barman. He watched the barman look over his head at the street outside and then narrow his eyes as he returned his gaze to the three foreigners in his bar. �Because I think we�ve outstayed our welcome.�
�Which was pretty shitty to start with, if I�m honest,� Zoey said. �The only smile I got was from the parrot.�
�Love you too!� the parrot squawked.
�We�re outta here,� Harry said, and then they filed out the back to the rear door which led onto a typical Parisian inner courtyard. �This way.� They crossed the courtyard until they reached a narrow allow and walked along it in the opposite direction from the police until they hit the Rue de Grancey. At the north end of the road was a cobblestone street lined with taxis.
Harry hailed a cab and they piled in. �Melun,� Harry said and handed over a one hundred euro note. �Aussi vite que vous le pouvez.�
The driver stuffed the money into his shirt pocket and hit the gas, skidding away from the chaos on the Place Denfert-Rochereau behind them.
�You think we�ll make it?� Niko asked.
�The Super Cougar will make the journey in less than two hours, but we�ll make the time up when we get in the air at the aerodrome.�
As they drove south through the banlieu zone and while Zoey and Niko drifted in and out of sleep, Harry remained vigilant for the entire duration of the drive. If what Li�ka had said was true about this so-called Ministry of Human Puppeteers, then anyone and everyone could be a part of their network, including even this cab driver � a hacked call, a compromised agent� he knew how it worked.
But not this time. This time, they were safe and the cab driver rolled up outside the A�rodrome de Melun Villaroche at a little before midnight.
Harry woke Zoey and Niko and they crossed the damp asphalt to a tall man dressed in black who was leaning on the hood of a large Renault.
�Alain Baupin sent us,� Harry said.
The man offered no introduction, but jutted his chin at a twin-engine Beechcraft Baron that another man was pushing out of a small hangar behind him. �We fly in five minutes.�

THIRTY

Chamonix was high in the French Alps, only a few short miles from both the Italian and Swiss borders, and Alain Baupin turned out to be everything Leo had said and more. Standing well over six feet in height and with a prominent Roman nose he walked conspicuously through the snow on the side of the street. His hands were pushed deep in his ski jacket pockets and he wore a bright red bobble hat on his head. His chin was buried inside the folds of a thick scarf and partially obscured his long, tanned face.
After checking into a hotel in the early hours, they had all slept badly until first light when Harry had left Zoey and Niko in the safety of their room. Now he was following Leo�s instructions to the letter and holding the carnations in his right hand. When Baupin saw them he crossed the road and stood beside the Englishman and pretended to read the menu in the window of the caf�.
�These are for you,� Harry said under his breath, and wiggled the flowers casually at arm�s length.
�Leo said you were a good man, but really� you shouldn�t have.�
�I see the French sense of humor is alive and kicking.�
Baupin turned his mouth down and gave a shallow shrug. �Meh��
�Leo told you what�s going on?�
�Of course.�
�And you have the information I need?�
Baupin leaned in to the menu. �The pain beurre confiture is very good here.�
�I said��
�Walk with me, and lose the flowers.�
Harry thought this was a great idea, and offered them to the first woman who walked past him. She told him to get lost, so he handed them to the second woman who took them with a blush and a lavish merci beaucoup, monsieur.
�Smooth,� Baupin said with a suppressed smirk. �I see the famous English charm is alive and kicking.�
�Meh�� Harry said, and both men shared a brief laugh.
They walked across the square and crossed the tiny bridge that spanned the River Arve. Fed by the glaciers in the Chamonix Valley, the river flowed the length of the town until meeting up with the Rh�ne in Geneva just over the Swiss border.
�So where do I find Zalan Szabo, Alain?�
Baupin sighed, and winced as he looked up into the sky. For a few moments the sun appeared in a break in the clouds but was quickly spirited away by yet more of the heavy grey storm clouds. �Are you sure you want to find him?�
�He kidnapped some people I was supposed to be looking after, so yes.�
Baupin stared at him for a moment and then buried his chin back in the scarf. When he spoke his voice was muffled by the wool. �So you are sure.�
Harry nodded. �And I need to know in a hurry. Tell me everything you have.�
�Very well. He�s Hungarian originally, born in a small town to the south of Budapest. He did national service in Hungary and then went off the grid for many years, resurfacing in Vienna. Recently he built a hotel here in France. He has a great deal of money.�
�How much?�
�Too much.�
�How did he make his fortune?�
�We don�t know.�
�And why is he on your radar?�
�Money laundering mostly, but he covers all the bases. We�ve never even got him near a court, never mind got a conviction.�
�How so?�
�Friends in high places.�
Harry nodded. A familiar story. �Sounds about right.�
�But the question, Harry, is why is he on your radar?�
�I told you, he kidnapped some friends of mine.�
�Oui, but why did he kidnap your friends?�
Harry took a breath. He would trust Leo with his life, and Leo said that he would trust Alain Baupin with his life, but still he wondered just how far he could trust a man he had known all of ten minutes. He watched some clouds circling around the peak of Mont Blanc for a few seconds and decided to go with his heart. �We think he�s planning some kind of terror attack.�
Baupin stopped in his tracks and lifted his chin from the scarf. �Quoi?� His voice was too loud and he immediately lowered it, glancing over his shoulders to see if he had caught anyone�s attention. �Why didn�t Leo tell me this?�
�Because I never told Leo.�
�Bon sang, Harry! This kind of intel has to be shared. Where is the target?�
�We don�t know.�
�When?�
�We don�t know that either.�
Baupin sighed. �What do you know?�
�We think that Szabo is part of some kind of secret organization that calls itself the Ministry, and that they have developed the mother of all WMDs.�
Baupin looked at him sharply. �What kind of weapon?�
�It�s cutting edge nanoparticle technology that involves some kind of weaponized smart dust. It enters the human bloodstream and travels to the brain where it can then take over control, including shutting down essential functions like breathing.�
�You mean a system that allows people to be hacked like a computer?�
Harry said nothing, but gave a gentle nod.
�My God��
�And worse than that, they can control the dust � expand it, change its direction, you name it.�
�How do you know this?�
�A turncoat named Andrej Li�ka.�
�Turncoat?�
�Traitor, only this time he betrayed the bad guys and crossed over to us. He used to work for the Ministry as one of the lead scientists on the project, only he claims he thought he was working for the Swedish Government at the time.�
�You believe him?�
�I have no choice. Think of him as a trustworthy double agent.�
�Is this one of the people Szabo is holding captive?�
Harry nodded his head. �Yes. Li�ka worked with another scientist named Pablo Reyes � real name Gabriel Ramirez � and the two of them worked on the nanodust project together. The other person Szabo snatched was his girlfriend, Lucia Serrano. She is also a physicist.�
�And Ramirez?�
�Murdered in Madrid in his own apartment while Lucia was in the shower. His death is what started all of this.�
�But this Ministry did not kill her?�
Harry shook his head and looked at Baupin. �No.�
�Suspicious?�
�I don�t think so. I think we can trust her.�
�Good � Szabo has many political connections, and since he built this new place here in the mountains, he has entertained many politicians from all over Europe here. Last week the French Minister of Foreign Affairs and his wife spent three nights there on a skiing holiday.�
�And if I wanted to give Monsieur Szabo a housewarming gift how would I go about it?�
�Let me give you the bird�s eye view.�
�I don�t understand.�
�You will.�
Harry followed Baupin through a few more of the town�s winding streets until they were at a beautiful Belle �poque era building. A pine forest stretched away behind it and led up to the enormous mass of Mont Blanc which loomed above them in the leaden winter sky like a solemn, silent giant.
�What is this place?� Harry said.
�Montenvers train station,� Baupin said. �We�re going for a ride.�
* * *
Zoey Conway was no stranger to trouble. What not even Niko knew was that she was an orphan, raised in an orphanage in the East Bronx. Life was not easy for her � she didn�t even know if her name was real or not. The home had given it to her when she was brought in on a rainy New York night. Abandoned outside the 46th Police Precinct, two officers had delivered her into the care of Those Who Knew Best, and there her new life began, days old.
She glanced outside the hotel room at the tourists as they sauntered hand-in-hand through the snow-dusted fairytale that was Chamonix. �From there to here in twenty-seven years, Chief,� she said to herself.
Why hadn�t she told Lucia any of this when the Spanish woman had told her about her own past in Seville on the flight to France? She didn�t know. She wasn�t ashamed of it, or the list of her criminal convictions as long as your arm, and yet something always stopped her from sharing her past with people� at least this part of it. Lucia�s childhood had seemed almost as bad as hers � a violent, drunken father and a life on the streets. Like Zoey, Lucia had been dealt a shitty hand, and cheated death on more than one occasion. Having such a thing in common would be the ultimate bond, and yet she had kept her lips sealed the whole time.
Maybe another time, Sister.
She cracked the mineral water and poured two glasses, turning on her heel in the plush pile and handing one of the drinks to Niko. He was busy watching the news on a plasma TV that was tucked away in the cabinet on the far wall. She returned to the window and put a hand in her pocket.
�Danke,� he said, taking a sip and sighing with relief. �I love a good mineral water.�
�That�s �cause you�re a real rock star, Nikky.�
�Stop looking out the window,� he said, smirking. �He�ll be back when he�s done what he has to do.�
Zoey spun around and narrowed her eyes. �I�m not even thinking about him, never mind waiting for him.�
�Whom?�
�Harry Bane.�
�I never mentioned his name.�
�What are you, Columbo?�
�I�m nowhere near as cool as Columbo, but I think I could pull off Kojak.�
�I�m not sure he�d like that.�
�Huh?�
Zoey smirked and choked back a laugh before drinking more water.
�What�s so funny?�
�Nothing, just what you said kinda means two things in English.�
�What did I say?�
�Forget it, Nikky.�
She turned and looked out the window once again. Niko might not know every last piece of English slang, but he was no fool, and he had been right. Without even knowing it she had been worrying about the stupid Englishman. The tough street kid-turned-thief from the East Bronx was worrying about an arrogant burned-out English soldier and a failed spy. And worse than all of that he wore a suit with a god-damned silk pocket square in the jacket. James Bond he certainly was not, and yet there was something about him�
Jesus.
She shivered and opened the drinks cabinet. �I�m drinking that thought right back to where it came from.�
�What thought?� Niko asked. �Kojak?�
�No, but thanks for putting that image back in my mind.�
�What image!� he said, the frustration clear on his face.
�I said forget it, Nikky,� she said, pulling a miniature bottle of gin from the cabinet. �English gin� seems appropriate right now, somehow.�
�Appropriate? What are you talking about� oh � Heiliger Strohsack! You really do like Harry!�
�I do not!�
�You do so.�
�Well, maybe a little,� she said, cracking open the gin and knocking it back neat. She winced and coughed. �Gross. Tastes like perfume.�
�You never had gin before?�
�Hell, no. I�m a beer drinker.�
�I can�t believe you like Harry.�
�Better than what you want to do to Kojak,� she said under her breath. �Anyway, I do not like him. My brain just went AWOL, Chief, that�s all. My heart belongs to NYC and not some smarmy English toff.�
�If you say so.�
But now it played on her mind. �You think there�s a little something in the air between us?�
�Sorry,� Niko said. �I had an aloo gobi for lunch.�
�For fuck�s sake, Niko,� she said, sighing. �Can�t you take anything seriously? I meant between me and Harry.�
�Nein.� Niko shook his head and began flicking through the channels, but she couldn�t change the Harry Bane channel playing in her head anywhere near as easily. It was madness, she knew.
A few hours ago she was just minding her own business and breaking into the Saudi Embassy in Paris, but now she was on the run across Europe, hunted by two national police forces and her face was plastered all over the Interpol website.
She had watched Lucia Serrano snatched from the jaws of the Paris Catacombs by an Austrian psycho who made the Terminator look like Mrs Doubtfire, and for all she knew she was next, and all of this was thanks to Harry Bane. She didn�t know whether to laugh or cry. Her head said cry, but her heart wanted to laugh and for a moment she nearly did, but stopped when she lifted her eyes to the mist-covered mountains looming above the hotel.
Somewhere in all that gloom was Harry Bane, and like it or not he was the only person who could get her out of this mess. She turned back into the room as Niko cheered loudly and relaxed back into the enormous bed.
�Why so happy?� she asked.
�I was just wondering if they had any Kojak episodes on � and look here� I found one!�
�Great,� she said. �I hope you�re very happy together.�
She sighed and looked back up at the mountain, not even knowing if Lucia and the professor were still alive.
Good luck, Harry, she whispered.

