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			1

			He wasn’t really a mole. Not technically, and that’s how he justified it to himself. 

			Of course, he didn’t have any real choice in the matter. Not if he wanted to keep his job, his career, his pension, his family…his life. And what would his wife say, if she knew? If she knew where the money to buy their new car, her new clothes, their evenings in fine restaurants, came from?

			The same money that had landed him in this current mess.

			What he was doing was definitely espionage, he couldn’t talk his way around that. But he wasn’t actually working for the Russians; not in the sense that people meant when they said, “There’s a mole in MI6,” in those classic stories of British public schoolboys growing up to betray their country. He didn’t work for an intelligence agency. Just another government man, punching his card and collecting his salary.

			The only difference between him and anyone else on the project was that he was here, driving up a dark, tree-lined road in the middle of nowhere an hour before midnight, with a Toshiba SD card in his wallet. An SD card holding what were, technically, state secrets.

			He wasn’t even getting paid for them. He’d already been paid, for the other thing, and that had gone about as badly as it could have, so now he owed them. It was only fair, the Russian had said when approaching him months ago, that he repay his debt. He couldn’t, of course. The money was spent. But the Russian expected that, anticipated it. People spend money when they have it. So the Russian would accept something else, instead. It wouldn’t cost him a penny.

			But it had cost him more than enough sleepless nights. Tonight, he thought, tonight would be the last one. It had to be, didn’t it?

			When the Russian first approached him, he’d asked if they could do the handovers at a café. Since coming here to work on the project he’d adopted a place in town as his regular lunchtime haunt. The sort of place guidebooks and low-budget travel programmes would prefix with “charming little”, gushing about “local flavour” and “authenticity”, oblivious to how being invaded by people from out of town — people like him — would chip away at that very same authenticity, until all that remained was a place where tourists went to take selfies and feel pleased with themselves for finding somewhere “so off the beaten path.”

			He just liked their tea.

			The Russian had called him a stupid amateur, and insisted they meet at a secluded car park atop a wooded hill just outside town instead. He’d noticed on previous visits there was no cellular signal up here. Perhaps that had something to do with it.

			He pulled into the car park, stopped the car, and turned off the headlights. There were no street lamps out here, and the sudden darkness left him momentarily blind as his eyes adjusted to it. A sharp rapping on the driver’s window made him cry out in surprise. He still couldn’t see, but as he opened the door he smelled familiar sour notes of alcohol and cheap German cigarettes, and knew it was the Russian.

			And who else would it be, anyway? Nobody knew he came here for these meetings. Nobody followed him. For the duration of the project he was living alone, in an apartment on the edge of town, and on the Russian’s advice had removed the complimentary GPS unit in his long-term rental car. On the way here tonight there had been one car that seemed to follow him from somewhere in town — he didn’t notice it until they were on the outskirts, but it had definitely been there for some time — until the car turned off before they crossed the river, going in a completely different direction. After that he’d checked the rear-view mirror every ten seconds for the rest of the journey, but saw nothing.

			“Good evening, Comrade,” said the Russian, his accent as thick as the smoke he blew into the cool, dark air. “The stars are very fine tonight.” He was right. This far from town, the lack of light pollution meant you could see almost every star in the sky, right to the horizon. 

			He shook his head all the same. “Comrade? You do know the Soviet Union hasn’t existed for decades.”

			The Russian looked back over his shoulder with a thin smile. “Yes, of course. Absolutely.” As usual, the Russian’s car was nowhere to be seen. Either he parked it elsewhere, or he walked all the way here from town. Both seemed plausible.

			He took the Toshiba card from his coat pocket and offered it to the Russian. The card itself held everything incriminating; if anyone looked at the mini-tablet it came from, all they’d find were photos of his wife and family, and an almost complete collection of Chris Rea music. He was just missing a couple of the early albums. One of the project coders had offered to ‘torrent’ them for him, which he knew was some kind of illegal internet thing, but that sounded too risky, considering what he was doing. The thought of his family made him protective and defiant, so as the Russian pocketed the memory card he took a deep breath and said, “I think now you’ve had enough.”

			“Excuse me, what?” the Russian frowned.

			“I said, I think you’ve had enough from me. I can’t keep doing this, someone is going to notice eventually. It’s amazing I haven’t been caught already.”

			“You owe us. And your debt is not yet repaid.”

			“It must be,” he protested. “The project will be finished in a few weeks, you must have enough by now.”

			The Russian took a slow step towards him. He backed up against the car as the Russian held up the memory card between them. “I gave you many of these. You will fill them all, and then maybe we have had enough.”

			“You, you can’t threaten me,” he stammered, “I’m your, your only source, I know that. Without me, you’ve got nothing.”

			The Russian turned the card over in his fingers, its metal contacts gleaming in the starlight. “And without this, you are worth nothing…except perhaps the life insurance for your wife and children.” The Russian leaned forward, snorting sour breath into his face, and something hard pressed against his chest, something lodged under the Russian’s ill-fitting sport coat. He closed his eyes, trying not to think about what it was. 

			Something clicked. The Russian stepped back.

			Nothing happened. He opened his eyes to see the Russian was holding the car door open for him. “You need rest. Go and have a good night’s sleep. I will see you here again in three days.”

			He slid back inside the car and let the Russian close the door with a flick of his wrist. It started on the second attempt, and he drove away, back down the hill, not looking back. He didn’t want to see the Russian watching him in the rear-view mirror, didn’t want to imagine the hint of a smile on the man’s face. 

			Just a few more weeks, he told himself. You’ve been doing it for months. A few more weeks and it would be over. The debt would be paid, and everything would go back to normal, because he only had this one thing to do, because he wasn’t actually a Russian agent or mole.

			Not technically.
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			“And what are your opinions on cryptographic mechanisms expressly designed to deny visibility to third parties, such as law-enforcement agencies?” 

			She caught a flicker of interest in the eyes of the casually-dressed young man sitting on the other side of the interview desk, and knew she finally had his attention. That was a good development for Miss Jane White, who’d asked the question, because so far the interview hadn’t been going her way. Despite the cool, fully air-conditioned ambience of the room, she felt the back of her neck begin to warm, and pinpricks of sweat rose on her body. The interview room itself was spartan and anonymous, a deliberate choice to deny the candidate an opportunity to form too many ideas of whom, exactly, he was being interviewed by. The company Miss White worked for had never been stated, not even when Rob Carter, the young man sitting opposite her, had entered the room.

