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			Chapter 1

			She lets the pickup freewheel to a stop in the driveway, unplugs her phone from the car’s audio and gets out, noticing lumps of fen mud in the footwell. It’s cold; ice particles glittered in the headlights on the way from the dig. She stands with the door open, deciding whether to check on her mother straight away or ferry the bags of shopping into the house. Her attention goes to the alignment of shrubs in the garden which, in silhouette, look very much like a man watching the house. It can’t be anyone because she would have seen them when the headlights swept across the garden as she entered the driveway, but she peers into the thickening light anyway. A thrush starts up with a song that insists spring has arrived. There’s no one out there. She shivers and glances at her phone, which has been pinging all the way with messages from the team at the Alder Fen dig, then looks up, catches herself lit by the phone in the wing mirror and rubs the mud from her chin and earlobe. She turns to the back of the Nissan smiling to herself. It’s been a good day, spectacular, in fact. The tailgate comes down with a bang and the thrush drops from its perch and disappears into the dark with a few wing beats.

			
			

			Six bags and the booze. She’s tugged two on to the tailgate when she hears a car in the lane, turns and sees an Audi saloon coming into the driveway. It pulls up a few yards behind the pickup, blinding her with a full beam. She doesn’t wait to see who’s in the car, but reaches into the truck and seizes the mattock, a pickaxe with a curved adze blade, that lies alongside an old jute tool bag, and whirls round, feet planted wide, implement at the ready. She puts a hand up to the glare.

			A large man clambers out of the passenger side and hitches his trousers. 

			‘Steady, Slim,’ he says. ‘We’re friends.’ He calls to the driver who stands by his open door, ‘You want to watch this one, Mr Salt. She’ll take your bloody head off with that thing. Won’t think twice about it.’

			‘What do you want?’

			‘Slim! It’s me – Tudor Mills. Remember?’ She does. Mills, the ex-­Met detective, MI5 fixer, fetcher, tracker, and old-­school sexist braggart. He’d pursued her through half a dozen countries in Europe, five months before. But Mills didn’t find her; nobody did. She walked into the Madrid Embassy, showed her passport – the one issued to Alice Parsons, which, of course, she shouldn’t have had with her on the plane when she was undercover as Sally Latimer – and was eventually repatriated on an easyJet flight.

			‘I need to see you properly. Turn off the lights and show yourselves.’

			The driver leans into the car and dims them. ‘See! Just me and Mr Salt here,’ he says. ‘You haven’t met Peter before, because, like you, he’s been working out of the office for a considerable length of time. Peter Salt – this is Alice “Slim” Parsons.’

			Salt raises a hand. ‘Alice or Slim? Which do you prefer?’

			
			

			‘Friends call her Slim,’ says Mills. ‘And we’re friends, aren’t we?’

			‘It’s up to you,’ she says.

			‘We’re here to take you back.’

			‘No one said anything.’

			‘Try answering your phone, reading your text messages. The office hasn’t heard a peep out of you for weeks. No response – nothing. You’re meant to check in, right? So, that’s why me and Mr Salt came all the way back in time to the flatlands where Friday night is fuck-­your-­sister-­night. Now we’ve found you, we’re going to escort you to la capital in one lovely piece. Everyone’s been concerned for you, honey. I mean everyone.’

			‘I don’t use that phone. It’s been switched off for weeks. They said I wouldn’t be needed until the end of April at the earliest, so I did what I was told, and kept my head down.’ She stows the mattock, then rounds on Mills. ‘And don’t honey me, Tudor.’

			She hoists two bags and holds them out. ‘You can help bring these in – there are two each.’ She’ll leave the booze until later.

			Mills closes his door and approaches. ‘What’s this – gardening tools?’

			‘Something like that.’

			‘Gardening leave doesn’t mean you’ve got to be gardening. You know that, right?’

			‘I’m not serving my notice, and I’m not on gardening leave.’

			‘Yet,’ says Mills.

			‘Yet nothing.’ She hands him bags and points towards the entrance of the house where she’s been living with her mother, Diana, over the winter. But there’s something wrong. No lights in the house, no glow spreading from the kitchen across the lawn. She takes two bags and brushes past Mills. ‘Bring the rest, will you.’