THIRTY-ONE

Harry looked up to see they were standing in front of a small stone train station with shuttered windows and a clock above the door. The building was behind the main station in Chamonix, and now they walked up a path with snow piled up on either side of it and headed toward the door.
He followed the Frenchman into the small building, glancing over his shoulder at the street behind him as he stepped out of the cold. This was the building that serviced a funicular train that went up the mountain toward the Vall�e Blanche, Les grandes jorasses and Les drus.
Inside the old building Baupin had a friendly conversation with an older man who was standing behind the ticket kiosk. A moment later the man disappeared through a doorway and when he returned he was clutching various ski paraphernalia � carve skis, masks, goggles and poles.
Harry realized it was a set-up straight away and smiled. �Now I see what�s going on.�
Baupin shrugged and smiled. �Gilbert is an old friend of mine. The only place you can get a good look at Szabo�s place is from the mountain. He is a very private man and has excellent security, but not even he can block the view of the clinic from the slopes. We go up in the train, you see the property where your friend is being held, and then we ski back down to Chamonix the old-fashioned way.�
�That�s possible?�
�Yes, and quicker than the train. Heavy snow this year means we have enough snow to ski from the top of the mountains all the way down to the town. C�est possible, and more than that � we are meeting an associate of mine at the top. He staked out the property last night and this morning I had him go ahead and watch Szabo�s place from up here in case he flew away before we got there.�
Harry was nervous at the mention of another agent. �Who is this associate?�
�Michel Perec, an old friend of mine. He trained me when I joined the DRM.�
They stepped onto the train with their ski equipment and moments later it was pulling them along the valley and slowly ascending the northern slopes of the range leading up to the famous Vall�e Blanche ski run and the Mer de Glace. Montenvers Railway had been taking tourists from the town all the way up the side of Aiguilles de Chamonix since 1908, and as it clattered its way up to six thousand feet above the town Baupin pointed to the window.
�There,� he said. �You see over the river to the north of the town.� He handed him a small pair of portable binoculars.
Harry followed where the Frenchman was pointing and raised the binoculars to his eyes. �Yes.�
�That area over there is Moussoux. Very expensive and highly desired by some of the richest in Europe. The Hotel Ciel is the large property not far from the Br�vent cable car station. That is Szabo�s wellness clinic.�
�The place with the enormous glass window wall on the front and the steel roof?�
Baupin nodded once. �Oui. That is where your friends are being held.�
Harry now saw why Baupin had wanted to take the train. The hotel was modest but in sprawling grounds, and it would be impossible to see from any location other than an elevated position like this. A small forest of pine trees surrounded the building on all sides and the entire property was set well back from the surrounding neighbors. �What is that to the right?� he asked. �The garage block?�
�Yes.�
�Looks closest to the tree line.�
�Oui.�
�Probably the least risky way inside the building.�
�I think so.�
For a few moments the view mesmerized him, but then his mind turned to Lucia and he swore he would kill Szabo if anything had happened to her.
Baupin�s elbow nudged him back to reality. �There � the station on the ridge� this is our stop.�
They stepped out of the small station and were immediately confronted with the sun flashing on the glacier in the valley in front of them. The Mer de Glace, or sea of ice, is the largest glacier in France, around five miles long and six hundred feet deep, and seeing it with your own eyes never got old. Harry lowered his sunglasses and stared at it in silence for a few moments while Baupin scanned the crowd in the outside restaurant for his contact. �C�est beau, n�est-ce-pas?� he said absent-mindedly.
�Yes,� Harry said. �It really is.�
A line of tourists were making their way to the Ice Grotto � a small cave accessed by a cable car that descended from the train station.
�It�s manmade,� Baupin said casually. �Carved into the glacier by hand, and every summer they have to cut it back out again, but it brings in the tourist euros. A better view is this way.�
Harry followed Baupin as he walked along to the Restaurant le Panoramique, perched on the side of the western slope of the mountain. Closer now, he stepped up onto the open deck and could still hardly believe the views of the valley in front of him, and snaking its way along the bottom was another clearer view of the Mer de Glace itself. It had been so long since he had been here he had forgotten how breathtaking it truly was.
�The Sea of Ice,� Baupin said with pride.
Before Harry could register his amazement, a man with a round face and jolly, red cheeks approached them and then opened his arms. He and Baupin hugged and after a few solid pats on the back they turned to the Englishman.
�This is Michel,� Baupin said. �And Michel, this is Harry Bane.�
They shook hands and Michel gestured for them to sit at a small table beside the balcony rail where he ordered some coffees. Things soon turned to business when Michel opened a small, paper notebook and began reading from a page of scrawled pencil. �Your man Szabo has been busy,� he began. �He arrived yesterday from his main residence in Vienna, and since then many cars have come and gone from the compound. Then just before dawn a chopper landed at the Chamonix Heliport west of Argenti�re, and a number of gorillas got out with an older man in a tweed jacket and a young woman.�
�That�s our guys,� Harry said.
�They climbed into a black SUV and drove south along the valley until they reached Szabo�s hotel. They went through the gates and then they were out of sight. I�m sorry.�
�Do you have anything else?� Baupin asked. �Have you counted security, or weapons?�
�As a matter of��
The thin laser beam swept up from nowhere and a second after the red dot arrived in the center of Michel�s face he was dead, blasted back over his chair with the force of the sniper�s rifle. With the back of his skull blown out, Michel Perec smashed into the wooden decking and triggered a hysterical reaction among those enjoying a quiet coffee beside the glacier.
�Down!� Harry yelled, but Baupin was already hitting the deck.
�They must be further up the mountain,� the Frenchman said, ignoring the death of his old friend and mentor as his mind raced to find the assassins. As he spoke two more shots were fired, fracturing the safety glass of the balcony beside them.
�Over there,� Harry said, jutting his chin toward the west. Beyond the restaurant�s viewing platform a man in black was skiing away from them at speed, weaving his way artfully through the tourists on the Mer de Glace.
�After him!� Harry said. �No bastard�s shooting at me and getting away with it.�
�Wait�� Baupin searched Michel�s jacket and pulled out a SIG Sauer. He checked the magazine was full and stuffed it into his belt. �You cannot hunt without a weapon.�
Normally skiing the Vall�e Blanche without a guide was a bad idea, but Harry had no option, and he knew Baupin probably had more knowledge of the glacier than most of the guides working here anyway. He sat down and fitted his ski boots, opening the clips and centering the tongue between the plastic cuffs.
Baupin also fastened the clips and Velcro straps on his right boot and then the same for the left, making them tight to avoid the blisters that were so easy to get when skiing on the slopes. Then they stood up and moved over to the snow where they clipped on their skis.
�I�ve been skiing on these mountains since I was a child,� Baupin said. �No one knows them better.�
�Then let�s get after him,� Harry said, and they launched themselves onto the glacier.

THIRTY-TWO

Baupin was like a pro, and quickly raced after the fleeing man, but Harry was no expert on the slopes and was surprised by the effort required to maintain speed and keep up with the Frenchman.
And that wasn�t his only problem. Seconds into the chase the assassin spun around and raised his hunting rifle into the aim as he continued to race downhill backwards. Firing at his pursuers, Baupin dodged the round with ease, crouching and tipping and flying off to the west for a few seconds. A great arc of snow and shaved ice flew up in an impressive spray behind him as he stood back up and pulled the SIG from his belt to return fire.
His bullet missed, and the assassin fired back, this time aiming at Harry.
The Englishman pushed down on the top ski and felt his weight quickly come off the downhill ski and he turned rapidly to his right. This was called the �clutch-accelerator� technique, because of the similarity it had with changing gears in a manual car, and as the bullet blew past his old trajectory and ripped into the snow, he was more grateful than ever that he�d learned to ski all those years ago.
The assassin spun back around and faced forward again. He shouldered the hunting rifle and crouched down for more speed before turning hard and racing at a sharp angle across the slope to the west. He was leading them into a series of lethal ice gorges connected by narrow ski runs.
With his skis now flat on the surface of the ice, Baupin slid down the slopes a few more yards before pushing the edges of the skis into the ice. He instantly stopped the slide and began to traverse straight across the slope and into the ice-maze in pursuit of the killer.
Harry followed suit as he zoomed down the slope and began to slide into the same steep turn. He made the same turn as Baupin, now less than a hundred yards ahead, and he leaned over and rolled onto the edges of his skis before flattening them out ready for the next turn.
Racing through the maze with towering walls of ice either side of him, the assassin glanced over his shoulder and made a turn into a sharp bend in another attempt to lose the two men on his tail.
Harry leaned to the right and took the same corner at speed, flicking up an arc of shredded snow and ice as his skis carved their way into the face of the glacier. In his chest, his heart pounded, and he felt his mouth go dry as the thrill of the chase overtook him. It had been too long, and now the fear of not being up to it coursed through every vein in his body.
Now he saw why the man at the station had supplied them with carve skis, which were narrower in the middle than the nose and tail. This meant that when the ski turned onto the edge there was a gap between the deck and the slope. As the skier pushed down hard on the center of the ski and closed the gap, the entire ski flexed into a shallow arc and created the carve turn.
Baupin was at home with the carve skis and easily avoided skidding and the resistance this created when trying to turn at speed, but Harry was more than rusty, and his first turn was weak. As he rolled his knees and ankles into the slope the skis turned naturally but didn�t apply enough pressure and he began to skid.
Baupin looked over his shoulder and laughed, and that was all Harry needed to motivate himself and make sure he didn�t screw up the next turn in front of the Frenchman.
Ahead Baupin was racing down the slope once again, and continuing his series of zig-zag turns to avoid the assassins� bullets. He pulled off another perfect carve turn, cutting into the glacier and sending up a fine spray of shaved ice in an arc behind him.
Not to be outdone, Harry concentrated on the turn, and starting on one set of the skis� edges, he rolled his skis flat before the other set of edges engaged and before he knew it he had executed a perfect carve turn at high speed, creating the same wild spray of snow and ice flying out behind in his wake.
�He�s extending his lead!� Baupin yelled. He pulled the gun from his belt once again and fired a single shot. It cracked in the air, dry and sharp, but the round missed and ploughed into the ice in the assassin�s wake. �Merde!�
�And it gets worse,� Harry called out over his shoulder. �Look behind us.�
Baupin turned his head and looked back. �What am I looking at?�
Two men were racing across the slope and entering the ice gorges. �Those two guys in black. They don�t look like powder hounds to me.�
Baupin turned his mouth down as he considered the status of the men. �Maybe.�
Ahead, Michel�s killer crouched down as he leaped over a shallow crevasse. �Something tells me they�re with that guy.�
�I think you�re right � they�re armed.�
The first bullet traced past Harry�s head and vanished in the bright, blue sky ahead of them. Harry ducked and weaved, zooming down the glacier, gripping a pole in each hand as he turned hard to the right and carved two neat grooves into the ice. Looking over his shoulder he saw the men were still on their tail, and then they fired again.
Another bullet, this time closer. He felt it blow past his ear and then watched as it smacked into the gorge wall beside him, shattering the blue ice and lodging deep inside it.
He looked ahead at Baupin and tracked his movements, copying what he did exactly. Skiing at over one hundred miles per hour inside a crevasse maze was not something he had any experience of but the Frenchman had told him he�d skied on these mountains since he was a child. Now, Baupin was turning to his right and skiing up along the side of the gorge wall, almost tipping forty-five degrees.
Harry copied the move and a second later he saw a large crevasse in the gorge floor and realized why Baupin had manoeuvred away from it. He copied the move just as a round of bullets drilled into the ice to his left.
Ahead, the fleeing assassin was extending his lead, but Baupin tucked a ski pole under his arm and pulled Perec�s pistol from his belt for the third time. He fired a couple of shots while maintaining his speed and accuracy inside the gorge, but both bullets went low, thudding into the powder behind the killer.
The sound of the shots had alerted the assassin, who now began an elaborate zig-zagging and skiing up the side of the gorge to avoid being shot as he made his way further down the glacier.
Baupin�s only response was cool and measured, tracking the fleeing man�s erratic path in the sights of his weapon while continuing his pursuit of him down the slope. Harry was impressed when the Frenchman fired a third shot and this time brought the man down. The round ploughed into his back and he went down like a lead weight, tumbling over awkwardly in the snow, leaving a trail of scarlet-red blood scraped along the surface of the snow and ice in his wake.
�Great job,� Harry said.
�Let�s get off the glacier,� Baupin called out. �We�re sitting ducks out here.�
They each turned the noses of their skis inwards and pushed into a wide snow plough to take a lethal turn ahead of them, skidding hard to the right and ripping onto another narrow path which wound its way away out of the gorge and down a steep tree-lined slope. Harry�s heart was racing as the trunks of the pines flashed past him on either side. His reactions were fast, but they had to be faster than ever in here or he would end up smashing into a gnarled tree trunk at high speed.
Baupin was still in front, and Harry watched him duck at lighting speed to avoid a thick branch that was blocking their path at head-height. �Down!� he yelled.
Harry had a second to react, and crouched down on his haunches with no time to spare as he raced beneath the branch and shot through the other side. The freezing air burned into his lungs as he stood back up on the skis.
He looked behind him only to see the first man duck down in the same way, and then the other followed suit. They were both through and still on his tail, and by the way they had handled the branch obstructing the path it looked like they had spent considerably longer on the slopes than he had.
�What�s the fastest way down?�
�Follow me��
Harry watched as Baupin made a sharp right turn and screeched across the ice toward what looked like another massive gorge in the side of the glacier. A moment later he saw something he could hardly believe � they were now racing toward a gaping black hole at the end of the ski run.
�What the hell?�
�A glacier tunnel!� Baupin called back.
They flew into the dark ice-blue void with the hope that their pursuers would give up but they both raced in after them, guns raised.
�Looks like this is our last chance,� Harry said. �Are you sure you know what you�re doing?�
�If you can keep up with me, you will find out.�
* * *
The young woman tied her hair back and sighed as she loaded the reblochon cheese casserole onto the serving trolley and wheeled it carefully out of the kitchens. Also on board was a bottle of Mo�t & Chandon Champagne in an ice bucket and two chilled Champagne flutes.
Not to mention a special surprise for the guests in Room 37.
She pushed the trolley into the elevator and after an awkward greeting with an elderly lady who was holding a dyed-pink Bichon Frise in her arms, she hit the button for the third floor and slowly the elevator began its journey upwards.
The bell pinged and she pushed the trolley out into the corridor. She didn�t have to look which way to go � she knew exactly where her destination was, and exactly what to do when she got there. She had done this more times than she cared to remember.
At least it was quiet, she considered. It was so much more stressful when there were people hanging around and blundering in and out of their rooms, dropping their keys and losing their way to the elevators.
She tapped on the door and waited for a reply.
�But we never ordered any of this,� the man said. His French was good, but he spoke with a Swiss-German accent. A few moments after his protests, a stunningly beautiful woman walked into view, casually holding a miniature bottle of gin in her hand. She had dark brown hair and she spoke with an American accent. She said, �What the hell�s going on, Nikky?�
�Apparently one of us ordered this cheese casserole.�
�Well, don�t look at me, Kiki,� she said. �If I ate that I�d put on about two hundred pounds.�
�Perhaps I made a mistake,� the young woman said. �Perhaps you ordered this instead?� As she spoke, she whipped out a matte black automatic pistol and aimed it in the center of the Swiss man�s face. �Hands up.�
�Holy Crap,� Zoey said.