			The job posting was itself obscure: “Elite coders, interesting work, well paid.” It barely read like a call for applicants. To further the point, they hadn’t posted it on the usual job sites, where CVs of the eternally hopeful masses piled up by the thousands, and algorithms seemed convinced that every listing that merely contained the word ‘computer’ was The Perfect Opportunity for the large subset of those masses who had the word ‘computer’ anywhere in their CV. No, Miss White had been very careful about where this job could be seen. Hacker board communities, unlisted IRC channels, anarchist email lists. Places that didn’t advertise themselves, that you had to know to look for, that trolled newbies mercilessly until they proved their skills. Places that would ensure the people who responded, applied, and ultimately walked through the plain glass door of this red brick King’s Cross building, waited in the distinctly logo-less lobby, glanced hopefully down the receptionist’s blouse as she gave them directions, climbed the breezeblock stairs and, finally, entered this very room were exactly the kind of people Miss White wanted to see.

			Curious. Driven. Excited by the prospect of clandestine work, hidden corridors of power, the potential to change the world.

			Rob Carter ticked every one of those boxes, and more besides. Miss White (whose hair matched her name, her contrasting brown eyes conveniently focusing the young man’s attention away from the rest of her face) had hoped all along he’d apply for the post. In fact, the moment Carter made contact, she rejected every other applicant and stopped answering further enquiries. Now here she was, opposite the very man she’d wanted to see, trying to get him to open up. 

			She fumbled with her pen, waiting for him to answer. If she fucked this up, her boss would be furious.

			The interview had begun in a fairly standard fashion. They’d gone over his CV, even though Miss White had read it a dozen times, just to be absolutely sure he wasn’t bullshitting about his talents and achievements. His self-taught coding skills, the game app he made while still at school, the trouble he’d got into for hacking his sixth form college’s system and altering coursework grades. Dropping out of uni when he realised he already knew everything on the Comp Sci syllabus. Contracting on and off for game studios, contributing to open-source projects that focused on cryptography and zero-day exploits. 

			What he hadn’t talked about yet — what Miss White was so keen to steer the conversation towards — were the projects that weren’t so open. Carter had a strange habit of taking holidays in places with well established hacktivist communities, who then coincidentally released impressive new exploits and tech demos in the days after he moved on. That, ultimately, was all she cared about.

			Carter narrowed his eyes. “So is that what you’re doing here? Building stuff the law can’t snoop on?”

			“The balance between security and privacy,” said Miss White, raising an eyebrow, “is a question everyone in the community must wrestle with these days. On which side do you fall?”

			He replied with a lopsided smile. “Whichever side pays better.”

			Now she knew he was interested. Giles, her boss, had suggested she try to keep Carter’s interest through less subtle means — “How about a tight blouse and a push-up bra?” — but that wouldn’t hold for more than a few minutes. True, the hacker community was still overwhelmingly male, not to mention socially awkward. And Carter was better-looking than many coders she’d known, meaning he probably had less trouble with women, and maybe figured he stood a chance with Miss White. Truth be told, and under different circumstances, he probably wasn’t wrong. Get a few double vodkas down her on the dancefloor of some dark subterranean club, and she wouldn’t turn her back on him.

			But in an age where eight-year-old kids knew where to find swathes of free online pornography, a flash of skin wouldn’t keep Carter’s attention for long. To really get him interested, you had to talk hacks. Dangerous, semi-legal hacks.

			Her mouth was dry. She licked her lips, and her voice cracked a little. “Let’s try a little thought experiment, then. Say a corporation is developing a new network protocol, and we’d like to see it. We know the identity of the project’s deputy lead, and we have his home address. An inside source has also given us the specs of their central server, with several undisclosed script vulnerabilities. What’s your attack vector?”

			Carter smiled. “Holy shit, are you a front for the Chinese?”

			Miss White half-smiled in reply. Enough to insinuate, not enough to confirm. She repeated, “What’s your vector of choice?”

			Carter leaned back and folded his arms. “Nah. If you know who I am, you know what I can do.”

			“You’re evading the question, Mr Carter. Is that because it’s beyond you?”

			“Fuck off,” he sneered. “You know it isn’t.”

			Miss White looked down, made a note on her pad in silence, then looked back up at Carter. Waiting.

			“Christ’s sake,” he said, rolling his eyes. “You go after the deputy lead. If you’ve got his ID and address, then you can get his phone number. He’s probably in a credit card dump on a pastebin somewhere, so you match him up on that, and there’s your new angle. Spend half an hour on the phone to Amazon to get into his account, use whatever you find there to crack his email, boom. Or maybe he doesn’t bother to shred, so you dig through his wheelie bin and get the card from there. Same difference.”

			“Half an hour on the phone?”

			Carter imitated a distressed customer. “Oh no, my daughter made an account for me, and now I can’t remember my password. But I can give you my date of birth, address, phone number, credit card number, can you just give me a new password so I can buy her a birthday present, pleeeeease?”

			Miss White smiled despite herself. “Fair enough. But this is all social engineering. Why not go straight for the corporate server?”

			“Waste of time, it’s probably done up like Fort Knox. Get into his email first, you’re bound to find something on it. Everyone slips up, uses their personal email for company stuff. Why spend weeks trying to hack it when you can just walk in with the password?”

			“So what you’re telling me is that you’re just a con man, not a real hacker.”

			Carter’s forehead reddened slightly, and a muscle in his neck twitched. “They’re the same thing,” he said through gritted teeth. “And you still have to know what to look for. If you don’t know what goes where, you’re just running around breaking shit and setting off alarms. I’m not a bazooka, I’m a sniper bullet. I get in, locate the target, and get out without them even knowing they’ve been buzzed.”

			Miss White shrugged casually. “But you’re not skilled enough to do the same with the script vulnerabilities? You’re not familiar with ZFlood, or MaXrIoT, or Bunker_Stalker?”

			“Of course I’m familiar with them,” Carter snapped. “I wrote a couple of hundred lines in ZF 1.0, for God’s sake, then did three bug fix releases solo. And I used Bunker on the DGT, because I was buggered if I was going all the way to Belgium just to grab a bunch of contract records.”

			Miss White put down her pen and stood up. “There you go,” she said.

			The door opened behind Carter. He turned, startled, as two broad-shouldered men in grey suits entered. Shocked and confused, he looked back at Miss White, but she was already leaving the room, sliding out of sight behind the security officers who’d been waiting to arrest him as soon as he admitted to hacking the EU Directorate-General for Trade in Brussels.

			She shoved open the ladies’ bathroom door and let it close behind her, shutting out the fading sounds of Rob Carter insulting her, her parents, her presumed sexual orientation, and anything else his rage could muster. She collapsed back against the door, short of breath, her head spinning as she threw the wig on the floor to reveal her dark hair.

			Then Brigitte Sharp staggered to the sink and leant on it with all her weight, forcing her arms to keep her upright. She stared at the mirror, trying to work out what looked wrong, then remembered she was wearing coloured contacts as well. Her hands trembling, she slowly squeezed them out of her eyes and let them fall into the sink.

			Somewhere at the back of her mind, Dr Nayar was shouting something at her. Something about her feet, the floor… 

			She kicked off the high heels, part of her Miss White disguise, and felt the cold, firm touch of the floor on her feet. Let her weight sink through her stomach and hips, down through her calves, her feet, into the floor. Let the world carry its own weight.