			
			

			She drops the bags, goes round switching on lights, calling out. No sound except the click and rumble of the heating system firing up on the timer. Where’s the dog? She goes to the study where her mother would normally have come to rest in a stupor with the lights, television, and electric fire all on. The radio, too, on occasions. Her chair is empty; no glass on the table beside the chair, no newspaper folded to the crossword, either. But the rest is as it should be – a book, open and face down, and on the round table by the window with a bunch of wilting daffodils are the photographs of Slim as a small girl, her maternal grandparents, her dead father Toby, and brother Matthew, the one her mother sometimes holds or props beside her on the sofa. She checks the rooms that are never used on the left-­hand side of the house and crosses the wide flagstone passage, which her mother grandly calls ‘the hall’, to pass through the kitchen and into a pantry where, over the winter, she has sometimes found her sitting with a cigarette in a grim stand-­off with one of the litre bottles of gin that are killing her. Her jag, as she calls it. Slim sees a mouse in one of the traps and knows her mother wouldn’t linger in the room with that. Where the hell is Loup, the nervous German shepherd–collie stray her mother homed during the first lockdown, and named so inappropriately? Maybe she’s taken him for one of those turns round the village that end with a distress call announcing that neither Diana nor Loup can find their way home, or that one of them can’t make it for reasons of stamina. But her coat, hat and gloves are piled on the settle and the bootees with sheepskin finish are beneath it, so she hasn’t gone out.

			Mills and Salt are hesitating just inside the front door with the bags. ‘Come in for God’s sake. My mother’s missing. She may’ve collapsed somewhere. One of you check the garden, please. There’s an outhouse at the back, garage, and greenhouse, too.’ Collapsed is enough. No need to be explicit. Salt sets down the shopping bags and goes outside.

			
			

			Mills comes in with no great urgency and drops the bags on the settle. ‘Goes missing often, does she, your mother?’

			‘No, which is why I’m worried.’

			‘Maybe she’s taken the car for a spin.’

			‘She doesn’t drive.’ Slim isn’t going to explain. Her mother has been banned since an incident in Ely, about which she remains vague. Drink driving was the charge, but there had to be more to explain twenty months off the road. Resisting arrest, giving the officers an earful; that would be her.

			‘So, it’s just the two of you, with your brother being away,’ says Mills. ‘And out here without a car, that’s isolating for the lady.’

			He’d read Slim’s file before setting off to track her across Europe. In her interviews with the Security Service, she’d had to tell them that twelve years before, Matthew took his charm, talent and addictions to the north of England and, after minimal contact for about a year, was never heard from again. Just bloody vanished.

			Mills is moving about looking at the pictures, making a sucking noise with his teeth. She puts a hand up to him. ‘Can you stand still? Thank you.’ And she dials her mother’s phone. They wait, listening to the Victorian-era Steward’s House, which is old enough and large enough to produce its own sighs and murmurs. The wind rattles a window at the back, and panels and floorboards in the passage leading to what was once a servant’s room occasionally creak.

			Their eyes meet. Yes, they both hear a vibration on the floorboards somewhere above them. Slim dashes up the stairs and reaches a short landing six stairs below the top floor where the staircase doubles back on itself. She can’t see a damned thing and scrambles up the last stairs to hit the light switch at the top. Her mother is lying with her body dreadfully torqued, her legs wrenched one way; shoulders and head the other. Blood from a head wound has settled in a liverish puddle on the floorboards and runner carpet. Slim kneels beside her and takes her hand. ‘Oh, Jesus, Mum! What’ve you done now? What happened to you?’ She bends to puts her ear close to her mother’s mouth. She waits, staring up at Mills who is crouching beside her. She thinks she hears, or rather feels a sigh. ‘She’s alive – just. Get an ambulance.’ She dampens two fingers and places them in front of her mother’s open mouth – she’s sure she can feel breath. Mills waits until she nods then heads downstairs noisily. She shouts after him, ‘The house is hard to find. You’ll need to help them.’

			
			

			Salt bounds up the stairs and kneels beside her. ‘Can I help?’

			‘Do you know what to do?’ she asks. ‘I have some idea, but . . .’

			He places two fingers at her mother’s carotid artery. Slim shifts so she’s not in the way of the light. She sees Salt’s expression. ‘What?’

			‘I think her heart’s stopped.’ He looks her over again. ‘And I believe she’s hurt her back in the fall, so I’ll try this first.’ He pinches her mother’s nose with thumb and finger and holds her chin with the other hand, then applies his mouth to hers, but quickly recoils. ‘Something’s obstructing . . .’

			Slim takes a tissue from her shirt pocket and wipes the inside of her mother’s mouth. ‘Sorry.’ She knows it’s sick.

			He applies his mouth again and empties two breaths into her, waits a beat before giving her another two. He alters his position so he can pull her chin back a little more and open the airway better and inflates her lungs a dozen more times. He is worried and shaking his head. ‘I need your permission to do chest compressions. If she has a back or neck injury, it might paralyse her. You understand that?’