THIRTY-THREE

The incredible ice tunnel swallowed Harry Bane and he was sucked down into a new dangerous world he had never imagined before. He thought that between his years in the Pathfinders and MI6 he had seen everything, but as he raced through the tunnel deep inside the glacier he realized he had been wrong. He had never seen anything like it before � it was beautiful, awesome and lethal all at the same time.
He had seen a short film once of people skiing through the S�lden Tunnel in Austria but that was purposely carved into the glacier, reinforced and lit with electric lights, whereas this was an enormous tunnel in the glacier ice, hewn by nature countless millennia ago.
Up ahead, Baupin leaped over a deep crevasse in the tunnel floor and a second later Harry followed him, glancing down to see the deep, black crack twisting down in the ice below him. It looked like it led to Hades itself.
Following Baupin, he prepared to take a sharp right bend deep inside the ancient ice. His skis scratched hard in the ice as he took the corner, going up against the ice wall on his left for a few seconds as the killers raced up behind them.
Without warning, Baupin spun around and fired over Harry�s head at the pursuers, striking one in the chest and killing him instantly. He dropped to the glacier tunnel floor and smashed into ice as hard as concrete. With the second man now dead, that left only one to go, but he was gaining fast, and as relentless as the devil in his pursuit of them.
�What next?� Harry called out, his voice echoing off the cold, blue walls of the glacier tunnel.
�The exit is just ahead of us,� Baupin yelled back. �When we get out there is a small area of woodland. We can try and lose him in the trees.�
Great, Harry thought � skiing at over a hundred miles per hour through an alpine forest, but before he had time to worry about if his skiing skills were enough to handle it, they burst out of the glacier tunnel.
He squinted hard as they raced from the subdued blues of the ice�s interior and out once again into the bright sun and snow of the slopes. The cold air stung his cheeks as he zoomed down the slope, speeding ever closer to the bottom of the valley.
He heard the crack of a gun, and turned to see that the final assassin had opened fire on him once again. Another bullet traced past his head and buried itself in the trunk of a pine tree less than a foot to his right. The impact sent an explosion of snow and wood chips bursting into the air in front of him.
He cursed as the shower of snow and splinters sprayed all over his face, but thankfully was kept out of his eyes by the ski goggles. It wasn�t so long ago that something like getting shot at on a ski slope was part of his daily life, but that was then and this was now. Now he wanted a quieter life. His idea of excitement these days was beating the house and settling down in a leather chair with a glass of whisky and a crackling fire.
Not this. This was exhausting, uncomfortable and worst of all dangerous. The armed man a few hundred yards behind him only had to get lucky once and he�d have a bullet hole in his head. He�d drop off the path like a downed caribou and come to rest in a snowy unmarked grave.
And he didn�t even know if he could trust any of these people. Who was Andrej Li�ka? Who were Alain Baupin, Niko Weber and Zoey Conway? All of them strangers � even Lucia.
And yet there was something about the thrill of the chase that he couldn�t resist. Something about the way the Spanish woman had looked at him when she�d asked for his help. Helping people in danger was part of his nature, and he knew no matter how many doubts he had, he could never turn his back on someone who needed his help.
Ahead of him, Baupin made another heroic turn in the run, and skiing backwards at high-speed, he raised the SIG into the aim, right at Harry�s head and screamed for him to duck.
Wide-eyed with surprise and still skiing at speed along the narrow forest path, the Englishman brought his ski poles up into his body and crouched down on his haunches, enabling Baupin to get a clear shot of the final assassin.
The gun cracked in the freezing, alpine air and echoed off a thousand pine trunks all dusted with fresh snow, and Baupin turned around without a word and continued down the narrow path.
Harry glanced over his shoulder to see the third assassin silently clutching his throat in terror. Baupin�s shot had been good again, and now the man lost control and skidded off the path before slamming into the trunk of a pine tree at high speed. There was a deep thudding noise and a cracking sound as his ribs shattered and then he spun wildly off into the gloom of the forest.
�Good job,� Harry yelled, but Baupin was too far ahead to hear.
He was getting tired now, and the hard work of skiing at speed was taking its toll. He tried to increase his speed one final time for the final run to the bottom of the valley when he heard a gunshot and saw Baupin spin around like a ragdoll and leave the path at high speed. For a second, Harry thought the Frenchman was going to share the same fate as the final assassin and slam into one of the trees, but instead he tumbled into a small clearing, coming to a stop at the far edge.
There was obviously a fourth man hunting them.
Harry glanced over his shoulder but saw no sign of the sniper. He launched himself off the path between the same two pine trees the Frenchman had gone through and skied down toward him on the narrow slope as fast as he could. He stood up at the last minute and rotated his feet to the right before cutting down into the slope and stopping.
Without saying a word he turned the Frenchman over and saw blood blooming over the right shoulder of his ski jacket. Pulling the jacket open he saw the wound � obviously the sniper had used a round with some pretty chunky mass and a serious muzzle velocity. Luckily, it looked like the bullet had torn through the muscle above the clavicle, narrowly missing his brachial plexus. An inch lower would have meant serious nerve damage and maybe the loss of his arm, but as it was, Harry was confident the wound was not fatal, even though Baupin was still unconscious from the tumble.
Harry began to pull him out of the snow bank and heave him into the forest for cover, but it was too late. Before he had made two yards a bullet slammed into the trunk of a tree a few inches from his head. He ducked down and spun around at the same time, expecting to see nothing but trees, but instead he saw the fourth man skiing gently down the slope toward him. In his hands he was holding a heavy-duty sniper rifle and aiming it directly at Harry�s head.
�Hands up where I can see them.�
Harry stepped away from Baupin and raised his hands in the air. He lowered his head and breathed a sigh of frustration, his breath condensing in the chilled alpine forest almost as thick as smoke. Beside him, Alain Baupin began to come to, groaning and rubbing the wound on his shoulder.
The man pulled up a safe distance from his prisoners and holding the gun with one hand he pulled a phone from his pocket and made a call. �Perec is dead and I have the others.� He put the phone away, pulled up his goggles and took a deep breath to steady himself after the case.
�Steiner�� Harry said.
�You will pay for Perec,� Baupin mumbled, barely coherent.
�I doubt that,� Steiner said. �Now get up. We�re going to meet the boss.�

THIRTY-FOUR

Zalan Szabo rose from his desk with the courtly grandeur of a medieval king and moved across to the window. They were standing in the penthouse suite at the top of the Hotel Ciel. The Hungarian watched the snow fall for a few moments, nodding his head at some unspoken thought and then sighed before turning back to face Harry.
�Such beauty, the snow�� As he spoke, a blonde woman entered the room and moved gracefully toward him. They conversed in hushed French for a few moments and then she walked past Harry to the drinks cabinet. She was very tall � almost as tall as Harry, and had a swimmer�s build and long blonde hair and bronzed skin. He found it hard to ignore the cobalt blue eyes.
�I am Zalan Szabo, Mr Bane. I doubt you�ve heard of me.�
Harry spied a thin man sitting in a chair in an adjoining room, but then Aleksi Karhu shut the door. �I seem to have avoided the pleasure,� Harry said, returning his attention to Szabo.
�Allow me to introduce Elsa,� the Hungarian said. �She�s my personal protection officer. She trained as a bodyguard for many years in her homeland of Sweden and as you can see, she makes most athletes look like common slobs.�
�Where is Lucia?� Harry asked, ignoring Szabo completely.
�Ah � the Spanish girl, yes� she was very hot-blooded. By the time we arrived back at the house her temper had grown considerably worse. I sent her somewhere to cool off.�
The blonde woman laughed and took another drink of Absolut before returning the empty glass to the silver tray.
�What have you done with her?� Harry asked. �And what about the others?�
�If you mean the smart-mouth American and the rotund Z�rcher, they were picked up by one of my people at their hotel. Now they are enjoying our own economy package � with Serrano, in fact.�
�What the hell does that mean?� Harry said.
�You will know soon enough.�
�And where�s Professor Li�ka?�
�The traitor is elsewhere.�
�You better not have harmed any of them, Szabo.�
�You coward!� Baupin said, blood still trickling from the wound on his shoulder.
Szabo suppressed a chuckle and moved closer to Elsa. �You are hardly in a position to make threats, Mr Bane, or you Monsieur Baupin. Allow me to extend the same hospitality to you both right away.� He turned to Steiner and Aleksi. �See to it that our new guests are offered some of my caviar at once.�
The Austrian nodded curtly and raised his gun. �Move.�
With Baupin�s shoulder wound, Harry knew it was down to him, so he seized the moment and swung his fist around, smashing Steiner in the jaw and knocking him back for a second. His next target was Szabo himself, but before he could turn Aleksi lunged forward. The last thing Harry saw was the Finn�s enormous shadow as he raised a chair and brought it crashing down on the back of his head.
* * *
When Harry regained consciousness it was courtesy of a bucket of ice-cold water thrown in his face by Hans Steiner. He looked around and saw they were in some kind of basement � presumably still inside the Hotel Ciel. It was a large, empty space with gray breeze block walls covered in insulated heating pipes and fans. On the far side of the room he saw an industrial freezer filled with food for the hotel kitchens. He was horrified to see Lucia also trapped inside it. She was shivering and trying to warm herself by rubbing her arms.
Then his analysis of the room was ended by a hard punch in the face delivered courtesy of Steiner�s right hand.
He knew how to take the hard stuff, but that didn�t mean he wanted any more of it, and now his attention was focussed on survival as the Austrian bodyguard threw the bucket at him, hard and heavy, and turned his attention to Zoey and Niko.
�Leave them alone, you bastard!� Harry yelled.
Steiner�s response was a high-velocity backhand slap that nearly knocked Harry out of the chair. �Shut your mouth.�
Harry spat a wad of blood onto the concrete floor and tried to slow his breathing as his head swam with the violence of the blow.
Steiner stepped over to Zoey and gently stroked her face with his hand. She struggled in her chair and spat at him. It was all she could do, but all it did was enrage him and she was the next victim of another of his heavy slaps. Her face glowed red and her head lolled backwards. Harry thought Steiner had knocked her out but then her eyes rolled back down and she came back to earth, dribbling a mouthful of blood down her top.
Niko saw what had happened to his old friend and unleashed a long tirade in German to the thug, but Steiner was unmoved. He punched Niko hard in the face � no slap this time � and put him out like a light.
�Who would think a handful of mismatched, undisciplined scumbags like you could bring so much chaos to the Ministry�s good works,� he said.
�You murdered Pablo!� Lucia screamed from inside the freezer.
�No� the traitor Ramirez unfortunately had a heart attack during a conversation with Mr Karhu here.�
Aleksi gave a grin and nodded as if owning up to a good deed.
�I saw the body, Szabo,� Harry said. �His throat was cut.�
�A necessary response to his treachery,� Szabo said. �That was my order to Mr Karhu once he had extracted the information I needed. You see the man�s loyalty � he cut his throat even though the traitor was already dead.�
Before Harry could respond, the door opened and a beam of electric light from the hall outside shone down into his eyes. He squinted as a couple of figures walked into the room � a man and a woman. He blinked to get his focus back and saw a tall, thin man in a dark suit and beside him a younger woman� another blink revealed it was Zalan Szabo and his Swedish bodyguard Elsa.
�Let Lucia out of the freezer, Szabo. You�ll kill her in there!�
�Don�t exercise yourself,� Szabo said raising his chin to get a better view of Lucia in the freezer. He smiled coldly and returned his attention to Harry. �You need to start worrying about yourself, MI6.�
�What do you want with the dust, Szabo?� Harry said.
Szabo studied his prisoners for a moment. �I am charged with a terrible burden and you have made things very difficult for me. I have responsibilities so heavy you couldn�t possibly understand.�
�Try me.�
�A farmer must draft out sheep to be culled if he is to raise a healthy flock. It is the way of nature.�
�What are you talking about?�
�Our planet is no more than a farm, you fool, and someone must manage the livestock� the human livestock.�
�What the fuck?� Zoey said.
Szabo continued. �The Black Death was no accident� it was no natural disaster as the history books would have you believe, and neither was the Spanish Flu of 1918, or most of the plagues in between those two dates.�
�What are you talking about?�
�Among other important duties, the Ministry is charged with maintaining a healthy population for the planet. At various times in its long history it has been forced to discharge certain remedies in order to reduce that population.�
�This is insanity,� Baupin said.
Harry couldn�t hide his disgust. �You can�t cull people.�
Szabo ignored them, slipped his hands in his pockets and began to pace the floor in front of their chairs. �It�s relative to infrastructure and technology. The fact is Europe could not support the population it had before the plague, and neither could the world support its population before the Spanish Flu � just two examples. The Ministry has determined that a world with the current level of technology and infrastructure cannot support the current population and therefore a cull is required.�
�This is madness � people aren�t animals, Szabo � you can�t cull them!�
�Nonsense. We gave the governments a chance to do this and governments all over the world obeyed and have been trying to reduce their populations � look at the One Child Policy in China or the massive social and economic pressures authorities have brought to bear on Western populations to reduce their offspring. It has worked within a certain limit � no country in Europe now reproduces at the minimum replacement ratio, which means their populations are dwindling.�
�So why kill millions?�
�Because it is too little too late, and we will be culling billions, not millions. The world will be a utopia beyond your imagination after the cull. A world of seven billion ants crawling over each other reduced to a mere five hundred million.�
�You�re going to kill six and a half billion people?�
�More or less � in less than a year and with no long-lasting impact on the environment other than to improve it. Genius, don�t you think?�
�You don�t want to know what I think,� Harry said. Beside him, Niko began to regain his consciousness.
�I don�t care what you think,� Szabo said. He turned to Aleksi and gave him a series of muttered orders. The Finn padded out of the room.
�But over six billion dead�� Zoey said. �Christ on a pair of crutches!�
�I think that�s a lot of bodies to bury,� Niko said.
�Biodegradable,� Szabo said. �The governments will be given time to dispose of the dead before each new wave.�
�I wouldn�t want to be in your shoes when the authorities get hold of you.�
Szabo laughed. �Do you even know who the �authorities� � as you so quaintly put it � truly are? If you think they are the people you vote for then you are sadly mistaken. The politicians are merely puppets.�
�You�re saying the Deep State is behind this?� Harry said.
�Deep State� deep state,� Szabo said quietly, as if recalling a long-dead friend. �More puppets.�
�Whoever�s behind this, you can�t allow it to go on,� Harry said. �It�s nothing more than genocide.�
�It�s not genocide. It is science� a beautiful cull. Almost art.�
�You can�t control something like this, Szabo. You�ll wipe out humanity.�
�That is where you are quite wrong, as I shall explain.� As he spoke, Aleksi wandered back into the room. He was dragging Andrej Li�ka along behind him.
Szabo beamed at the sight of the bedraggled professor. �Ah � Professor! Just in time for our little demonstration.�

THIRTY-FIVE

Harry leaned forward in his chair and strained at the roped binding his hands behind him. �Andrej � are you all right?�
The professor had been beaten badly and had two black eyes and a large cut running vertically across both his lips. �I�m� okay, I think.�
Don�t waste your concern on a man minutes from death,� Szabo said. �Anyway, where was I? Ah � yes. The nanodust is programmed to kill its target, and then after death it will exit the dead body via the lungs and hunt down its next target. This will proceed until the population is culled and then we will deactivate it. Think of it as an intelligent, controllable superbug that kills instantaneously.�
�Right now I�m thinking about what size straight-jacket you require,� Harry said, glancing at Lucia in the freezer. She was sitting down now and curled into a ball. �What if this thing develops an artificial intelligence? Who says it won�t come after you next?�
Szabo shook his head. �There is no capacity for AI in its programming. It must be controlled by man � in this case, me.�
�How very reassuring,� Niko said.
�You should be reassured,� Szabo proclaimed. �The Ministry takes its duty to control the human population extremely seriously. After the numbers are culled the nanodust will be destroyed and we will allow life to continue as before � only with a more sustainable population, naturally.�
�Until you decide we need another cull?� Niko said.
�Yes, it has always been this way, as I have already told you. It was this way in the fourteenth century when we engineered the Black Death, and the cholera epidemics that reduced numbers a century later. And again in the eighteenth century when the Ministry�s terrible duty caused it to create and spread the smallpox virus that wiped out sixty million Europeans, not to mention yet again in the early twentieth century when we reduced the numbers by another one hundred million. Sadly, as humans find more ways to live longer and protect themselves from disease, the population will require more controlling.�
Harry shook his head in disgust. �But when you say controlling, Szabo, you mean genocide, of course.�
�What we do, we do for the good of mankind. It has always been this way. If we failed in our duty the population of the world would get so out of control everywhere would look like a turkey farm in a few short decades.� Szabo turned to Harry. �Have you ever seen a turkey farm?�
�No,� Harry said bluntly. �And your comparison between people and turkeys is truly touching.�
Szabo shrugged his shoulders and ordered Aleksi to drag Li�ka into one of the freezers next to where they were holding Lucia. The Finn placed Li�ka on a chair, tied him down and slapped a length of black duct tape over his mouth.
Steiner moved forward and pulled the chrome canister from his pocket, loosened the lid and placed it beside the professor in the freezer. He walked out and locked the door behind him, and now the professor raised his beaten face and looked forlornly at them through the chilled glass in the heavy metal freezer door.
Steiner handed Szabo a black Samsonite case and he opened it to reveal a control panel which he began to activate. �People and turkeys amount to the same thing as far as this planet�s fragile ecosystem is concerned.�
He pushed a tiny joy stick forward with his right thumb and a second later the black dust in the canister began to drift from the lid of the container like smoke. �And so now we must do our duty once again, and reduce the population. This is what we call our Armageddon Protocol, and we do not approach the task lightly. There are formulas to ascertain population density, strict rules we must apply and careful safety regulations before the protocol is applied. Only territories with a density over one hundred people per square kilometre will have their populations culled in the first wave.�
Szabo moved the dust into the air and suddenly it vanished right before their eyes.
�It really is invisible!� Zoey said.
�Not really,� said Szabo. �When separated, the dust particles are so small it�s beyond our capability to see them, but when I bring them back together into their home cloud, they reappear.�
Suddenly the cloud of dust particles manifested again, only this time Szabo had moved them much closer to the Czech scientist. In response, he struggled against the ropes strapping him to the chair.
Frozen with horror, she and the others watched as the nanodust buzzed and swarmed around Andrej Li�ka�s head, surrounding him with its fine black dust. Szabo altered the controls and separated the dust, rendering them invisible again, and then pulled them back together bringing them back into view.
Zoey watched them move as one, and gasped. �They move like a flock of starlings.�
�A murmuration of starlings,� Szabo said. �But yes� aren�t they beautiful � and each one of those minute dust particles is capable of infiltrating his bloodstream and travelling to his brain where it will overtake his critical functions.�
With his mouth covered in the black duct tape, Andrej Li�ka was unable to plead for his life, but his bulging eyes and sweat-soaked forehead showed the world his terrible fear.
�You can�t do this, Szabo!� Harry said. �This is murder.�
�Is it murder when they kill animals to test the lipstick young Miss Conway is wearing?�
�What?� Harry said in horror. �You can�t compare testing on animals with deliberately murdering a human being!�
�No, I shouldn�t � you are quite right. Testing puerile cosmetics on innocent animals is far worse than allowing this incredible dust to turn on one of its treacherous creators.�
�You�ve made your point, Szabo!� Harry said. �Switch the dust off and let him live.�
A deep smile of satisfaction spread across Szabo�s face as he raised a withered finger and pointed it through the glass. �In terms of both the traitor Andrej Li�ka and the overpopulated world, it is too late for mercy.� The black metallic vapor drifted into the professor�s eyes and nostrils and he began to judder uncontrollably.
Harry watched as Andrej slumped dead in his chair and then saw the grim, terrifying sight of the black dust emanating from his nose and flying back into the canister.
�My God��
�Czech-mate Professor Li�ka,� Szabo said in a mild, businesslike manner. He turned to Steiner. �Secure the canister and bring it with us.� He closed the case and handed it back to Steiner before fixing his eyes on the Swedish woman. �You will stay here in Chamonix and await my return. Your reward for missing the fun is to watch this scum die. Put them all in the freezer with Serrano.�
Under Steiner�s gun, Aleksi untied them and ordered them into the freezer. When they were inside, Szabo slammed the cold room door and lowered the temperature control to the minimum setting. �This commercial freezer goes down to minus twenty degrees. Your deaths will be drawn out and agonizing.�
�Much like one of your dinner parties, I�m sure,� Harry said.
Szabo�s expression of hatred didn�t alter. �There is nothing amusing about freezing to death, Mr Bane. First, the blood flow in your capillaries will constrict in order to increase supply to your internal organs. This only serves to make you feel even colder than you really are. Second, as your nervous system redirects blood to your organs, your heart rate will increase until it is pounding in your chest like a jackhammer, and your blood pressure will go sky-high.�
�Sounds like my first date,� Zoey said.
�Then you will start to shiver uncontrollably as your muscles contract violently and the hypothermia begins. As the blood drains from your skin, you will turn as white as a ghost� they always do� and then your muscles will freeze and you will be unable to move. You will lose control of your bladder. The enzymes in your brain will stop working and you will get confused, and then you will finally stop trying to save yourselves. After that, the end is inescapable � frostbite will turn your fingers and toes black, and then��
�I know what happens, Szabo,� Harry said. �I was a British Army officer for years. We�re trained. I know about the paradoxical undressing, when people strip their clothes off because in the final stages the blood vessels on the surface start to dilate. How they crawl into a corner and try and hibernate as their brains shut down and how they finally die when their organs shut down one by one.�
�Hell,� Zoey said, giving Harry a dirty look. �And I thought you just sort shivered and fell asleep.�
Szabo smirked. �Thanks to your friend here, you now know different. And now I must bid you farewell. I have a world to save, and you have several agonizing hours inside a commercial freezing unit. No one is immortal.�
�Not strictly true,� Niko said. �I will live forever through a program I have created. I uploaded all my text messages and emails to a chatbot and it�s sophisticated enough to recreate my entire personality,� as he spoke, he wobbled his head with genuine pride. �I even programmed it to learn my voice. After I�m gone you will still be able to talk to me.�
�How regrettable,� Szabo said, turning to Harry. �Aside from your strange friend�s computer program, the rest of you will soon be dead. Your licence to live has been revoked.�
Harry watched as Szabo, Steiner and Aleksi turned up the steps leading back to the hotel�s ground floor. A few seconds later they all felt the drop in temperature. Standing on the other side of the glass was the impassive Swedish woman, her arms crossed over her chest and an emotionless expression on her slim face.
�You can�t just watch us die in here!� Lucia said.
�I bet she can,� Zoey said. �She looks like one crazy bitch to me.�
�How can you watch people freeze to death?� Niko said.
After ignoring all their pleas, the Swedish woman finally spoke. �No, I cannot watch you freeze to death, and I will not.�
Harry and the others exchanged a glance as a thin glimmer of hope flooded back into their world, but then the hope faded when she picked up Steiner�s Mini Uzi and checked the magazine was full.
�Hans and his heavy bolt cyclic rate reducer�� she said. �How very like him.� As she spoke, she deftly converted the weapon to a normal bolt high cyclic rate and smiled.
�What�s she doing?� Lucia asked.
Harry frowned and took a step toward the door. �She�s converting the weapon to make it less accurate but fire more rounds.�
�Less accurate?� Niko said.
�We�re fish in a barrel, Nikky,� Zoey said. �She doesn�t need accuracy. She�s just having fun.�
�Got it in one,� Harry said.
�I think I�d rather freeze to death,� Lucia said, keeping one eye on the matte black barrel at the end of the Uzi.
�Then that�s too bad�� Elsa said, glancing over her shoulders up the steps. They all heard the sound of Szabo�s enormous Bentley fire up and pull out of the garage block. �You are certainly not going to freeze to death.� She extended the collapsible carbine stock and snuggled the weapon into her shoulder, raising the muzzle in their direction and then moved forward to open the cold room door.
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Harry searched the room for a weapon but aside from Szabo�s caviar tins there was nothing he could use to fend off the fury of a full-scale Uzi attack. He took a step forward and put himself between the gun and Lucia, Zoey, Niko and the wounded Frenchman.
�Just think about what you�re about to do,� he said as he locked onto the Swedish woman�s blue eyes.
�I know exactly what I�m doing,� she said as she swung the door full open. �I�m releasing you, so you�d better hurry up and get out of there before you freeze to death.�
Harry and the others exchanged a confused glance. �You�re releasing us?�
She nodded.
Zoey narrowed her eyes. �If this is some kind of insane trick to extend your pleasure in killing us, you�re one sick freak.�
�Here,� she said, handing Harry the Uzi. �This should prove I�m serious.�
Harry took the Uzi with a frown. �Who are you?�
�My real name is Maja Eklund, and I�m a former Swedish National Task Force officer from Gothenburg.�
�Who are they?� Zoey asked.
Harry said, �They�re a special operations unit who operate inside the Swedish police�s National Operations Department.� As he spoke, he took off his jacket and wrapped it around Lucia.
�I�m impressed,� Maja said.
Zoey was harder to convince. �One false move out of you, Abba, and I�ll beat you like a rented donkey.�
Maja didn�t break eye contact with her. �That, I would like to see.�
�Oh, yeah?�
�But why are you here?� Baupin said, moving into the gap between Zoey and Maja.
�Zalan Szabo has been monitored by agencies within the Swedish Government ever since he set up his laboratory in S�dermanland.�
�Yes, I remember what Andrej said about that,� Harry said. �He said he and Pablo had been working somewhere in Sweden.�
Maja nodded. �Yes, in Kolm�rden Forest. The laboratory they used was a relic from the Cold War � an old biological weapons testing center in the middle of nowhere. Naturally he had paid off the relevant authorities but there are many factions in the government. Someone didn�t like what was happening and decided to order a surveillance package on the S�dermanland site.�
�And that�s where you come in?�
�Jag, that is where I come in � but we cannot stand around here talking about the past. All of that we can talk about later. For now, we have to stop Szabo and his men.�
�I�ll buy that for a dollar,� Zoey said.
Harry and the others pounded up the basement steps and made their way back into the ground floor of the hotel. They ran to a nearby window only to see Szabo�s Bentley skidding out of the compound and disappearing into the Chamonix night.
�Damn it all!� he cursed, and slammed his fist into the wall beside the window. �They�ve got away.�
�Have you any idea where they�re going, Maja?� Baupin said.
�Not at all. He trusted me as a bodyguard but no more. Only Steiner was brought into those conversations, and even then only on a need to know basis.�
�Hang on,� Harry said. �We know that he wants to wipe out cities where the population is very dense, so London is the obvious choice in Europe anyway � that or Paris maybe.�
�That�s not enough to go on,� Baupin said, turning to Maja. �Is there any other way?�
Maja nodded. �Yes, Gy�rgy T�th. He�s Szabo�s chief financial officer and the man behind the money laundering. He also has many contacts in intel agencies and Szabo uses him to run ID checks on prospective staff. He�s in the penthouse now and he�s not due to fly out until midnight.�
�Hell� how are we going to get information out of an accountant?� Baupin said, glancing at Harry and winking.
�Let�s go!�
* * *
The �wellness retreat� was not exactly humming with guests, so they made their way silently to the staff elevator and took it to the penthouse. Maja opened the door with her key and they found Gy�rgy T�th warming his toes in front of Szabo�s plush fireplace. He had a glass of cognac in one hand and was waving his other hand in time to Bart�k�s third piano concerto. Beside him was a large bowl of fruit and several magazines. All very cosy. He was in his fifties, thin and with a thick shock of silver hair, and Harry recognised him as the man he had seen lurking in the other room when Aleksi Karhu had closed the door.
Baupin moved forward and grabbed him, causing him to cry out for help and try and wriggle free. Harry tore down a pull cord from the crushed velvet curtains at the far end of the room and then padded casually back over to the Hungarian accountant under the strict gaze of Lucia, Zoey and Niko.
Above the mantelpiece was a painting of a terrifying being emerging from a raging fire. It was not exactly the sort of comforting image most people enjoyed having in their living spaces. The picture was entitled simple �rd�g.
�That�s awful,� Lucia said.
��rd�g�� Niko said. �I�ve seen that word before somewhere.�
�It�s the old Hungarian god of the underworld,� the sweaty accountant said, trying to connect with the gang of people now standing around him.
It took Harry an unsettlingly short amount of time to tie the man into the chair and then he dusted his hands off and crouched down so they were eye-level. Then he said, �Hello, Gy�rgy. You might not know it yet, but you�re here to help us,� he said, gently pushing a poker into the glowing coals. �You see, my associates and I seem to have run out of ideas and we can�t for the life of us work out where we need to go to stop your psychotic employer from committing the worst genocide in history.�
�I know nothing.�
�That�s not true, is it?� Harry said, turning the poker iron around a few degrees to ensure it was evenly heated. �You know, for example, what will happen when this red-hot fire iron gets pushed into your face. Am I right?�
T�th�s eyes widened as he watched the former English spy crouch down and carefully extract the poker from the roaring fire and study its glowing tip. Behind his back, Lucia and Zoey exchanged an uncertain glance, but Maja showed no emotion.
�I�ll ask you one more time,� Harry continued. �Where is Szabo�s target city?�
T�th stared in horror as Harry brought the poker up to his face. It was so close now he could already feel the heat radiating from the searing iron. �It�s London,� he said, his voice now dry with fear and cracking up at the edges. �London!�
�London,� Harry repeated. �Good. Now� where is the launch site?�
T�th licked his lips in fear and kept his eyes locked on the red-hot poker as Harry casually swung it back and forth in front of his face. �I have no idea.�
�Now, now�� Harry said. �And we were doing so well, too.�
�I swear it!�
Harry pushed the tip of the poker into the bowl of fruit on the table beside T�th and grimaced as the red-hot tip effortlessly burned and sizzled its way through the thick green rind of the centrepiece � a large watermelon.
T�th jumped with fear in his chair but Baupin pushed down on his shoulders and kept him in place. �I suggest you tell the man what he wants to know,� the Frenchman said. �Or you won�t need a pack of cards to have a poker face, if you understand what I mean.�
T�th understood, but was fighting hard to control his fear in front of his captors. Harry guessed that the sort of punishment Szabo meted out to traitors would outweigh a hot poker in the face, but the difficulty was one of priorities.
�You have no idea how powerful Mr Szabo is.�
�Seems like a minor-league Bond villain with terrible taste in art to me,� Harry said.
�You have no idea��
The red hot poker might be the lesser of two evils compared with Szabo�s depraved sense of justice, but this threat was immediate � literally in his face right now. Szabo�s retribution for treachery would be worse, but that was in the future. It was a simple decision to make, and the answer would be facilitated by the smell of burnt melon on the tip of a searing-hot fire iron held an inch from his eye, which is exactly what Harry Bane now did.
T�th pushed his head back into the leather seat as far as it would go but bought only another inch at the most and the heat from the poker was still intolerable. Harry pushed it through the inside wing of the chair and it easily burst out the other side, covered in cotton batting popping and sizzling as it burst into tiny flames.
�Launch site,� Harry said, flatly. �Where is it? Last time I ask.�
�It�s from his apartment � at least that�s what he told me,� T�th said at last. He breathed out and Harry watched him visibly collapse as he thought about how he had betrayed a man as dangerous as Zalan Szabo.
�Where?�
�The Shard.�
�You mean the building?�
T�th nodded glumly, but Harry was pleased with the result.
�What the hell is that?� Zoey asked.
�It�s a skyscraper in London, right?� Niko said.
�It is indeed,� Harry said.
�Ah � I understand!� Lucia said.
�I understand too,� Zoey said.
�And me,� Baupin said, and gestured toward T�th. �But does he understand?�
Harry pushed the poker back into the fire and struck T�th with a single punch in the cheek, knocking him out cold. �He understands.�
* * *
Harry kept a steady eye on Maja Eklund as she drove Szabo�s Maybach through the deserted streets of Chamonix. He was nowhere near trusting her yet despite the gesture she had made by handing him the Uzi, and he wasn�t the kind of man to take unnecessary risks.
He turned and smiled at Lucia, but her response was hesitant. He had noticed the look she gave him back in the penthouse when he held the poker up to the Hungarian goon�s face, and perhaps she had been shocked by his actions. In a way, it had surprised him too � how easily his past had come back to the surface, how simple it had been to draw on his experiences as both an officer in the Pathfinders and an agent for MI6.
Easy, and disappointing. He had hoped to leave all that behind him and move on with a new life, but it was like a shadow. No matter how hard you ran it was always right behind you.
As she drove, Niko gasped from the back seat. �Something�s wrong!�
Harry turned in his seat. �What�s the matter?�
He was holding his cell phone in his hands and shaking his head. �I was trying to transfer funds from one account to another to pay for the aircraft fuel and I cannot access my account.�
�Eh?�
�Wait.� Niko made a call and pushed back in the Maybach�s seat as he waited for someone to answer. When they did, he explained the problem and gave his details. Moments later when he cut the call, he was ashen.
Zoey leaned forward and touched his arm. �What�s going on, Nikky?�
�They say they don�t know who I am. They say they have never heard of me.�
�There must be some mistake.�
�I�ve been banking with them for over twenty years.�
�This doesn�t sound right,� Zoey said. �Wait.�
She flipped on her phone and started to check some details, but less than a minute later she reported the same as Niko. �My accounts aren�t there anymore � nothing.�
Harry turned to Lucia. �What about you?�
But she had already checked. �Nothing � no access to my accounts at all, so I went to a forum I use to ask if anyone had a similar experience and all of my posts are gone and I can�t log in. It�s like I was never there.�
�Never on the internet at all�� Niko said, his voice trailing away.
�The Ministry,� Harry said. �I guess Andrej wasn�t joking when he said how far their reach goes.�
�But that�s more than reach,� Baupin said as Maja pulled into the small airport. �Who could remove all of us from the internet in a matter of hours?�
Harry clenched his jaw and tried to fight his anger back down. �That�s what we�re going to find out. In the meantime, we have to fill up a Baron or we�re not going anywhere. Cash anyone?�
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Baupin was at the controls, and Zoey sat beside him and stared out across the top of the clouds. Harry and Lucia sat behind them over the wing, and at the back were Maja and Niko, who after a brief moan about leg room was now slumped down in his seat and snoozing.
It was full night now, and the gentle glow of the instrument panel shone up and lit their faces in a low, amber light. They rarely spoke over the hum of the air-cooled six-cylinder piston engines, and when they did their voices were thin and distorted through the aviation headset mics.
After skirting around the west of Geneva they soon ascended into the clouds and didn�t break out of them until passing eight thousand feet as they crossed into the French department of Jura. Now they were in a new world, just the six of them in their tiny aircraft, speeding north above an ocean of bubbling clouds lit purple in the startling light of the full moon.
In the silence, Harry turned to Lucia and gave her hand a reassuring squeeze. �Feeling okay?�
She turned to see him, startled for a moment by the question. Then she nodded once and tried to return the smile. �I think so, but I�m not sure.�
�I know,� he said, noticing for the first time since Madrid what a beautiful woman she had grown into since her punk days. The ink-black eyelashes and the pale brown, sad eyes behind them. She wore the bitter experience of her youth behind a veil of measured confidence and dazzling good looks, and not for the first time he cursed himself for being stupid enough to let her fly out of his life all those years ago. �You�ve been through so much these last few hours it�s enough to drive anyone insane.�
�We all have,� she said, turning away from him to glance out over the moonlit clouds. �Finding Pablo like that, where we had shared so any good times, and then being chased around Madrid and Paris were enough of a nightmare, but then seeing Andrej killed in such a terrible, painful way right in front of our eyes�� her words broke up and she moved her hand away from his to dab the tears running down her cheeks.
He felt the impulse to put his arm around her and give her a comforting hug, and then a greater impulse again to kiss her, and make things like they were when they were young. He stopped himself from going further and turned in his seat to face the front. As if she needed that right now on top of everything she�d been through, he told himself, cursing once again his own thoughtlessness.
Lucia rested her head on his shoulder and drifted to sleep, and with the sound of Zoey begging Baupin to teach her a series of eye-popping swear words and insults in argot, Harry also began to drift away just as the Baron was crossing the Derak waypoint. Baupin turned the plane a few degrees to the west and then Harry was gone.
* * *
Deep inside the Caves of Hercules a woman screamed out for his help. �Help me, Harry!� The caves were a popular tourist attraction in Cape Spartel, a few miles west of Tangier, but they flooded at high tide and were dangerous. Some even said they were bottomless.
Harry Bane strained to see her in the darkness. Her voice was terrified, and drowned out by the sound of the Atlantic waves as they smashed into the limestone walls of the cave�s gaping, rocky mouth.
He struggled through the icy water, fear for her life coursing through his system like an intravenous drug. Desperate to reach her before the sea swept her away, he called out in the darkness. �I�m coming! Hold on!�
Then he heard a terrible, scream of despair as the ocean claimed her young life and he burst awake from the nightmare, covered in a film of sweat. He swivelled his head to find her, but she was gone� she was never there. It was just a dream. The same dream. His heart felt like a jackhammer in his chest and he took a few low breaths to calm himself down, careful not to wake Lucia who was still sleeping beside him.
He focussed his eyes on Baupin in the pilot�s seat. It looked like Zoey was asleep now too. �Where are we?�
�Over your homeland,� he said, and jutted his chin out the front window. �We crossed into British airspace twenty minutes ago and now we�re over London.�
London. Not home, but close enough and he knew it better than anyone. His sister lived here, for one thing. He rubbed his eyes and peered through the window. Somewhere in the back of his mind, he heard the woman from the cave as her screams echoed into the night and tried hard to clear his head as he concentrated on the view outside.
Only the tops of London�s tallest buildings were visible as Baupin flew the small Beechcraft Baron into the city�s busy airspace and prepared to land. The great bulk of the sprawling metropolis was concealed beneath a thick fog which had rolled in from the North Sea a few hours earlier.
Due to the conditions, Baupin was now landing the aircraft in accordance with IFR, or instrument flight rules, as was the law both at night or when external visual reference was impossible. Now, as the Baron plunged through a broken layer of clouds, the French spy was carefully setting the flight management system and chatting calmly with one of the controllers at London City Airport.
Like everyone else on board, Harry�s view of the world was no more than a dazzling white-out as the small aircraft zoomed through the cloud and fog, buffeted about by turbulence from time to time. Being a former Pathfinder, he was no stranger to flying in rough conditions and it looked like Maja was unconcerned too, but one glance at the faces of Lucia, Zoey and Niko told him they weren�t sharing his relaxed view of the landing.
But Baupin was a pro, and brought the plane down neatly on the runway with a gentle thud of the tires on the damp tarmac. Moments later the controller was directing them to a parking slot, and Harry peered through the front window at the two white tunnels that the plane�s forward lights were making in the fog.
Looking up, he could make out the main airport building, looming in the damp darkness like some kind of maximum security prison. This part of London was flat and the famous skyline was too far to the west to be visible from the ground. Harry saw nothing in the sky now except the glow of the old city reflected in the cloud base a few hundred feet above them.
They pulled up beside a much larger Gulfstream jet, parked up on the apron with its lights off and nobody home, and moments later they were clambering out of the small plane and emerging into an evening of rolling fog and damp, cold air. The main building looked much larger now they were right in front of it, and several airport workers were strolling over to the Beechcraft as Baupin activated the parking brake and shut down the engines.
�Sort of how I imagined it,� Zoey said, peering into the gloom.
�Come on,� Harry said, ignoring her. �We have to get through customs and meet up with Leo. We don�t have much time.�
* * *
Leo Hilton was waiting for them in the onsite car park on the south bank. It had been a few years, but Harry recognized his old friend at once � he was leaning casually against the hood of an impressive black Range Rover Velar with his arms crossed over his chest.
As they approached the luxury SUV, Leo straightened up and wandered over to them. He and Harry shook hands. �You remembered where the Big Smoke is then?�
�How could I forget?�
�You seem to spend most of your time pissing your money away in dodgy foreign casinos these days.�
Harry turned to Lucia and grinned. �A gross overstatement.�
Zoey stepped forward and held out her hand. �Woah � are you a model or something?�
�Sorry, no. Just a plain old has-been spy who freelances very boring security issues here and there.�
Zoey gave him another long look. �But you model underwear on the side, right?�
Leo laughed, blushing a little. �No, I do not model underwear on the side.�
�Swimwear maybe?� She got up close to him now.
Leo turned to Harry. �Where do you find these people?�
�It�s a talent I have. The more I try and repel people, the more I get in my life.�
Leo laughed and blipped open the Range Rover�s doors and the six of them climbed in as he fired up the engine and switched on the lights. Seconds later they were skidding out of the car park and racing west through the streets of Silvertown.
�So where�s the fun tonight?� Leo asked.
�The Shard,� Harry said, giving him an anxious glance.
�Really?�
�Yes,� Lucia said from the back. �And we have to hurry!�
As they drove, Leo made a call to a contact in the anti-terror unit and arranged to meet him at the Shard. He disconnected the call and turned to Harry. �I was hoping we�d have time to catch up,� the former MI5 man said. �Go round to my place in Pimlico maybe� have a few Champagne cocktails.�
�Pimlico?� Harry said. �I thought you wanted to get away from Five � that�s less than half a mile from Thames House.�
�It has its advantages. So why the Shard?�
�Zalan Szabo has a penthouse office suite there, and we think he�s going to use it to launch the nanodust weapon over London.�
�Bloody hell!� Leo said. �And it�s New Year�s Eve � there are literally millions of people milling around all over the city, most of them right here waiting for the fireworks!�
�Waiting for the fireworks is about the right way of putting it,� Niko said. �If this dust is released London will be known as the City of the Dead for hundreds of years.�
Leo raced the Velar through Canary Wharf and crossed the Thames on Southwark Bridge. He swung the SUV left onto Southwark Street and the first thing they saw was the Shard, lit up in the night and towering in the clouds.
Harry shifted in his seat and prepared to get out. �Somewhere up there Zalan Szabo and his goons are preparing to annihilate London.�
Leo nodded. �So let�s get up there and end this.�
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The fog was lifting but London was now shrouded in the full night of winter as the people of the city gathered to celebrate the turning of a new year. In the center of it all and yet somehow apart from the joy, the Shard stood like a sombre sentinel watching over the rest of humanity.
Stretching just over one thousand feet, the Shard was the tallest building in Western Europe, and its looming presence could be felt all over the surrounding area. Some liked it but others remembered when London�s tallest building was the BT Tower.
Thanks to the London Building Act of 1894 the city had avoided being turned into another New York or Tokyo, but restrictions were gradually relaxing allowing the construction of much higher buildings in many places, but not around areas of historical interest such as the Tower of London or St. Paul�s Cathedral.
With a look of steely determination on his face, Zalan Szabo noted the clearing fog with pleasure. At least now he would be able to view the culling of several million Londoners without obstruction. From here � his very own personal Eagle�s Nest, the clearing fog meant he had an incomparable view of the city, stretching from the Houses of Parliament in the west, right over the old City of London ahead of him and bending around to Canary Wharf in the distant east.
He was standing in his seventy million pound apartment near the top of the skyscraper, a large space taking up the entire sixty-fifth floor and surrounded by a three-hundred and sixty degree floor-to-ceiling window. Tonight, he surveyed the city from the highest residence in the country as he tried to calculate the casualties one final time. Then he looked at Steiner and snapped his fingers. �Bring me the laptop.�
The Austrian complied without a word, picking up a black Samsonite case and placing it carefully on a solid mahogany desk in the center of the room. He took a step back as Szabo rubbed his hands together and slowed his breathing. This was the moment he had always known would come, and now he made the most important telephone call of his life.
�This is the Prefect. We�re in place,� he said, working hard to control the nerves in his voice.
�Good. I give you the authority you require to proceed with the protocol.�
�Thank you, Minister.�
The Minister cut the call abruptly, and Zalan Szabo swallowed hard as he slipped the phone into the pocket of his cashmere jacket. So this was it, he thought. The idea of wiping out millions of people had seemed somehow different in his mind all those years ago when he had entered the Ministry. Now, staring at the computer that would activate the weapon and unleash hell on so many innocent, unsuspecting people he almost felt a pang of doubt� a vague wave of uncertainty about the morality of his mission flew through his mind like a lost swift.
No. The Ministry had prepared him for this, and he knew the fate of those who betrayed the core values of the order. What he was doing was for the good of mankind, wasn�t it?
Yes. The doubt was gone. Washed away by the cool tide of logic, like flotsam and jetsam on a beach.
He breathed out and steadied his hands as he ordered Steiner to open the control case.
* * *
As the Velar neared the plaza as the base of the Shard, Harry and the others studied the building they were expected to besiege and climb if they were to stop the nightmare and save London. Its tapering design made it look like it was much higher than it truly was, but its actual height was more than enough.
�And you say his apartment is at the top?� Niko said. He craned his neck inside the Velar to try and see the top as Leo brought the SUV to a juddering halt at the base of the tower.
�Almost,� Leo said. �Floor 65.�
Thanks to Leo�s earlier phone call, at least twenty police cars both marked and unmarked were now surrounding the skyscraper and as they jumped out of the Velar a senior officer from the Counter Terrorism Command, or SO15, approached them and introduced himself as they exchanged ID.
�This is Superintendent Eddie Rook,� Leo said. �We�re old friends.�
�Leo, good to see you,� Rook said.
�This is Harry Bane, former Pathfinder and SIS, Maja Eklund who�s Swedish Special Ops, and these guys are some of his buddies.�
�Well the buddies ain�t going anywhere near the Shard,� Rook said flatly. �It�s a high-risk area now and members of the public are verboten.�
�Sounds like a sensible policy,� Niko said, leaning his head into the conversation.
�No way am I missing this, Chief,� Zoey said.
Leo turned to her. �And what is your particular skillset?�
�I�m a thief.�
�A thief, eh?�
�A cat burglar if you must know. You might say I specialize in high-altitude stealth robberies.�
�That�s quite a talent.�
�And I used to work in a whiz mob as a dip.�
�You were a dip?� Leo said, giving Harry a devilish stare.
She nodded.
�A what?� Lucia said.
�A cutpurse� a finger, a wallet lifter� ended up being a cannon working single o, baby.�
�She means she�s a pickpocket,� Harry said, giving Lucia an apologetic glance.
Leo grinned at her. �You any good?�
She shrugged. �Not bad.�
�Then you can put your money where your mouth is. If you can take my wallet between now and sunrise, I�ll give you ten quid.�
Zoey cocked her head and smiled. �All right then, Slick,� she said. �Here�s your wallet back. Now you can give me the cash you owe me.� She pulled Leo�s wallet from her back pocket and tossed it to him over the front of the Velar.
�Well, I�ll be damned � when��
�When I asked you if you were a swimwear model. Easiest distraction I ever did. And here�s your watch, too.�
She threw his wristwatch over the front of the Velar and he caught it with one hand.
�You�re good.�
�I�m the best, Junior.�
�I hate to break up this talent show,� Rook said, turning to Zoey, �but we need to get on, and you�re not coming.�
Zoey rolled her eyes. �Hey! I�ve been on this train since the beginning and I wanna drop some heat on those bastards!�
�Almost the beginning,� Lucia said. �And I�m coming too.�
Harry gave Eddie Rook a resigned glance and shrugged his shoulders. �You heard the ladies, Superintendent.�
Rook sighed and ran a hand through his black hair. �Christ.�
�That�s settled then,� Zoey said.
�Besides,� said Harry. �She�s a better shot than I am.�
�You got that, Chief?� Zoey said, staring at Rook. �And you�� she said, turning to Niko. �Do I have to kick your ass all the way up there, or what?�
�Damn it, Zoey! I�m the techie� I literally know nothing about anything except computers.�
�You said it, Nikky,� Zoey said. �And how do you think Szabo�s running this gig? We need you.�
Niko heaved a heavy sigh and dropped his head. �Fine, but I want one of those helmets.�
�I knew you wouldn�t let me down, Nikky,� Zoey said with a heavily sarcastic sideways glance.
�So what�s the plan?� Leo asked.
Eddie sharply drew in some of the cold air and exhaled slowly. �I�ve got regulars surrounding the building and Special Ops waiting in the lobby ready for the off.�
�Great,� Leo said. �Let�s get on with it. I�ve got somewhere I�d rather be.�
Harry and the others put on bullet-proof jackets and tactical helmets as they followed Rook into the lobby of the skyscraper. As he had told them, there was a team of Special Operations police waiting there and Rook wasted no time when he joined his men. Taking out his phone, he held a short conversation before cutting the call and slipping the phone back in his pocket.
�Home Secretary just gave me the green light. We�re going now.�
Leo turned and patted Harry on the shoulder. �Just like old times, mate.�
Harry grinned and nodded his head, and when he turned to look behind him he saw his new friends standing right there � Lucia, Zoey, Niko, Maja and Alain Baupin, each looking right back at him, ready to risk their lives with him.
�Let�s do this,� he said.
�You�ll need these weapons,� Rook said.
Harry took the gun from the Superintendent and weighed it in his hands. It had been a long time since he�d been issued formally with a weapon. He left the army a long time ago and despite what most people thought, MI6 agents did not run around with Walther PPKs in their dinner jackets. The smell of gun oil brought back memories of Iraq. Not good ones.
He checked it was loaded and slid a round into the chamber, making sure to keep the safety catch on.
�Into the lifts,� Rook said.
�Isn�t that dangerous?� Lucia asked.
�If you prefer to climb all sixty-five storeys on the stairs, we�ll meet you up there.�
Lucia was first into the elevators, followed sharply by Harry, Leo, Maja and half of the Special Ops guys, while Rook, Baupin, Zoey and Niko and the other half of the team stepped into the next elevator along.
No one spoke a word as the elevator sped up hundreds of feet to the thirty-third floor where they had to change to another elevator. On their way again, they continued for a few more seconds until they reached their final destination on Floor 65, but when the bell pinged and the doors opened they were met with a burst of fire from Szabo�s men.
Last into the elevator meant closest to the doors, and within a few seconds three of the five SO15 officers were cut to shreds. Harry was first to react, raising the gun Rook had issued him with and returning fire at the men. The noise of the gun spitting fire in an enclosed tin can like the elevator was terrific, and Lucia screamed and dived for cover as she blocked her ears with her hands, but Leo�s reaction was to bring the Glock 17 sidearm Rook gave him into the aim and shoot back with as much rage as he could muster. Maja followed suit and unloaded an entire magazine of well-aimed rounds at the enemy.
At that moment the second elevator arrived and Eddie Rook and his men burst out and joined the fight along with Zoey, Niko and Baupin.
Zoey fired the hardest, raking the Ministry�s men with lead and fury. Visions of those who had trashed her childhood rose up in her memory like hideous phantoms as she blasted the powerful semi-automatic pistol at the men who were trying to kill her. �Die you sons of bitches!�
Szabo�s men returned fire taking out Eddie Rook and blasting him back inside the elevator, but with two fronts to fight, Szabo�s men started to retreat along the corridor leading away from the elevator section. They headed toward Szabo�s apartment, but then one of Zoey�s rounds struck a fire extinguisher bolted to the wall beside the elevator and the heat from the explosion set off the local sprinkler system.
She was disappointed that the entire sprinkler system hadn�t been activated, but that wasn�t the way industrial systems worked. Outside of Hollywood movies where the entire system is triggered, the reality was only the specific sprinklers that detected the increase in heat got activated. Now, Szabo�s men were outgunned and soaking wet, they turned on their heel and disappeared into the service staircase behind the elevator housing.
Harry watched the chaos unfold as the automatic sprinklers used water pumped up from the mains and sprayed it all over the corridor. �Keep going,� he yelled. �Szabo�s still in his apartment!�

THIRTY-NINE

Zalan Szabo waited impatiently as Steiner fiddled with the combination locks on the aluminum case. A few seconds later it popped open and the Austrian raised the lid to reveal a small laptop inside, built into the housing of the case. He turned it on and a black welcome screen invited the entry of a password. Both of them had heard the fighting outside as their men tried to stop the police from getting to them.
It was of concern to Szabo that his instructions to the Home Secretary had been ignored, but that was a problem for the future. No doubt, the Home Secretary would apologize profusely for his transgressions right before his execution. They always did.
�Fetch our guest,� Szabo ordered Steiner. �He will want to see this.�
�Yes, sir.�
Steiner stepped away and Szabo took over, typing in a long series of numbers and letters from memory. A plain desktop screen was revealed a few seconds later, with only one icon: a small black triangle which represented the program controlling the Armageddon Protocol.
The Hungarian licked his lips in fear and swallowed hard as he slowly typed in the activation code that Steiner had retrieved from the traitor and his friends back in Paris. �In doing this, I obey the sacred vows I gave to the Ministry.�
�Hold it right there, Szabo.�
The Hungarian froze in place and turned his head slowly to his right. Walking across the room was Harry Bane, a man he considered of no more significance than a cockroach� a man he thought had frozen to death in Chamonix several hours ago.
�How are you still alive?� he said coolly.
�Thanks to me,� Maja said stepping into the room.
Szabo made no move. He didn�t even raise an eyebrow. �I always had my suspicions about you.�
�Of course you did.�
�This is quite the place,� Harry said, glancing around the plush apartment. �You must have a few gold mines tucked away here and there.�
�You don�t dig for gold if you want to make money in a gold rush, Mr Bane.�
�No?�
�No.�
�So what do you do?�
�You sell shovels, of course.�
Harry noticed some movement behind Szabo and then saw two figures emerge into the room from a door. The first man he recognized as Hans Steiner, but the other man was less familiar � he was sure he had seen his face before but he couldn�t place it.
They reached Szabo and the Hungarian smirked when he saw the confusion on Harry�s face. �He seems to be having some difficulty placing you, my friend,� he said to the man.
The man gave a businesslike smile and said, �I�m Rafael Ruiz.�
�Means nothing to me,� Harry said.
�Perhaps if I told you we met in Madrid, in a manner of speaking.�
And then it clicked. He knew where he had seen this man before. He was the lead CNI officer who led the assault on Pablo�s apartment. He narrowed his eyes in confusion. �But this isn�t your jurisdiction, and what are you doing with him?�
�Mr Szabo is my senior within the Ministry.�
�And the Ministry comes above all other obligations,� Szabo said with a smirk before turning back to Steiner and Ruiz. �Is it ready up there?�
Steiner nodded. �All ready to go.�
�And the devil�s eye?� Szabo said.
Another nod.
For a brief moment, Harry almost felt physically sick as their words sunk in and he realized once and for all that Andrej Li�ka had been right all along, and that everything he had said about the Ministry and its long, hideous claws was right. At first he had wondered if the Czech scientist had allowed his fear of being hunted for the nanodust warp his sense of judgement and make him paranoid, but no� it was all true. The Ministry was everywhere and there was no way he could trust anyone in the same way ever again.
He felt his heart sink as he realized he was already doubting those around him � even Leo � how much did he really know about any of these people? No, now he was being paranoid and it had to stop. You had to trust someone in this world and those he had shared this nightmare with had risked their lives to help him.
His mind raced with crazed thoughts as he fixed his eyes back on Szabo. The contempt he felt for the man standing a few yards ahead of him was almost overwhelming� he could almost taste the hatred he felt on his tongue. He knew Szabo had to face justice, but now the truth in what Andrej had said meant there was no hope of a fair trial. The truth was Szabo would be out of the country and living on some private island somewhere under a new name in hours while the public would be fed lies about his sad and untimely death.
There was only one way Harry could know for sure that a creature like Zalan Szabo wouldn�t live to pursue the Ministry�s insane agenda, and that was to end things permanently, now.
And yet it wasn�t that simple. Harry was no cold-blooded killer. He�d killed in the line of duty both during his time in the Pathfinders and while working overseas as an undercover agent for the SIS, but they were state-sanctioned executions. If he took out Szabo now it would be nothing more than murder, and he would be no better than the very evil he was committed to fighting.
Szabo stared at him and an icy grin broke out on his wrinkled face. It was as if he could read his mind, and Harry�s blood ran cold when he stared back into those dark, slate eyes.
�Don�t come any closer or I�ll activate the nanodust.�
Harry raised his gun. �Not with a bullet in your head, you won�t. Now take your hands away from the laptop and raise them in the air, nice and slowly.�
Szabo remained perfectly still. �No.�
�I�ll aim to kill, Szabo. You know I will.�
�But I have a much better idea. Why don�t you lower your guns or I will activate the protocol? My finger is less than one inch from the button. Even if you shoot me dead here and now you will not be able to stop the canister dispersing the dust. There is no way you can get to it in time.�
Harry�s face dropped.
�What?� Szabo said with a grin. �You thought we would be stupid enough to keep the nanodust here with us at the launch center?�
Harry�s mind raced with scenarios.
�It seems the misinformation I gave that fool T�th has paid a dividend. You will never locate it in a city of this size��
�Enough of this!� Baupin yelled, and raised his Glock. He fired once, striking Steiner in the upper leg. The Austrian screamed in pain and fired back, causing everyone to dive for cover.
From behind Szabo�s drinks cabinet, Harry fired back with his gun and blew out part of Szabo�s window wall. At nearly one thousand feet above London, the late December wind rushed in through the gaping hole and drove sleet into the apartment.
Szabo screamed orders at Steiner and Ruiz and a moment later the Austrian hurled a short-fuse grenade at Harry�s side of the suite. They rolled away hard as the device detonated behind a grand piano and blasted pieces of the Steinway all over the room.
Fire took hold of the velvet drapes and crawled into the plush pile and within a few short seconds their half of the penthouse suite was ablaze.
In the heat, smoke and confusion, Szabo slipped away with his underlings while Harry and the others struggled to breath in the burning apartment.
�I�m not digging the fire, Harry,� Niko said. �If it takes off we might find ourselves stuck up here.�
�That�s not going to happen � listen.�
Below they heard the sound of sirens, and Niko peered down through the smashed window to see several Mercedes Benz Ategos belonging to the London Fire Brigade racing toward the base of the tower.
�Something tells me their ladders aren�t three hundred meters long,� Niko said.
�They�re on it, Niko,� Harry said firmly, �and we�re on this, so focus.�
Lucia gasped. �What was that?�
�What?� Harry said.
�I saw something over there!�
Harry turned to see shadows flitting out of sight in a circular staircase that led up to a mezzanine. Behind the rail he saw the unmistakable sight of two burnished chrome elevator doors sliding shut. �That must go up to the viewing platform,� he said. �He�s going to try and activate the launch from the observation deck at the top of the building.�
�So we�ll follow them up.�
Above their heads, the sprinklers burst into life but the fire was too powerful and they barely touched the blaze. Harry led the others away from the flames and over to the bottom of the circular staircase on the other side of the suite.
�Something tells me this elevator is on a one-way journey and it�s not coming back down for us or anyone else.�
�He�s right,� Leo said. �They�ll shoot the control panel when they get to the top and disable the lift.�
�We have to get after them!� Baupin yelled.
�But he said the dust isn�t here,� Lucia called back, the wind whipping her hair across her face.
�He�s probably just lying his ass off,� Zoey said.
�No,� Harry said. �He�s not lying. He�s right � we were stupid to think they would concentrate everything in one place so close to the end of their mission.�
�What�s the difference?� Zoey said. �If we stop the launch it doesn�t matter where it is.�
�They�ll have a contingency in place,� Maja said. �I know these people. If the launch fails they�re not just going to give up the dust.�
�So where do we start?� Lucia said.
�Wait,� Niko said. �You remember that hideous painting in his ski lodge?�
��rd�g?� Harry said.
�Right.�
Lucia shuddered. �Don�t remind me.�
�T�th told us he was the old Hungarian god of the Underworld, right?�
�Sure,� Zoey said. �Some kind of demonic, shape-shifting monster who created all the bad things in the world.�
Harry frowned. �What�s the point, Niko?�
�Do you remember I told you I�d seen that word before?�
�Yes.�
Zoey raised her hand to protect herself from the flames at the other end of the apartment. �We have to get out of here right now, so get on with it Nikky!�
�Now I remember where � it�s the name of the company that�s delivering the fireworks at this year�s New Year�s Eve display in London. �rd�g Industries � they�re the pyrotechnic company in charge.�
Harry nodded. �I think you might be onto something, but they have several different launch sites all around the Thames.�
Niko grinned. �But don�t you remember what he said about the devil�s eye? Remember � everything to people like Szabo has symbolic significance.�
�Oh my God!� Harry said. �The canisters are fixed to the London Eye. They�re going to use the fireworks to blast the dust all over the sky and then control it from here.�
�Bastards,� Leo said. �There are tens of thousands of people gathered around it ready for midnight.�
Lucia locked her anxious eyes on his. �But what�s the Eye?�
�The Millennium Wheel,� Harry said, already calculating how long it would take to get there. �They call it a cantilevered observation wheel, but to the rest of us it�s the enormous Ferris wheel on the South Bank.�
�Five hundred metres from here, max,� Leo said, already stuffing his gun into the inside pocket of his jacket. �I can be there in less than ten minutes � how long have we got?�
Harry sighed. �Midnight is just a few minutes away, Leo� there�s no time to waste. With Rook and his men down you�re going to need some backup.�
�I�m going with him!� Zoey said.
�Me too,� said Maja.
Leo looked at the two women and then back to Harry. �Why do bad things happen to good people, Harry?�
�Piss off, Leo,� Harry said and watched his old friend, Zoey and Maja sprint through the billowing smoke and vanish from the apartment.
�What about us?� Lucia said.
Niko and Alain Baupin looked at the Englishman waiting for his lead.
Harry picked up a discarded MP5, checked its magazine, and pointed its muzzle to the ceiling. �We�re going up there, to the very top.�

FORTY

In the lobby, Harry, Lucia, Niko and Baupin made their way into what the Shard authorities called the �optional elevator� � the one that went all the way to the top of the enormous skyscraper.
The Englishman stared at the control panel � they were on Floor 65 now, 68 was the sky boutique and first viewing platform, 69 was the main viewing platform and 72 was the open viewing platform. The elevator serviced two other floors � 75 and 78 but both were marked No Access and were disabled to the public.
�He must have gone to 72,� Lucia said. �The open viewing platform.�
�Let�s hope you�re right.� Harry pushed the button for the seventy-second floor and seconds later they had arrived. When they doors opened they found themselves in a small hallway with a sign indicating that the open viewing platform was up a small flight of stairs to their right.
Harry and the others raced up the final few steps and when they reached the top they were met by an immediate rush of freezing air and then the amazing sight of London�s night-time skyscape stretching out to the horizon in every direction.
The viewing platform at the top of the Shard was the highest in Western Europe and gave a breathtaking view over the entire capital, but the platform itself was almost as impressive, like some kind of glass and steel cathedral tower twisting up above their heads and pointing up into the London night.
Harry scanned the platform. Szabo and Ruiz were in the far corner, but Hans Steiner had taken up a defensive position behind a steel support girder closer to the elevators and was now aiming his gun at them.
�Get back!� he yelled.
�Drop the gun, Steiner!� Baupin yelled. �You�re cornered now and you�re wounded. There�s no way out.�
�Never.�
�He�s right, Steiner,� Harry said. �You have nowhere to run now� none of you.�
Baupin fired at Steiner, and struck him once again in the leg. The Austrian grunted in pain but didn�t flinch.
�Looks like you�ve got blood on your Hans, Szabo!� Harry called out.
Lucia rolled her eyes, but across the platform Szabo made no reply.
Harry knew if he wanted to get to them and stop the launch he had to go through Steiner, but the former Jagdkommando wasn�t giving anything away. This was a man who had been shot twice in the same leg and was still standing. Now, without warning he fired his submachine gun at them and sent Harry and the others flying back into the stairwell for cover.
The Englishman belly-crawled forward out of the stairwell to get a clear view of Steiner but the Austrian peppered the deck with flying lead. Harry rolled over several times to avoid the rounds until he ended up on his back in the center of the platform.
Completely in the open now he swung the MP5 around, pointed it through the gap in his knees and fired across the platform as he wriggled back toward the stairwell. The force of the recoil made the powerful machine pistol reverberate in his hands as he sprayed Steiner�s part of the viewing platform with nine mil bullets.
Steiner fired back but the pain from the wounds in his leg distracted him and disrupted his concentration. His aim was high and the first bullets drilled up into the gaping, rainy sky above their heads. The Austrian retreated to another pillar closer to his boss and his next shot was better, striking the glass and steel just above Harry�s head. A flurry of smashed glass and steel sparks rained down over him as he tried to track the fleeing Austrian�s progress back along the platform, but then the former Jagdkommando�s final bullets struck Baupin in the arm and the Frenchman collapsed in the corner.
�Alain!� Harry yelled.
�Forget me� stop them!�
Steiner made the decision to make a break for it and retreat all the way back to his boss in the far corner of the rain-streaked platform. He turned on his heel and tried to sprint, but his wounded leg gave way and a loud snapping sound cracked in the wind as it howled through the angular glass walls towering above them.
Harry fired at him but missed and blasted out the glass screen behind him. The air rushed into the platform as it had done in Szabo�s apartment far below, and now Steiner cried out in pain and collapsed to the floor. The cries turned to grunts as he clutched at the leg with the broken bone, but he found the will to raise submachine gun as Harry sprinted toward him for the final round.
The Englishman pounded across the platform with his MP5 raised in the aim and never once took his eyes off the wounded beast now sprawled out before him. He reached Steiner and booted his submachine gun off the side of the platform through the hole he had blasted with the MP5, ending the Austrian�s only chance of survival once and for good.
In the far corner of the platform, Ruiz drew his gun and stood in front of Szabo, creating yet another defensive barrier between Harry and the insanity of the Armageddon Protocol. Harry glanced at Lucia and Niko, both taking cover in the stairwell and knew neither of them was trained to handle a man like Ruiz. A few meters away Alain Baupin was slumped against the wall with his head nodded down on his chest � probably unconscious because of the blood loss.
Harry knew it all came down to him, and time was running out.
�You failed, Englishman!� Steiner screamed, his blonde hair flying around in the icy wind.
�Not yet, I haven�t,� Harry said, �Now get up!�
Steiner began to laugh crazily, and shake his head. �You are going to kill me?�
�Kill you? Nah � you�re not important enough. You�re going spend the next fifty years in Belmarsh. I imagine an Austrian terrorist who tried to kill millions of Londoners is not exactly going to have a laugh there, but you never know.�
Steiner crawled up to his knees and screamed in pain as the weight went back onto the bone that Baupin�s bullet had smashed to pieces.
As he screamed, Harry was surprised and shocked to see Lucia and Niko lunge forward and rush Ruiz from different directions. It was a daring plan, and the bravery required to attack an armed enemy was substantial. A mix of pride and fear for their lives rushed through him.
In the dark and swirling rain, Ruiz fired at Lucia but missed, giving Niko the chance he needed to launch himself at the CNI man and force him to the ground. The gun went off twice more, its muzzle flashing orange and white in the night, and then Lucia charged back into the fray.
Harry lost sight of the brawl across the other side of the platform, and then he paid heavily for his concern for his friends.
Steiner moved with incredible speed for a wounded man, and the next thing Harry knew he was on his back. The Austrian clambered over him and brought a heavy power punch down into the Englishman�s face.
Harry�s world spun for a few seconds but he was still too dazed to react when he felt the Jagdkommando heaving him toward the hole in the shattered glass at the edge of the viewing platform. As he slowly regained full consciousness he felt the concrete riveted floor of the platform fall away as Steiner pushed him over the edge.
The former MI6 man felt the blood rush to his head as he began to slip upside down, and had to look up in order to see the ground looming beneath him. Then he heard more shots from Ruiz�s gun at the other end of the platform.
�You will reach terminal velocity in seconds,� Steiner said. �From one military man to another, it brings me no joy to say they will need a mop and bucket to clean you up.�
Everything was falling apart. The adrenalin pumped through his veins and his head spun with emotion. Had Leo and the others secured the canister? Had Ruiz gunned down his friends? The icy wind drove the rain into him and it stung his face as he looked down at the lights on the ground and saw the fire trucks and police vehicles far below.
Over one thousand feet below.

FORTY-ONE

Leo Hilton weaved through the bustling crowd on the South Bank, his eyes transfixed on the London Eye. Either side of him were Zoey Conway and Maja Eklund, two women he had only known minutes but both more than capable of watching his back.
As they drew nearer, the Eye glowed a ghostly blue in the powerful spotlights. Everywhere he looked he saw excited people holding hands and pointing into the sky. Some were drinking and all were smiling. They thought tonight was just about fun, but Leo knew otherwise.
As he pounded along the Queen�s Walk, he saw two boats from the Met�s Marine Policing Unit closing in fast, moving upstream from Waterloo Bridge. They knew about the threat and were blocking off any potential escape routes along the water.
At the base of the Eye now, Leo flashed his ID at two policewomen and they waved him through.
�That�s Karhu right there!� Zoey said, pointing at a tall man in the crowd. �Dressed like security.�
Leo followed her arm and saw a man among a small group of riggers. He was standing around the cabin containing the pyrotechnic firing system on the embankment not far from the base of the Ferris wheel. �Jesus� Harry could have told me I�d be fighting a professional wrestler.�
Leo approached the security team and flashed his old MI5 badge. �We need to cut the power to the display that�s going to be launched from the Eye.�
The man gave a weary sigh. �We can�t just cut the power, mate. These took days to set up. You sure that ID�s up to date?�
Leo ignored the second question. �And the WMD up there will take seconds to kill millions.�
The guard�s eyes widened. �WMD? Is this a hoax?�
Maja now showed him her Swedish NTF ID. �No hoax. This is an international operation. You want it to fall apart because of you?�
�Cut the power!� he yelled.
One of the men in the cabin cut the power as Leo and the others walked closer to the Eye, but then Maja pointed up on the London Eye where a figure in black was climbing up its rim toward the top.
�Karhu!� Zoey said.
�But what�s he doing?� said Maja.
Leo frowned. �He�s obviously trying to launch it manually now the power�s been cut. I�m going up.�
As the police tried to contain the bustling crowd, Leo climbed up in pursuit of Aleksi. It was harder than he thought, and when he reached the top he found the Finn kneeling and struggling with something at the base of one of the passenger capsules. Each of the thirty-two capsules weighed ten tonnes and it looked like Aleksi had singled this one out to use as the launch site.
�Drop it!� Leo yelled.
Aleksi said nothing, but moved like lightning. In the confusion of the noise and flashing lights all around them, he spun around and threw the puukko knife hard and fast at Leo.
Leo dived for cover as the savage blade slashed past him and struck the next capsule along. It clattered into the support rigging and fell out of sight, but Leo�s attempt to evade the speeding blade had knocked him off-balance and now he was stumbling sideways over the edge of the Eye�s outer rim.
�Hold on, Leo!� Zoey yelled up through the chaos of the crowd. She ran toward the Eye but then slipped out of his sightline.
After a few desperate seconds flailing in the wind, he slipped over the edge and started to fall. The world turned into a dizzying mess � the partying masses below, the orange lights around the Palace of Westminster, the noise of the boats on the Thames � but as his upper body fell toward the river he reached out and grabbed one of the support beams that made up the outer rim.
His chest slammed into the metal and the trauma to his solar plexus knocked the wind out of him. As he gasped and strained to heave the air back into his lungs and then crawl back up over the side of the rim, he looked up to see the enormous Finn padding over to him, hands curled into fists at his sides.
Before his enemy got to him, Leo clambered back up, lashed out with his arm and tried to land a punch on Aleksi�s face, but the Finn dodged the blow and the Englishman�s fist smashed into one of the structure�s steel tubes and broke three of his knuckles.
Leo screamed out in pain but was stopped when the enormous Finn caught the right side of his head in a bear-swipe and smashed it into the same steel tube. Leo fought hard to maintain consciousness as his world began to swim all around him with the tremendous impact of the blow.
He knew he had to hold onto the structure for his life � there was a drop of over four hundred feet below him and nothing to stop his fall until the cold brown water of the River Thames. Hitting the surface of the water from this height would be not a whole lot different from landing on concrete, and that wasn�t something he intended to do.
But the Finn had other ideas, and wasn�t prepared to give up the advantage his punch had given him. Now, he was drawing his left hand back behind his head as he readied for a second, and this time fatal, blow. He wanted to knock Leo clean off the structure and send him to his death in the water below.
Leo saw it coming, and this time dodged the blow. Instead of hitting the steel tubing behind Leo�s head, Aleksi missed altogether but the momentum of dodging the failed strike pulled Leo too far to the side and made him lose his balance. He slipped away from the side of the capsule and tumbled back-first toward the Thames far below. He flicked his hand out to his side just in time to grab hold of the outer rim of the Eye and stop his fall.
He was back where he started � hanging off the rim and his opponent had the advantage once again and was now padding over to him. The Ministry man said nothing as he pulled his leg back and prepared to boot Leo in the face. Both men knew such a blow would knock him out and down he would go, next stop the freezing River Thames and certain death.
Leo watched the grinning man launch his boot toward his face, but as he moved to dodge the blow the boot stopped halfway, and then Aleksi slammed it down into the support struts to regain his balance. He brought his confused eyes downward and searched his body for what was causing the pain, but he saw nothing. Then he brought his hands up around to his back and Leo saw his eyes widen as he realized his fate.
Aleksi Karhu tumbled over the edge of the London Eye with his own puukko knife buried in his back, and standing ten feet behind him was Zoey Conway. She gave Leo a wink and blew him a kiss.
�Good job!� he said.
�You owe me a date now, right?�
�How the hell��
She walked over to him and helped pull him up to safety. �Did I ever tell you about the time I was a knife thrower in the County Fair circus?�
�Funnily enough, no,� Leo said. �You are full of surprises.�
�I�m the original Mystery Girl, didn�t you know?�
�Well� thanks Mystery Girl. Now we just have to get the damned canister down.�
They walked over to where Aleksi had been struggling in the shadows. Leo saw he must have been fiddling with one of the pyro holders that were attached to the inside rim of the London Eye.
He looked closer and realized that the firing module near where the Finn had been working looked much larger than the others. He rubbed his eyes and checked them again to be sure � he counted over fifty firing modules around the Eye and each one was connected to the cabin via the thick black data cables snaking down from the structure like tentacles.
What Leo Hilton knew about a pyrotechnic display he could write on the back of his cigarette packet, but he knew enough to know there had been some serious volts flowing through those black cables. He also knew they had cut the power to them moments earlier, so what exactly was Aleksi doing clambering up here?
And then he realized that when he had ordered the team to cut the power and break the signal from the cabin to the firing module containing the nanodust canister, the Finnish Ministry man had initiated Plan B and set up a launch timer on the base of the canister. Now they watched its tiny digital timer as it counted down to annihilation.
One�
The Great Bell on the clock at the northern end of the Palace of Westminster, better known as Big Ben, began to chime as the countdown for New Year�s Eve finally began. As the first chime sounded out in the night, the darkness above London was illuminated for miles with the first wave of fireworks launched from the barges in the river and off the south bank.
�But we cut the power!� Zoey yelled, her face lit blue and red and green by the fireworks launching all around her.
�It�s no good,� Leo said. �It�s not powered by the mains like all the other fireworks � Karhu connected it to its own power supply and set a timer on it. You can see from the readout it�s timed to go off on the final chime.�
Two�
�So what the hell are we going to do?� Zoey said.
�I don�t know, but when that bell chimes twelve this thing�s going to launch a techno plague over the whole city!�
�We have to hurry!� Zoey said.
Three�
�Yes, I had worked that all for myself.�
�This is too wild even for me, Slim Jim.�
Leo stared at the tiny chrome canister and the hideous timing device Aleksi Karhu had fitted around its base. The small digital readout told him he had only nine seconds to save millions of lives.