			Ten. And breathe, and count. Nine. And breathe, and — the scent of hazelnut. 

			“Good work, Bridge. How are you feeling?”

			She opened her eyes, not realising she’d closed them. In the mirror, the reflection of her boss standing in the doorway.

			“Giles, this is the Ladies.”

			He looked confused for a moment, then dismissed it and continued, “You bagged him. Celebration time. I know it’s against your religion, but do try and look happy.”

			The sting had been her idea, and it required a level of technical knowledge that only someone like Bridge could pull off. But she hadn’t wanted to be the one carrying it out. She’d suggested Giles use someone from GCHQ instead, who could conduct the ‘interview’ and trap Carter into incriminating himself. Giles had put his foot down and told her to get over herself, go see OpPrep for a disguise, and spring the trap. 

			“Get over yourself” had stung. It was three years since the incident Bridge and Dr Nayar referred to only as The Doorkicker, and while she’d made a lot of progress, she still didn’t feel ready.

			Giles hadn’t cared. “It’s not even a real field op,” he’d said. “All you have to do is sit in a room and ask him questions.”

			“You mean interrogate him,” she protested. “Not the sort of thing they cover in basic at the Loch, is it? Get someone from Five, if you think GCHQ can’t handle it.”

			“Five will put Carter in the net, but they can’t reel him in. Just talk to him, nerd to nerd. I know you want to get back to OIT eventually, and this will be a really good step for you.”

			Operator In Theatre. The coveted SIS fieldwork status Bridge had gained, and lost, in the space of one week. Bloody Doorkicker. She shrugged. “I’m still in therapy. I’m not ready.”

			“Mahima says you are. You’ve improved more than you realise, and now you need to get back in the game.”

			Bridge scowled. “Oh, does she? Well, Dr Nayar’s got her opinions, and I’ve got mine.”

			“Indeed, and you’d do well to remember which of those I have to consider when deciding whether to put you back on the list. Spoiler: it’s not yours.” Giles Finlay was exactly the kind of man who’d pull rank to win an argument, but she’d expected and hoped better of Dr Nayar. Bridge hadn’t been to therapy since that day, and judging from her texts every week since, the doctor had no idea why.

			Giles was also the kind of man who’d take credit for the operation to bag Carter, but Bridge had less of a problem with that. Let him deal with the Directors, the Ministers, the suits in their old school ties. He was good at politics in a way she never would be.

			She was desperately thirsty. She hit the cold tap, bent down, and gulped at the freezing water. Her hands were still shaking, though less with each deep breath. She turned to Giles. “Can I take a day off? I’ve got some holiday carried over.”

			To her surprise, he barked a laugh. “Not getting out of the paperwork that easily. Go see the doc first thing — that’s an order, by the way, no more avoiding her — for psych debrief. Then I want to see you back at your desk, writing this up. After all that, maybe we can talk about days off.”

			She opened her mouth to protest, but the look in Giles’ eyes was clear. “Please don’t tell me this is for my own good.”

			“I should coco. You’ll thank me when you get your OIT back.”

			The door closed with a sigh as he left. Bridge looked up at her reflection and sighed with it.
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			T > By Jove, Ponty, I think I’ve cracked it.

			P > cracked what

			T > The ASCII art. It’s a puzzle.

			P > like how?

			T > Like a code.

			P > bloody hell

			She retreated, as she so often did, to the shadows. 

			Or rather to ‘Tenebrae_Z’, one of her oldest friends, with whom she chatted regularly on a secure messaging server. They’d built it together, handcoded the whole thing from scratch, then piggybacked it on an admin machine somewhere deep in Telehouse North, the colocation facility in Docklands where dozens of service providers and internet backbone carriers routed their UK traffic. Bridge had been there once with her colleague Monica Lee, and Monica’s GCHQ liaison Lisa Hebden, to observe installation of a hard routing intercept, but she’d never been by herself. By contrast, Tenebrae_Z had regular access. He was one of the privileged few with keys to a server floor, owing to his clearly important but never outright-stated day job.

			At least, that’s what he told Bridge and everyone else when they first met on Usenet, the now outdated and virtually defunct message board service of ‘newsgroups’ left over from the internet’s early days. He certainly knew what he was talking about, and she’d run her own trace on the chat server to confirm it really did live somewhere in Telehouse. It all checked out.

			But, despite being friends now for almost a decade, Bridge and Tenebrae_Z had never met in the flesh. She didn’t even know his real name. 

			T > It’s not just on f.m.b-r. I found instances on other French groups, too. All low traffic, barely used. Every piece is 78 x 78 chars, all innocuous images like the ones we already found. Flowers, dogs, Michael Jackson’s face, etc.

			P > which one

			T > Which one what?

			P > which face, he had loads

			T > ROFL

			To be fair, Tenebrae_Z didn’t know Bridge’s real name either. Everyone on the uk.london.gothic-netizens newsgroup knew her simply as ‘Ponty’, a silly play on her name and heritage. She’d come up with it on the spur of the moment when she first ventured into the deep end of the internet, graduating from the shiny, friendly web forum UIs inhabited by norms to the murky areas of pure text and command line interfaces. She’d been a fresher at Cambridge, then; black-clad, white-faced, and big-haired, with an inglorious social record and a teenage arrest for hacking. The last thing she needed was to screw up her chances of a First by using her real name to post to a newsgroup devoted to hacking and subculture.

			In fact, what nearly sent her degree sideways was her second arrest. She’d cracked the university servers several times without anyone noticing, no big deal. But then one of her mathematician friends was approached by a faceless civil servant after a lecture, and gently asked if he was interested in a career of ‘discreet but challenging government work’. The man left a card containing only a name and phone number. Figuring he must have been a spook, Bridge was determined to find out who exactly he worked for, to give her friend an edge. Some basic research on public websites led her down a rabbit hole, and she began to chip away at government servers, hacking into records and administrative databases. She got as far as discovering that the name on the card was fake, the phone number was real, and the faceless man appeared to be linked to Westminster Palace itself, before the police broke down the door of the house she shared with two other students.

			After she was released on bail, a different but equally faceless civil servant approached her to make the same offer, with an added sweetener; they could make all this trouble with the law disappear, as if by magic. The only conditions were that she had to achieve a First, and to keep her nose clean from now on. It was all the motivation she needed, and Bridge still found it ironic that an offer to her friend, which he ultimately declined, had led directly to her own career.

			SIS gave her a fully backstopped cover story to protect her family and friends, which she maintained in public spaces online. But on u.l.g-n her misdirection went even further; she claimed she ‘worked in finance’ and refused to say any more. Not that anyone asked. Almost all of the regular netizens used aliases, and those who didn’t were cagey about what they did away from the safety of their keyboard. The group’s specialist demographic meant much of the discussion was technical talk about hacking, coding, obstinate servers and idiot users, so it was understandable many wanted to remain anonymous.