			
			

			‘Do it. Do whatever you have to.’

			‘You’ll need to support her head.’ She works her way round to sit cross-legged and cups her mother’s head in her hands. The hair is matted with blood. She feels a wound of two or three centimetres long, yet when she looks down at the face that’s still so miraculously unmarked by drink, she sees no suffering. Diana Parsons wears an expression of pained amusement, as though someone has made a feeble joke. Salt lifts her shoulders with great care, arranges her legs and arms.

			‘You okay?’ he asks.

			‘Yes, go for it.’

			He rises above her to give maximum force to the hands crossed at the centre of her chest and starts pumping. The violence of this surprises Slim. She’s worried that her mother’s ribs will snap like kindling under this pounding but says nothing. After a minute or so, he puts his ear to her breast, shakes his head, then moves the heel of his left hand a few centimetres higher and continues. With the rhythm of the downward thrusts, he intones, ‘I’m going to . . . bring you back, lady . . . if it’s the last thing . . . I do.’

			Slim catches herself processing her mother’s death. Does she love her? Certainly not for the last few months during which she’s been on ice, based here while an investigation establishes the facts of the incident on a jet over the Balkans and decides what to do with her. What her mother terms Slim’s chilly, practical side now kicks in. A few weeks back, her mother muttered into her glass, ‘They won’t have to look far for the person to switch off my life support, will they, dear?’ With a haste that surprises Slim, she now considers what would need to be done with the house, the bills, the bank accounts and the gardener who never showed up. And just for one hopeless second, she wondered how she was going to tell brother Matthew. That was fantasy, of course. Matthew was gone. Years of private investigators and her mother’s own erratic searches had found nothing. He’d made sure he’d never be found – that, or he was dead. Diana believed he was alive; Slim doubted it. What hurt was how little of himself he had left them – some photographs, a wardrobe of clothes, drawings from his entry to the Royal College, an arresting self-­portrait and, in the case of his younger sister, a nickname given to her during her chubby teen years. Matthew’s absence weighed heavily. It was the reason her mother drank, surrendering completely to the bottle during lockdown. They both knew why she drank, but nothing was said. It never bloody was.

			
			

			‘Wait!’ whispers Salt. His head is on her mother’s bosom, eyes staring, holding his breath. He tears open more of the blouse and presses his ear to the skin just above her bra. ‘I’ve got something. She’s coming back.’ After a few minutes more of CPR, yet without a cough, jolt, or the least dramatic sign of a return to life, Diana is breathing regularly and her pulse appears quite strong. Salt looks Slim in the eye for the first time. ‘She’s a tough one.’

			For forty-­five minutes they wait for the ambulance, packing the wound on her head with a hand towel and holding her, keeping her warm and comfortable. Her breathing grows shallow at one point. Salt does another round of mouth to mouth, and Slim sees her mother’s whole chest rise with each blast from his lungs. Eventually she lets out a kind of wail that echoes in the stairwell. They look up. A blue light is flashing in the hall. Paramedics bring oxygen, a scoop stretcher, and a head and neck stabiliser to the landing and are followed by Mills, lugging three large medical kit bags and making a meal of it. A small man with pointed ears and a medical mask too big for his face kneels by her mother and starts addressing her as Diana. ‘Or does she prefer Di?’ he asks, at which her eyes flutter open and she whispers hopefully, ‘Room service?’

			
			

			‘She’s back,’ Slim says and pats Salt’s shoulder. ‘Thanks, Mr Salt.’

			‘Peter,’ he says. ‘Call me Peter, Slim.’

		

	
		
			
			

			Chapter 2

			The pair of MI5 officers are a few seats from Slim in A&E, watching the accumulating wreckage of Friday night. She’s heard nothing except that her mother is out of danger. With his legs spread and hands thrust into the pockets of a leather jacket worn awkwardly over his suit, Tudor Mills regards three large twenty-­something girls in skirts and tops that are too tight for them, all hopelessly drunk and one sporting a black eye, bloody nose and split lip. ‘You see this, and you know we’re at the end of things in this country,’ he says.

			Salt’s eyes revolve. He moves to the chair next to Slim. ‘We’ll go and eat. Be back in an hour or so. We’ll crash at the Premier Inn if—’

			‘That won’t be necessary. I can find my own way to London. I’ll come as soon as I know she’s going to be all right. Surely that’s okay?’

			‘They’re worried you’ll scoot.’