FORTY-TWO

Things had been better for Harry Bane. Right now, Alain Baupin was bleeding out in the corner of the viewing platform and nearly unconscious, Lucia and Niko were fighting for their lives with Rafael Ruiz and the former English Pathfinder was now bent back over the edge of the blown-out safety window with a two hundred and fifty pound Jagdkommando trying to heave him up over the edge of the Shard.
He was squirming to reach up and get a decent grip on Hans Steiner, and the Austrian knew it. He laughed as the Englishman struggled to take hold of anything that might save his life or change the circumstances and give him the advantage.
Then Harry remembered the gunshot wounds in the Austrian�s legs, and brought his fist around hard into the bleeding gash.
Steiner screamed in pain as Harry�s hand smashed into the gaping wound and shattered bone, and that was the only chance the Englishman needed. He grabbed Steiner�s collar and heaved the Austrian across the top of him and over the edge.
Steiner now tumbled over the edge of the Shard, screaming like a terrified child as he realized the mop and bucket was no longer Harry Bane�s fate but his own, and worse, he�d have nearly twenty seconds to think about it. Harry watched him fall the first few hundred feet and then turned away. He had seen enough death in his time.
He staggered to his feet, breathless and exhausted. His mind raced as he prioritized the situation � save Alain�s life, help Lucia and Niko or stop Szabo? His heart told him to take out Ruiz first to help Lucia and Niko, save Alain next and then deal with Szabo, but the Pathfinders and MI6 had taught him to take ruthless decisions, and so he headed for Szabo.
�I warned you not to tangle with me!� Szabo cried out, his voice ghostlike and hollow in the howling wind.
�Call me crazy,� Harry called back, �but I don�t take advice from madmen.� He was keeping one eye on Lucia and Niko. It looked like Lucia had been knocked unconscious in the brawl but the Swiss IT man was still fighting with Ruiz, and the two men were now rolling in the rain a few feet from the edge of the hole in the glass where Steiner had met his maker. It was no surprise that Ruiz was getting the upper hand, and was now on top, raining punches down into Niko�s face until he too was nearly unconscious.
Ruiz now staggered up away from Niko before gripping his collars in his hands and heaving him towards the edge of the deck. Harry moved to stop him but then Niko regained consciousness just in time to see what was happening and crawl back away from the edge and fight for his life all over again.
�You want to save your friends,� Szabo said, mocking Harry. �But you can�t save them and the world at the same time��
�Step away from the laptop, Szabo.� Harry�s voice was calm and measured.
I think not. You have failed,� Szabo said. �Perses is now deployed and I will enter the final sequence to activate its intelligence and set it on the world like a plague!�
�I said step away from it.�
�Never� and this canister is only the first of many weapons.�
Harry shook his head in horror. �You can�t be serious.�
�Manila, Mumbai and Dhaka are next, and after that, Paris, Delhi and New York. This timer is impossible to stop once activated. You cannot stop the will of God, Mr Bane.�
�Perhaps not, but I can stop the hand of a nutcase.�
Harry lunged forward but before he got a yard a loud bang went off and Szabo fell to his knees. Harry turned to look behind him to see Alain Baupin holding a smoking gun.
Without saying a word, Harry raced to the laptop case and looked at the control panel. There was a small bespoke laptop and beside it a slimline subcompact Glock 42 tucked into the padding. He hit the abort button with a sigh of relief but nothing happened. Szabo had been telling the truth � it was all down to Leo now, and all he could was hope his old friend had somehow secured the canister.
He slipped the Glock into his belt and padded over to Ruiz, but the CNI man surprised everyone by wrenching himself away from a bloodied Niko and sprinting across the viewing platform toward the hole in the safety glass caused by the gunfire.
�Wait!� Harry yelled.
But he was gone, leaping through the hole in the glass and disappearing out into the freezing night.
Across the platform, Lucia Serrano had regained consciousness just in time to see the Spanish CNI man make the jump. �Oh my God!�
Harry raced to the shattered glass and saw the tiny figure of Rafael Ruiz as he plummeted to the ground. He prepared to turn away and spare himself the nightmares when he saw Ruiz tear off his heavy winter coat to reveal a backpack. It burst open to reveal another surprise � a base jumping parachute, and the Spanish intelligence man deftly steered himself over London Bridge bus station and vanished into the New Year�s chaos.
�Damn it!� Harry said.
�Hey� we stopped them�� Niko said, his face beaten and bloodied from the fight with Ruiz.
�But we can�t stop the activation protocol,� Harry said with an angry glance at the laptop. �Only Leo can do that now.�
�Then maybe we have only seconds to live�� Lucia said.
Harry and Lucia hugged and let the moment move them to a short kiss. She looked up at him and smiled and he returned the smile, but then he remembered the badly wounded Alain Baupin.
He turned to help him when he saw the Frenchman had staggered to his feet and dragged himself in a bloody trail toward the elevator. He was training the Glock on Harry.
�Alain?�
�I�m sorry, Harry� but I have no choice.�
Harry took a step back and instinctively moved in front of Lucia. A few yards away Niko looked from Baupin to Harry with confusion.
�Why are you doing this?� Harry said, and as he spoke, the heavens opened once again and the rain began to pour down on them.
�The Russians know how to incentivize a man, let�s leave it at that. Now, hand over the laptop.�
�What�s so important about the laptop?� Harry said. �Aren�t the Russians more interested in the dust?�
�The laptop, Harry� now.� Alain raised the gun and aimed it at the Englishman�s heart.
* * *
Four�
The people cheered and whistled as the world-famous bell rung four and all around them the fireworks display crackled and buzzed, but Leo knew that if he couldn�t get the canister out of the pyro holder they were cheering their own agonizing deaths.
�Damn thing�s welded in!� he said.
Five�
�You have to hurry up! We�re running out of road, niknak,� Zoey said.
�Could do with that puukko knife right about now,� Leo said, frowning.
�That particular knife is sort of busy right about now,� Zoey said.
�Then I have to belt it out with brute force.�
Six�
�A man�s answer to everything.�
�Any better ideas?�
Seven�
Zoey looked up to the striking clock tower and back to Leo. �No� but what if it breaks apart when you kick it?�
Eight�
�Then we�re all dead, but we�re all dead in about four seconds anyway so I don�t see the risk. Just make sure you catch it.�
Nine�
�Well, duh��
Ten�
Leo kicked the canister out of the pyro holder and it flew right past Zoey�s clasped hands and sailed out into the night.
Eleven�
�What did I say about catching it?�
�Sorry.�
Twelve�
The timer triggered the firing mechanism but there was nothing inside the pyro holder to launch. They looked down and saw far below as Maja Eklund caught it in her hands and give them the thumbs up.
�She�s got it!� Zoey said.
Leo took a second to get his breath back, and it was then he noticed the top of the Shard was ablaze. The flickering white and orange light was unmistakably a fire even from this distance in the night, and if he strained his eyes he was even able to see the plumes of black smoke billowing up from the upper storeys.
Zoey peered down at Maja and patted Leo on the arm. �Let�s get outta here.�
�Good idea. I hope Harry�s all right.�
�Only one way to find out, Scooter � but what about Karhu?�
�He can stay in the Thames with all the other turds for all I care,� Leo said. �And yes, by the way.�
�Huh?�
�To the date thing.�
�Ah�� She smiled and linked her arm through his. �Great.�
�You like Chinese food?�
�Whatever makes your heart beat faster, Chief.�
* * *
Harry shielded his eyes from the driving rain as he scanned the Frenchman�s face for any sign he might lose consciousness because of the blood loss, but he looked like he was holding on. Behind him fireworks lit the night purple, red and orange and the sound of people cheering wildly drifted up from the ground.
�I�m not giving you the laptop, Alain.� Harry was sure Baupin could have no knowledge of the gun he had taken from Szabo�s case, and he moved his hand up slowly to his side.
Baupin shook his head sadly. �Too bad, then you must die.�
Baupin raised his gun but Harry was faster, opening fire with the compact pistol. An enormous spider web fracture instantly appeared on the reinforced glass window behind the Frenchman. Baupin looked shocked for a moment, as if he hadn�t really expected the Englishman to shoot at him, but then dived for the cover of one of the girders with surprising speed and fired back a lethal volley of bullets.
Lucia and Niko scrambled out of the line of fire and Harry crashed into the floor. He rolled out of sight until he was behind the cover provided by the top of the stairs. Baupin�s bullets followed Harry as he rolled in the rain and then danced up onto the reinforced glass walls, smashing holes in them and sending shards of glass into the howling gale.
Harry shielded his eyes as he checked the magazine. Three rounds left. Not good, but better than nothing and he knew he had to make them count. He fired a shot back and the bullet ricocheted off the ground a few inches in front of Baupin�s boots. The Frenchman jumped back but Harry fired again.
This time the bullet struck Baupin in the upper arm, shattering the bone and forcing him to drop the weapon. It landed with a smack on the floor just as the Frenchman was grunting in pain and gripping at the wound with his other hand. He moved to pick it back up, and Harry fired his last shot and struck Baupin in the chest.
A look of confused terror and regret crossed the stricken man�s face as he stumbled back and toppled over the edge of the viewing platform, screaming as he went. Niko and Lucia peered over the edge and watched him as he spun around in the wind on the short journey toward the pavement three hundred meters below, and then they pulled themselves back before the wind claimed two more lives.
As Niko picked up the laptop case and collected the guns, Harry walked over to Lucia and steered her away from the jagged hole and toward the center of the platform. �It�s over,� he said. �We�d know by now if the dust had deployed.�
She looked at him with confused relief in her eyes. �Really?�
�Really,� he said, glancing at his watch. �And if we�re quick we can catch the end of the fireworks.�
�And what about Paradise?� she said.
�Paradise?�
�In the Prado you told me when all this hell was over you would take me to Paradise?�
�Ah�� he said.

FORTY-THREE

Paradise was a new international fusion restaurant on the fortieth floor of the Heron Tower in the City of London. It was early in the evening, and yet most of the tables were full thanks partly to the Shard being closed for repairs. According to the newspapers, less than twenty-four hours ago the top floors had suffered a large electrical fire and many of the restaurants in the skyscraper would be closed for weeks.
Better news was that Aleksi Karhu had been identified as the killer of Pablo, Mariana Vidal and the two Spanish police officers, and the European Arrest Warrant for Harry and Lucia had been rescinded. That, at least, was something � as was the safe delivery of the Ministry�s laptop to MI5.
Harry pulled out a chair for Lucia and went to do the same for Zoey but she was already sitting down and looking at the menu. Looking southwest, the winter sun was on the horizon now, hovering just above the Waterloo skyline.
�So you brought me to Paradise after all,� Lucia said, and smiled.
Harry saw the smile, and for a moment he saw the face of the woman he had known so many years ago, when they were both so much younger. Despite her terrible start in life, she was a kind person, but tonight�s smile was a sad reflection of the recent tragedy she had endured with the death of her boyfriend Pablo.
�Cool place,� Zoey said.
�Everyone hungry?� Harriet said.
Harry turned to his twin sister and smiled. �I think we�re all hungry after the day we�ve just had� and you might have to pay for this by the way.�
�Me � why?�
�Oh, nothing serious,� Harry said.
�None of us exist anymore,� said Zoey, rummaging in her bag. �I got a few dead presidents here who can help out some but after that I�m down and out.� She dropped a wad of crumpled American bills on the table and belched loudly.
A rotund man at the next table threw his napkin down in horror and turned in his chair. �How dare you do that in front of my wife?�
�I�m so sorry,� she said. �I didn�t realize it was your wife�s turn.�
�Well, I never�!�
Leo burst out laughing but Niko tried to hide behind his menu.
Harry leaned forward to reassure the man. �She�s very sorry. Truly.�
�Sorry, and yes, hungry � hungry for booze, baby,� Zoey said with a wink. She turned in her chair and clicked her fingers at a passing waiter. �Hey, seven cold beers, gar�on!�
�The bar is over there, madam,� the man said, and continued on his way.
The new friends looked at each other and started laughing again. After a few moments, Harry said, �I�ve never heard anyone say the word madam like that before.�
�With so much disgust, you mean?� Niko said. �I concur.�
�Typical Scorpio,� Zoey said with a shrug. �And I don�t see why he�s so snooty with hair like that. He looks like Karl Marx, only with much bigger hair. You could stuff a mattress with it.�
�I think you mean Harpo Marx.�
�That�s right � I'm so sorry! He was much funnier than his brother Karl.� Before anyone could correct her, she slapped Niko�s thigh. �Now get your ass up to the bar, Nikky and make yourself useful� we might be here for some time.�
�What do you mean � you don�t exist anymore?� Harriet asked. The concern was clear on her face.
�It�s what the Ministry does,� Maja said. �Anyone who crosses them has their lives deleted from every record. You will never get them back.�
�True story,� Zoey said. �I just tried to book a flight back to the States and it told me my passport isn�t recognized. So this really is happening� Jesus, Harry � what the hell have you gotten me into?�
Even without Maja�s warning, Harry knew the Ministry meant business, and worse than that was the spectre of their reach � above and beyond national governments. It looked like they had made the worst kind of enemy imaginable.
�But now we eat, right?� Zoey said.
Harry turned to his sister. �Please tell me your card still works?�
She gave a serious nod. �Yes. Unlike you I don�t go around upsetting powerful secret orders.�
They sat in silence for a while, thinking about the implications of their new lives, and then Niko returned with the beers and they ordered their food.
Zoey�s eyes widened like saucers. �Like, we can have anything on here, and you�re definitely paying, right?�
Harriet laughed. �For the last time, yes.�
�In that case I�ll have the truffle flat bread with pancetta and ricotta for starters and the lobster with lemon verbena for the headline act followed by the New York cheesecake. Gotta see if it�s authentic or not, right?�
�Of course,� Harry said with a smile.
Lucia ordered the sea bass with fennel and olives and after much hemming and hawing, Niko finally went with the king crab with sauerkraut and saffron hollandaise while Leo and Maja opted for the crispy duck confit.
Harry stuck with something simple and ordered a beef tenderloin with a Beaujolais jus and then they sat back and enjoyed their cold beers. Lucia had worked out it had been less than two days since she had run to Harry in the casino to ask for his help, but soon they all returned to the shadow over their lives: the Ministry � about what the sinister order really was, who was in it, and how it had so easily deleted all of their lives from the face of the Earth.
�It�s scary,� Maja said, placing down her phone. �I�m gone too � even my listing in the online Gothenburg phone book, and my Facebook page. Nothing.�
�I�m okay,� Leo said. �I still exist � for now.�
�You weren�t there until the end,� Harry said.
�Can we even trust each other?� Niko said. �What if someone tries to infiltrate us?�
Zoey smirked. �When was the last time you infiltrated anyone, Nikky?�
�So funny,� the Swiss man said, reaching over to the bread.
After a long period of silence as they watched the sun slip below the horizon and the London night lights buzz to life, Lucia raised her beer bottle in the center of the table. �At least we stopped them, I guess,� she said. �So here�s to the six of us.�
�To us!� Niko said.
Zoey rolled her eyes and picked up her beer bottle. �I hate this sort of buddy-buddy crap, but if we have to, then� here�s to us and Harry � the bane of my life,� she said, nudging Harry in the ribs and winking at him.
�Oh no,� he said with a sigh. �If I had a pound for every time��
She smiled. �I�m just kidding with you, Henry.�
�It�s Harry.�
�Your sister calls you Henry.�
�That�s my sister. You can call me Harry.�
�Sure thing, Henry.�
�It�s better than Chief I guess.�
Like the others, Harry Bane had no idea what tomorrow would bring, but he lived for the moment, so as they waited for dinner, he pulled the deck of cards from the inside pocket of his suit jacket. He gave them another shuffle just as he had done for Lucia back in Madrid, and handed them to Zoey. �Give them another good shuffle.�
She surprised no one by giving the deck a speedy and faultless riffle shuffle and then brought her eyes back to Harry�s. �Done.�
�Cut them wherever you want,� he said, slowly losing his confidence.
Zoey cut the deck in half and now two small piles of cards were sitting face down on the smooth white tablecloth. Everyone was watching closely, holding their beers together like a group of old friends. �Now what?�
�Okay.� He put his finger on one of the piles. �Simply by looking at the fourth card down in my pile, I can tell you what the fourth card down is in your pile.�
�Sure you can.�
He counted four cards off the top of his pile and glanced at the card. Without touching Zoey�s pile, he looked at his card and placed it back down. �The fourth card down in your pile is the Queen of Hearts.�
�Show me.�
Harry counted four cards off the second, untouched pile in front of Zoey Conway and flipped over the fourth card to reveal the Queen of Hearts.
Everyone at the table gasped, including even Leo, but Zoey just winked at him and smiled. �The Power of Four. You gotta love some classic mentalism, plus I saw both your false cuts at the start � you pass me that bread right there?�
As everyone laughed and Harriet gave him a consolatory pat on the back, Harry gave Zoey the bread and took a long sip of his beer. Something told him this could be the start of a difficult relationship.
THE END.

AUTHOR�S NOTE
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