			Tenebrae_Z was more anonymous than most. All anyone on u.l.g-n knew about ‘Ten’ was that he was some kind of BOFH — Bastard Operator From Hell, online slang for a high-level admin doomed to work with idiot users — and that if his tales of weekends in the garage were to be believed, he owned a selection of very fast and very expensive vintage cars.

			T > Found 14 images so far. Oldest dates back six months.

			P > so random. any clue who’s posting them?

			T > Anon user, black hole email, obscured IP. That figures, if it’s a puzzle. WHICH IT IS :-D

			P > how did you even work out it’s a code

			T > That would be telling.

			P > I AM NOT A NUMBER!

			T > LOL. Actually, a number is what I decoded from one of the recent posts. A phone number.

			P > \ (@ o @) / !!!

			T > I called it earlier.

			Bridge and Ten hadn’t liked one another to start with. Their first proper interaction was an all-out flame war that split the group right down the middle, and just for once it hadn’t been Linux vs Red Hat, or Vi vs Emacs. 

			Not long after she joined the group, someone — she didn’t remember who, it had been yet another newbie who stumbled in, caused arguments, then disappeared — posted a rant declaring The Mission to be the apotheosis of ’80s goth, as proved by the decline in Eldritch’s work after Hussey’s departure, and by the way, Fields of the Nephilim were a flour-filled bag of shite.

			This was a red rag to Bridge’s bullish and unconditional love of The Sisters Of Mercy, plus the lingering remnants of a pre-teen crush on Carl McCoy, thanks to her older sister’s bedroom posters. It was her sister’s record collection that had drawn Bridge into the subculture in the first place, starting with French ‘coldwave’ bands like Asylum Party and Excès Nocturne before diving deep into the UK import scene. When she’d later moved to England, she was shocked nobody had heard Mary Go Round’s Dark Times, or Opéra de Nuit’s Invitation, and talked them up whenever she could. Sure, most of this stuff had been released before Bridge could walk; but so was half the British music her new friends talked about.

			She responded to the inflammatory post with the kind of withering disdain and righteous fury normal people might reserve for someone suggesting that Hitler had a point, and at least Mussolini made the trains run on time. To Bridge’s disgust, Ten sided with the newbie, and for the next three weeks uk.london.gothic-netizens became the sort of place the Daily Mail would hold up as a poster child for why the internet was destroying modern society.

			But over the course of thousands of words of intense argument about the definition of modern goth, the role of Bauhaus and Joy Division, the genius or pomposity (or both) of The Reptile House EP, the border between goth and metal, and whether Siouxsie and the Banshees were the last true post-punks or the first true modern goths, Bridge realised she and Ten had a lot in common. Not their specific tastes, which were almost diametrically opposed, but their attitudes to life, music, and most importantly hacking, were completely in sync. 

			They began private messaging, bitching about events and people on the newsgroup, occasionally helping one another out with tricky coding problems. After Bridge started working for the Service, she suggested they build an IRC server to keep their conversations entirely within their own control and untraceable. Ten went one further, challenging her to help build their own protocol, so as to keep it entirely unrecognisable to prying eyes, and offered to host it in a hidden partition of an admin server in Telehouse North. Nobody would notice a few tiny encrypted packets flying around the wires, and as they both used onion skin multi-node random routing to hide their true digital locations, even if the server was discovered there would be nothing to connect it to them.

			P > what was it, like a competition winner’s line?

			T > Nothing so glamorous. Just a bloke. I said I’d got his message. He’s here in London, we’re going to meet tomorrow night.

			P > WTF, you have no idea who he is

			T > Well, he’s obviously a massive nerd, so that shouldn’t be a problem.

			P > seriously Ten, who is this guy. could be a nutter

			T > You’re just jealous because he’s going to lay eyes on me before you do ;-D

			After they built the chat server, Bridge almost suggested they should meet in person. But something had stopped her — perhaps an instinct for self-preservation — and she never did. He never did either, and so they never had, and wasn’t it maybe better that way? After years of chatting, bitching, and laughing, could either of them live up to the others’ expectations? In Bridge’s mind, Tenebrae_Z was a six-foot-tall young David Bowie with long jet-black hair and a penchant for tight leather trousers. She knew it was ridiculous, of course. But she was self-aware enough to know that if what she actually found was a five-eight guy with his roots showing, and a perfectly normal middle-aged belly that would stop any sane man considering leather trousers, it would inevitably feel like a let down. The only thing she knew about Ten’s appearance was an upside-down Celtic cross that he wore, as some kind of private joke, that he’d once taken a photo of for the newsgroup. But it would take more than an almost-funny necklace to get over the inevitable disappointment of reality.

			Likewise, while Bridge was by no means unattractive, it had been a long time since she backcombed her hair to within an inch of its life, caked herself in white foundation and black eyeliner, and pulled on a pair of spike-heeled boots. SIS insisted even technical analysts stay in shape, so she could probably still fit into her trusty old buckled leather corset, but it hadn’t left the back of her wardrobe for years. Dyed black hair and the occasional silk choker were the only concessions to her younger days that Bridge could still get away with, and it was all a far cry from the image of Patricia Morrison’s younger sister Ten was doubtless hoping for.

			P > be careful, OK

			T > My dear Ponty, the game is afoot! How irresistible to a man of my character!

			P > jfc

			T > I’ll tell you all about it when I get back tomorrow night, promise. Signing off now.

			P > cyal8r

			She logged out and closed her laptop. For the last few weeks she and Ten had been following these seemingly random pieces of ASCII art — impressionist images made up of regular text characters arranged in a way that, when you squinted at them, they looked like a picture of something.
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			Someone was posting them, one every couple of weeks or so, to an obscure French newsgroup. Who? And why? They didn’t know. There was never any follow-up, never an explanation. But now, somehow, Ten had figured it out. Found more pieces of art that had been posted in other newsgroups, and decoded one of them to find a phone number. Now he was going to meet the man behind them. 

			Bridge’s mind drifted back to something her mother had told her as a child, about a treasure hunt, where an artist had made a solid gold hare brooch covered in gems and buried it somewhere in England… Masquerade, that was it. The artist then made a puzzle book of surreal paintings, which contained a hidden code leading to the brooch’s location. Bridge’s mother had shaken her head at the silly eccentric English as she recounted how the whole country went quite mad for a while, trying to solve the mystery and find the treasure. But Bridge was so fascinated by the idea that her father bought her a second-hand copy of the book during a work trip to London, and she spent a happy summer trying in vain to solve the puzzle. 

			Thinking of it now, it seemed like an old-world geocaching puzzle. Maybe this was something similar for the online age? Posting random pieces of ASCII art in obscure places, in the hope that someone tenacious enough would be compelled to dig into them, and figure out the code? It had been done before in the form of Alternate Reality Games, or ARGs. But ARGs were normally big PR operations linked to movies or videogames, and neither Bridge nor Ten had been able to find any announcements about it here, in France, or in fact anywhere else online. 

			They’d only stumbled across the images themselves because she was still subscribed to france.misc.binaries-random. Once it had been a good source of French jokes, memes, and photoshops, and was a comfort blanket for the small part of Bridge that remained nostalgic for her childhood, growing up in Lyon, and even the infuriating habits of her French mother. But traffic had slowly dropped off as spambot posts took over, and for years now the group had been an endless stream of garbage. She wasn’t sure why she was still subscribed, but she was, and looked in every so often to see if there was anything interesting. There wasn’t — until these strange, random posts of ASCII art began to appear.

			Bridge finished her tea, yawned, and headed for bed. Tomorrow night was dinner with her sister and the girls, and she was looking forward to it. But she knew she’d spend the whole evening impatient to get back online, and find out if Ten had dug up their very own golden hare.
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			“Adrian!”

			Bridge couldn’t breathe. She stared at Adrian’s body as his jacket slowly, ever so slowly, changed colour from desert camo to a dark, rusty crimson, spreading out from the bubbling wound. She couldn’t, wouldn’t, couldn’t look away.

			“Yop tvoyu mat!”

			The guard’s surprised shout wrenched her back into the cold, dry room, but things seemed to be moving at half speed. Slow enough for Bridge to finally take a breath, her survival instincts kicking in, and move. She raised her pistol, turned one-quarter into the sight line, squeezed once, twice. The guard fell, his trigger finger spasming, spraying semi-automatic three-shot pulses into the surrounding racks. Servers exploded in showers of electric colour.

			The other guard was still shouting, firing indiscriminately.

			“Stupid fucking doorkicker,” she muttered, and fumbled inside Adrian’s jacket for what he called his ‘ICE’ grenades. Slick and wet, her fingers slipping over them, struggling for purchase. They were in the middle of a desert, why were the grenades so wet?

			ICE. In Case of Emergency. Like now, like this emergency, right here.

			Adrian’s little joke. Adrian’s blood.

			Bridge’s sense of humour, silenced by the hammer of bullets.
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			“You seem distracted this morning. What’s on your mind?”

			Bridge stared into her coffee, only half-hearing Dr Nayar’s question. Last night had been a bad one. The same episode over and over, reliving Adrian’s death, helpless to save him, unable to prevent it. No, that wasn’t true. She knew that. What she didn’t know was, why now? She hadn’t suffered a Doorkicker nightmare in months, yet this morning she’d woken up sweating like a goth at the beach.

			“You don’t have to talk, Brigitte, but if you don’t tell me then I can only make assumptions, and I’m sure they’re worse than the truth. Family trouble?”

			Dr Nayar’s tone was soft, friendly, comforting. Everything about her was comforting. Her lightly aged skin, her soft brown eyes, the gentle grey streaks in her gently styled hair. Her office, in a corner of the SIS building at Vauxhall Cross, was soft, quiet, and comfortable. The whole package, designed down to the last detail to put intelligence officers — men and women trained to be permanently suspicious, alert, verging on paranoid — at their ease. 

			She often wondered how many of her colleagues came in here, sat on this oh so comfortable sofa, every day, every week, to unburden themselves and ensure their psych evals were up to date. Surely not that many. Prior to the Doorkicker incident, Bridge had only encountered Dr Nayar during her interview and selection process, and that had been in the Doctor’s regular Marylebone offices, which were well appointed but not quite so comfortable. Here, though, she had an entire corner office to use whenever she needed.

			Even Giles Finlay didn’t have a corner office.

			But over the past three years Bridge had come to know every inch of this room, this comfortable sofa. Every other day at first, then every three days, then once a week, then monthly — until she argued with Giles before the Carter mission, and discovered Dr Nayar had betrayed her trust. This was her first session since, but while Giles had undoubtedly briefed the good Doctor on the sting, she hadn’t mentioned it, or Bridge’s absence.

			“No, my family’s fine. I’m having dinner with Izzy tonight, Mum’s still in Lyon, Dad’s still dead.” Her father had passed away long ago, while Bridge was still a teenager, but she half-hoped Dr Nayar would rise to her flippancy. 

			No such luck. “Do you think about him a lot?”

			“Dad? All the time. What kind of question is that?”

			“When was the last time you spoke to your mother?”

			“Last week,” Bridge lied. “She’s fine.”

			“But you’re not. What are you angry about?”

			“How long have you got?” She fixed Dr Nayar with a stare. For a moment she was fourteen again, glaring defiantly at her mother from under a fringe carefully cut to seem like it had been achieved without a care in the world, and bracing herself for an unbroken string of French expletives.

			Dr Nayar sipped at her cup of tea. “Giles tells me you still don’t think you’re ready for another bash at OIT.”

			“I’m not. I nearly threw up yesterday.”

			“Nearly, but you didn’t. I’ve seen the tape, and I thought your performance was excellent. You did exactly what you needed to, and no more, without seeming at all outwardly nervous.” Bridge didn’t know what to say to that, so stayed silent. “Brigitte, I think you’re ready to take the next step. It’s completely natural that you’ll be nervous at first, and honestly, I’d be concerned if you weren’t. But I’m just as confident you’ll overcome it. I’m going to formally advise that you’re ready for OIT.”

			“I had the nightmare again last night.”

			Dr Nayar paused mid-reach for her reading glasses. “The whole incident?”

			“Just the part where I got my partner killed.”

			“You know that’s not what happened. Adrian Radović was an experienced officer, and the senior operator in theatre. It was his job to assess the risks.”

			“And my job not to freeze up when someone pointed a gun at me.”

			Dr Nayar sighed. “A relapse is unfortunate, no doubt. But this is the first time in…” She consulted her notes. “In four months that you’ve had this nightmare. That’s a really good sign. I wonder what triggered it now?”

			Bridge shrugged.

			“Well, do come and talk to me if they become more frequent. It’s possible the anticipation of getting back in the field will trigger an anxious response. Again, perfectly natural, but I’ll want to stay abreast of it.”

			They’d danced this waltz many times before, and Bridge knew every response the Doctor would give, just as she in turn must surely know what Bridge would say. But this time, she was changing the steps. “I don’t think I should go back on OIT.”

			“As I said, I know you don’t think you’re ready. But your own actions demonstrate otherwise.”

			“I want you to take me off the list completely.”

			Dr Nayar paused for a moment, then said, “Brigitte, if you don’t get back on this horse now, I fear you may never ride again.”

			“Good.” Bridge stood, picked up her leather jacket from the back of the sofa, and walked to the door. “Tell you what, make it permanent. If I can’t trust myself, how can I ask another officer to?” She tried to slam the door on her way out, but it was rigged to close slowly, ruining the effect.
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			The child had seen the man before, in the market. There were always a lot of people there, but he was very sure it was him, because of the way the man looked at the child’s mother. The same way his father sometimes looked at her, though not very often these days, since everything changed.

			Now the man was in his father’s bedroom, but he wasn’t looking at the child’s mother in the same way. He was shouting, in that very quiet fashion grown-ups sometimes had when they didn’t want other people to hear. But the child heard, because the teachers had sent everyone home from school today. His teacher said the pandas were coming to ruin the school, but that didn’t sound right. He’d seen pandas on the television, and they seemed nice. They wouldn’t ruin a school.

			That was what the teacher said, though, and the children were sent home. He played with his friends for a while, until he got bored of running around the streets, and he went to the shop. But his mother had already left to do housework, and the child made a sad face. His father ruffled his sandy blond hair, told him to get a grip, and sent him home to help her with the chores. He set off, but had no intention of telling his mother what his father had said. He hoped she’d let him read a book in his room instead.

			He heard the man whisper-shouting when he entered the house, and at first he thought maybe it was the new friend they’d made when everything changed, the man who never smiled. Instead it was the man who the child assumed was only friends with his mother, because he’d never seen the man say hello to his father. Not even after the man met his mother that time in the market, and kissed her on the cheek.

			The child’s mother began to cry. He peeked through the doorway and saw the man from the market get out of bed and start to dress. He was still whisper-shouting at the child’s mother, and she was still crying, and suddenly the child was too upset to stop himself from bursting into the room and hitting the man over and over and screaming at him to stop hurting his mother but the man was too big and strong and he threw the child against the dresser and things fell off on top of him and then the man stomped out of the house and his mother was shouting at him and crying at the same time and everything was horrible.

			Months later his parents would be dead, and he would learn the truth.
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			“Ciaran, did you nick my pen? The lightsaber. It was here yesterday.”

			Ciaran Tigh looked up from his screen on the other side of the tiny Cyber Threat Analytics room. There were only three desks in the CTA unit office — one each for Ciaran, Bridge, and Monica, who was currently in a briefing — yet it was still too small for them. Bridge had once stood in the centre of the room and swung a two-foot piece of string around her head, just to test the theory about dead cats, and it was a pretty close thing. Almost took out the holiday calendar on the back wall.

			“First, what would a Trek man like me want with a lightsaber? Second, how the hell can you tell?” Ciaran’s desk was immaculate, a sanctuary of order, precision, and calm. Every notebook squared off, every document tray in alignment, every pen and pencil arranged in parallel and accounted for. 

			By contrast, Bridge’s desk was, well, a contrast. She liked to think it reflected a creative mind, and was working on a desk-tidiness-correlation theory about Star Trek fans like Ciaran vs Star Wars fans like herself, although Monica’s desk (somewhere in the middle, not as neat-freak as Ciaran’s but tidier than Bridge’s) threw the whole thing for a loop. Monica preferred Aliens.

			Besides, where everyone else saw nothing but a mess, Bridge saw a system. She might be the only one who understood it, but she was the only one who had to, and she always knew where everything was. Except, at this precise moment, her favourite pen.

			She stood at Monica’s desk, scanning the surface, but it wasn’t there. She knew it wouldn’t be. Why would Monica need to take someone else’s pen? Why would anyone need to? This wasn’t high school.

			Ciaran had resumed reading, already lost in the morning’s wires and scan alerts from GCHQ as they scrolled up his screen. Bridge returned to her own desk and flopped in the chair, which belched an ergonomically-designed pneumatic sigh in response. “Only ten-thirty,” she sighed. “How much worse can today get?”

			Giles entered, smiling. “Bridge, there you are. Broom Eight, please, in five minutes.”

			Without looking up from his monitor, Ciaran smiled, but said nothing. She scowled at him anyway. “Will I need to take notes?” she asked, opening her pen drawer. “Only I’ve — ah.” Her lightsaber pen stared back at her.

			Giles, still in the doorway, shook his head. “No notes. Problem?”

			It took all of her self-control not to slam the drawer shut.
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			The drone came rushing toward them over the airfield, buzzing like an angry wasp.

			Some observers cried out, but Air Vice-Marshal Sir Terence Cavendish remained motionless except for an imperceptible sigh. This was all part of the display, designed to put them in a heightened state and get the heart rate going, so they were more inclined to gasp and be impressed by the drone team’s feats today. Not that Sir Terence didn’t want everyone to be impressed, including himself. The programme was under his purview, and if the boffins could pull off what they promised, the RAF would leap from zero actionable capability to the forefront of active engagement drone technology within two years. That was a noble goal, and made it worth sitting through these interminable slide shows, meetings, and demonstrations. He just wished it didn’t require quite so much theatre.

			As he predicted, the drone pulled up at the last moment. It buffeted the crowd with the thrust blowback from its single rear rotor, giving the crowd a close-up view of the X-4 code number stencilled on its side before ascending to turn and resume its regular path. Sir Terence made a mental note to give the pilot a talking-to for getting quite so close, then turned his attention to the targets and missiles on the ground.

			The missiles were a standard four-by-two array, rear-mounted on a jeep for mobility. Not that the jeep would need to move today, as it wasn’t the target. The focus of this demonstration was at the far end of the airstrip; a cluster of cars, a dozen blue models surrounding a single red one.

			A klaxon sounded to signal the start of the final exercise. First the drone carried out some impressive, but standard, high-speed manoeuvres. Everyone knew drones had no onboard pilot by definition, but Sir Terence found it often took an extra moment of enlightenment for non-RAF personnel to truly understand the capabilities made possible by that omission. No pilot meant no concerns about g-forces, oxygen pressure, inertia, or indeed any life support systems whatsoever. It meant the craft could turn on a sixpence, as it was doing now — changing speed, direction, and altitude in ways no human pilot could attempt, much less endure.

			But the manoeuvrability display was a minor part of the demonstration. That was for the hardware boys to show off, to prove they could make drones as capable and impressive as anything America had tucked up its sleeve.

			The drone righted itself out of a barrel roll, turned, and made its final approach to the airstrip. The jeep lit up as it fired a single ground-to-air missile at the drone, a green-tipped ‘dumb’ rocket that streamed a fuel trail in its wake. The drone easily took evasive action, banking right, and the rocket passed harmlessly by, flying on into oblivion. But two more missiles had already been fired, and these bore white tips — the mark of ‘fire and forget’ self-guiding weapons. The X-4 dodged and weaved through their paths, even as they made their own automatic flight adjustments, slowing and turning to re-seek their target within seconds. But unlike a manned vehicle, the drone could fly just as fast as the missiles, and it soon became obvious they would run out of fuel before catching it.

			Of course, that was assuming the remaining five missiles didn’t slow it down first. They fired simultaneously, bathing the jeep in a glow of hot exhaust as a mixture of white and green tips sped toward the drone. One dumb rocket almost winged it, but the X-4 rolled at the last minute, flipping its wing out of the attackers’ flight path while diving to avoid the high path of a self-guided missile. The sky filled with fuel trails, obscuring the view, but this was also part of the demonstration. A human pilot would have been flying blind in the middle of such chaos, but the drone’s ‘eyes’ were made up of dozens of sensors and cameras that ‘saw’ straight through the fog of battle.

			Nearing the end of the airstrip, while still taking evasive action from three remaining self-guided missiles, the drone fired its own weapon. A single rocket soared out from under its wing, aiming for the cluster of cars. The red car exploded in a ball of flame, leaving the surrounding blue cars untouched. Bullseye.

			The drone continued on, performed a loop, then flew to its landing zone at the far end of the airstrip and came to rest. Behind it, the chasing missiles dropped to earth as the demonstration team aborted them. 

			An impressed silence fell over the airfield, quickly followed by enthusiastic applause.

			Anyone not versed in the project might have thought they were applauding the human pilot controlling the drone from a nearby bunker; that the live fire part of the exercise was another hardware demonstration, to show off the drone’s responsiveness to its remote pilot. But the pilot had done very little. In fact, after the opening aerobatics display, his only action had been to activate the evasive manoeuvre autopilot, and trigger the payload release. The evasive action itself, dodging and weaving to avoid the barrage of missiles, and the corrective targeting required to bullseye the target car while engaged in those manoeuvres, were all calculated by the drone’s own software. It was all part of a new and highly advanced system for which Sir Terence had been assigned responsibility.

			Exphoria.
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			Giles had commandeered Briefing Room Eight, one of the smaller ‘Brooms’, for privacy. Bridge followed him inside, and took the seat he indicated for her.

			Every Broom was a soundproofed, windowless box, and a baffled signal zone. No cellular, no wifi, no RFID or bluetooth. Even old-fashioned squawkbox walkie-talkies could barely penetrate the walls. The only outside connection was through a computer, housed in a separate secure server room, and accessed solely through a single wired mouse and keyboard placed at the top end of a four-seater conference table. Several wall monitors mirrored the computer’s display, which currently showed a slow, gentle camera pan over verdant green fields. Bridge had come to hate that screensaver after several years of staring at it in various Brooms and departments, but as Giles sat down he made no move to log in to the computer and thereby remove it.

			“I have a job for you,” he said.

			“I thought you said I wouldn’t need to take notes.”

			“This isn’t the briefing. First I need to know if you’re willing to take it on.”

			Bridge’s mind raced, trying to figure what analysis subject Giles might think she would potentially shy away from. She was the youngest member of the CTA, but there wasn’t much she hadn’t seen during the past seven years. 

			The Cyber Threat Analytics unit was Giles Finlay’s concept, created following the 7/7 London bombings. At the time he was a young, recently-promoted SIS ops controller, with an old school friend among those killed on the Russell Square tube-train explosion. Although the attack itself was on home soil, making it MI5’s jurisdiction, Giles argued the security services had been left behind when it came to digital communications, especially terror co-ordination through private ad hoc networks and encrypted consumer channels. GCHQ did the best they could, and MI5 had stepped up their own ‘real space’ monitoring in the UK. But SIS’ foreign knowledge and intel, if combined with the technical skills required to monitor and analyse digital comms, would place it in the best position to connect the dots between resident actors and their mentors abroad.

			It had taken a year of persuasion, and no small amount of politics, but Giles was eventually authorised to create and recruit for the CTA. Ciaran had been his first hire, headhunted from his role as a technical analyst in another SIS department. Soon after, Giles had poached Monica from GCHQ and they’d operated as a two-person unit for a while until Bridge joined, fresh from Cambridge. She knew there had been other potential recruits along the way, both for Monica’s position and her own, that Giles had rejected. But their identities were never disclosed, and if either of her colleagues knew, they weren’t talking.

			Within a few years, the CTA’s score card had amassed enough gold stars according to its original remit, including direct prevention of at least four home-target terror attacks that Bridge knew of, to satisfy Whitehall and ensure its continued existence for the time being. 

			But Giles’ timing turned out to be fortuitous. Digital communications rapidly became the global norm and intelligence channels were increasingly filled with ‘OC’, or Obscured Chatter; communications that were either encrypted, encoded, or both. Then came the Stuxnet worm that targeted Iran’s nuclear centrifuges, the South Korean banks hack, the Refahiye pipeline explosion triggered by online attack, the cyber assault on government computers in Estonia, the Mirai botnet that took half the internet offline for almost twenty-four hours, and more and more every week. As the world was increasingly managed through computers, so those computers increasingly came under attack, and the same old actors came into play. The UK, the USA, Russia, China — instead of messing about with nuclear missiles, now they attacked one another with endless waves of network assault, while spies on the ground exploited the same technology on physical operations. The new cold war was digital, and every bit as dangerous. As Giles had argued to the Prime Minister, with the nuclear threat of Mutually Assured Destruction the end result was horrifying, but simple; complete global annihilation. A cyberapocalypse, on the other hand, was no less horrifying but much more complex. It left everyone alive to suffer, starve, and perish through the total collapse of society, government, and infrastructure. Was one really better than the other?

			Thus, as digital warfare progressed, CTA’s remit expanded accordingly. Now the unit also tracked cybersecurity developments, the latest breakthroughs in viruses, trojans, and other exploits, while also keeping a close eye on the ‘black hat’ international hacking community. Ciaran likened it to a game of whack-a-mole, except there were ten thousand moles, the mallet was operated via a remote control with sticking buttons and failing batteries, and the game never ended.

			The CTA came across many items that had no real foreign component beyond communications, which were simply passed on to MI5. Others were foreign, but not international, and those were passed to the appropriate local agencies, with SIS maintaining an interest in case circumstances changed. But some items crossed borders, or threatened the UK, and those the CTA investigated itself. If a threat was purely online, they were authorised to mount their own counter-attacks where possible. If a problem spilled over into the real world, they could advise other SIS departments on the most effective deployment of officers, where to focus exploitation of local agents, and ultimately how best to take preventive action.

			Not all of the cases concerned terrorists directly, but many of them used the cover of war and terror to hide their criminal enterprises. Money laundering and racketeering in the face of upheaval was common, and made up some items the CTA regularly passed on to other authorities. Undesirable arms sales were another regular feature, and an area where SIS often took a hands-on interest, sometimes to the extent of sending OITs to frustrate or redirect the vendor. The most disturbing case Bridge had seen was a sex slavery ring in Libya that used the chaos of the civil war following Qadaffi’s death to abduct, hold, and exploit children as young as two. She could live without ever trawling through a sewer quite that foul again, but nevertheless it had been necessary. If that was what Giles had in store for her, so be it.

			As a final thought, she wondered if he’d called this unusual meeting to suggest she move department. The CTA was his baby, and he naturally had a soft spot for it, but he also oversaw several other departments and active response groups. 

			“Try me,” she said. How bad could it be?

			Giles shifted in his seat. “I want you to infiltrate a startup. We suspect someone there is using foreign skillbase recruitment as a cover to bring radicals into the EU and naturalise them.”

			“That’s Five’s area,” Bridge shrugged.

			“Not this one. The startup is based in Zurich. You’d go in as a French native.”

			She was about to ask What makes you think they’d hire me anyway, when she realised what Giles was truly proposing. Field work. A return to OIT. “Haven’t you spoken to Dr Nayar yet?”

			“Mahima briefed me immediately before I came to find you, and said the same as before. You’re ready, you just don’t know it.”

			“I told her to take me off the bloody list altogether.”

			“So she said. But, as I reminded you before, the final decision is mine.”

			Bridge looked away, trying to hide her annoyance.

			“You’re not the first officer to experience trauma, you know. Mahima, me, everyone here has seen it in plenty of officers. Some of our most valued OITs have been through what you’re experiencing, but they came out the other side by easing back into the field with quiet jobs like this. It’ll restore your confidence, have you going full speed before you know it.”

			“Why?”

			“I beg your pardon?”

			“Why are you so keen to get me back on OIT? I’m an analyst, Giles. Your man tapped me at uni because I know one end of PGP from the other, not to be Jane Bloody Bond.”

			Giles spread his hands. “Your overall Loch score was above average, and certainly better than anything Ciaran or Monica managed. Plus, Hard Man tells me you’ve kept up your CQC.”

			“In a gym, but I haven’t sparred in months. Anyway, Dr Nayar advised I keep it up as complementary therapy.”

			“Bloody good advice it was, too. Look, I wouldn’t have put you on OIT in the first place if I didn’t think you had potential as a field asset. And this Zurich job is strictly no-contact, pure obbo. Get in, figure out if they’re dodgy, then we pull you out.”

			Bridge’s first instinct was to immediately say no, before she let herself think about it too much. But at the back of her mind, the woman who accepted the job offer from SIS to begin with — the woman who wanted to make a difference, to put her skills to good use, to feel like she’d done something positive with her life before she wound up as worm food — that woman was preaching reason, urging her to think positively and conquer her fears.

			Giles was watching her intently. She said, “My entire thought process is written all over my face, isn’t it?”

			“On the contrary,” he smiled, “you look like you’re bored and thinking about what to have for dinner. Give yourself some credit, and sleep on it. Then come see me tomorrow morning.”
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			“For heaven’s sake, Bridge, how many times? Don’t call me Izzy in front of the kids.”

			“You just called me Bridge.”

			“You’re not their mother.”

			“Can you two stop it for one night? Look, our table’s ready.”

			Bridge pursed her lips, clamping down a frustrated response. Then she noticed Izzy (Isabelle, whatever) was doing the same, so Bridge looked away as their waitress led Karen and Julia into the main room of the restaurant.

			“Go in front of me, Stéphanie,” Izzy said to her daughter. Stéphanie walked dutifully ahead of her mother, without a word. She was four years old now, but Bridge had often remarked on how remarkably self-composed she was, even as an infant. The current infant, Hugo, was rather different. Bridge made wide-eyed smiles at him as he struggled to escape Izzy’s arms and clamber over her shoulder, and he gurgled back.

			There were two high chairs waiting at the table, but Izzy turned to the waitress and said, “We won’t need those.”

			“Your children are so young, madam,” replied the waitress in a southeast European accent that Bridge identified as Slovenian. “Don’t you think they would be more comfortable?”

			“My daughter is perfectly capable of sitting in a chair, and my son will stay on my lap. Take these away and bring us a booster cushion.”

			Some nearby diners cast sideways glances at the fuss, but before Bridge could intervene, Karen spoke quietly to the waitress. “This is our last meal together for a few months, so quite frankly, we’re going to spend a lot of money. Do as you’re told.”

			“Not quite how I would have put it,” said Bridge, sitting down.

			Karen shrugged. “I’m in here three times a week with clients. They can bloody well shove it.” She and Julia were more Izzy’s friends than Bridge’s, but she’d always had a soft spot for Karen. The eldest of the group by several years, Karen had worked her entire life in the City, and was now a ‘wealth manager’ for the sort of people she’d once sarcastically described as “too busy being rich to worry about their money, too busy being paranoid not to worry about it.” Julia, meanwhile, had read English at the same university as Izzy, and worked her way up through the media to become a TV producer in Soho. She and Karen normally took it in turns to pick the restaurant for these get-togethers, with Izzy occasionally pitching in when she’d heard about somewhere new and fashionable.

			Bridge was the baby of the group, four years her sister’s junior, and if they’d asked her to suggest a restaurant, most of the good ones she knew were either places Karen or Julia had taken them to in the first place, or vegetarian. She couldn’t really picture Karen licking her lips at a black bean and avocado wrap.

			A waiter removed the high chairs, while the waitress returned with a booster cushion for Stéphanie, who thanked her, placed it on her seat, and climbed up on to it. Bridge smiled and nodded approvingly, and Stéphanie beamed back at her with pride.

			“I pity her husband,” laughed Julia, nodding at Steph. “She’s going to be a right handful.”

			The young girl smiled back, “I’m going to marry a socialist.”

			Karen laughed and wagged a finger at Izzy. “Your Fred’s got a lot to answer for. Why isn’t he looking after the kids tonight, anyway?”

			“Loads of admin to finish up before we go to the farm,” said Izzy. “There’s no internet or anything there.”

			“God, what a blessing,” Julia laughed. “If I went off-grid for more than six hours, my PA wouldn’t know how to tie her own shoelaces.”

			As if to prove her point, Julia’s purse buzzed, making the table vibrate. She rolled her eyes and pulled her iPhone out, apologising. “See? You watch, I’ll put it on do not disturb, and she’ll be calling the police to say I’ve been kidnapped. Tell you what, Izz, you should rent your farm out with a big sign, ‘No Mobile Signal’. You’d make a fortune.”

			There were two things Karen and Julia didn’t know about Bridge and her sister. First, Izzy’s name was really Édith. Isabelle was her middle name, but for as long as Bridge could remember, she’d insisted everyone call her by it. She’d even considered legally changing her name to swap them round, but Bridge had talked her out of it. Édith was their late grandmother’s name, and while Izzy’s relationship with their Mamie had been strained — she was a strict old matriarch who tutted at every move the young Édith made, while letting ‘petite Brigitte’ get away with murder — Bridge maintained she should carry it with a sense of lineage.

			The second thing they didn’t know was that Izzy’s husband Fréderic hated Bridge. It was partly a simple clash of personalities. Fréderic was a dour and serious man, with no discernible sense of humour. He and Izzy had met while they were both doing charity aid work in East Africa, and over the years Fred had risen up through the ranks of do-gooders to his current position as a logistics manager for Médecins Sans Frontières. He was practically a Marxist.

			And that was the other reason he disliked Bridge; because of her job. Or rather, the job everyone at the table thought she had.
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