			‘Why would I scoot, as you put it? I am literally the only person my mother has on this planet. And, besides, what would be the purpose of scooting when I have done nothing wrong, I have nowhere to go, and I’ve been here all damn’ winter, waiting for the summons in the spring?’

			
			

			Mills gets up and joins them. ‘We’ve come to bring you in – that why we’re here.’

			Slim sees nasal hair, enlarged pores, and a frazzle of broken veins high on his cheeks and nostrils. ‘You came to check on me. Fine, you’ve done that and now you have my assurance that I’ll come as soon as I can.’ She’d seen the messages, of course, and noted the emails from one of the anonymous accounts run by the Office. She hadn’t read them because no one had properly responded to her version of what happened at thirty thousand feet in Bulgarian airspace. Screw them, was her reaction. She wanted to make it work – she was good at her job, the best – but she needed them to agree there was no course of action other than the one she’d taken. The only thing she would accept now was official absolution, te bloody absolvo from the top. ‘You saw the state my mother was in. If she remains out of danger, I’ll get there by mid-­morning and in my own vehicle. I’ll phone in if there’s a problem.’

			She wasn’t having Tudor Mills bringing her in like some teenage runaway, and there were things to do at home: pack for her mother’s time in hospital, find someone to feed the dog – indeed, find the dog – and she needed to shower, wash her hair and consider what to wear, because she couldn’t very well attend the weekend inquisition in her hi-­vis waterproof and boots.

			‘We’ll go get ourselves some sweet and sour and a Tiger beer,’ Salt says, interposing himself between Slim and Mills. ‘Then we’ll see how things stand, eh?’ Mills turns without a word and is walking away. ‘See you in a jiff,’ says Salt. ‘Need us to bring you anything? Dim sum, prawn crackers, crispy spring rolls?’

			‘Thanks, no.’

			
			

			Her phone is on charge by the vending machines. She goes over, unplugs it, pockets the charger, buys a water bottle and packet of Mini Cheddars at the machine, and gives pound coins to a young woman with dark rings under her eyes and a baby asleep in a pouch, who has no loose change. At the reception, she asks about her mother; someone will be along to talk to her as soon as bloods have been taken and results of an X-­ray are in. She returns to her seat and opens her phone with one hand, popping Mini Cheddars with the other, and begins to scroll through the pictures from the dig with jerks of her thumb.

			 

			It all kicked off at the Alder Fen dig ten days before, on a raw Monday with an unceasing east wind. Her university friend and sometime lover, Dougal Hass, handed her the trowel, stepped back from Trench Three and announced he was going to the top of the bank for a whizz and a roll-­up. The rest of the team were seventy metres away, at the point where a huge excavator, prospecting for brick clay, had disturbed some very old timber. As Dougal never tired of saying, the difference between timber and wood is that timber is worked, in this case by individuals with bronze axes living over three millennia ago. Trench Three seemed unpromising, though Dougal said his nose twitched three weeks before when they first sank their spades in the ground there, after the team’s mini digger had cleared the top layers of soil. When Slim saw him gazing down from the bank that day, with his big man’s grin, urging her, ‘just to keep working at that spot, doll,’ she knew he’d given her the find. She began with the trowel, then a stiff brush which could perfectly well handle the clay that had dried in the wind, and in just a few gentle sweeps began to expose a length of timber a metre long and seven centimetres wide. She’d put the brush down and worked with her hands to expose more of the object. It was long and impressively solid. She looked up. ‘Come down here, you arse! Come and help me.’

			
			

			‘Got something, have you, Slim?’

			‘You knew it was here.’

			‘What?’

			‘Looks very much like a Bronze Age log boat.’

			‘A Bronze Age log boat, you say.’ He slid down the bank and stood beside her on the scaffolding plank laid along the edge of the trench. ‘You’re absolutely spot on, Slim – a three-­and-­a-­half-­ to four-­thousand-­year-­old boat is what you’ve found, and it’s much older than what they’ve got over there. Got to be! We’re three metres down and they’re at just two.’ He knelt beside her and told her to budge up so he could lean into the trench. ‘By God, Slim, get a load of that! The smell of the Bronze Age coming right up at you.’ He laid one of his big paws on her shoulder. ‘This may be very old indeed, older than we’ve seen before. Huge find, this! Mega!’ She gave him a look that said, ‘Don’t indulge me, moron.’ Yet she was ecstatic. They all were. They covered the boat with a tent that hummed and vibrated in the wind and set about revealing an eight-­metre boat, which was broader by half a metre than had ever been seen before in Britain or Scandinavia. They photographed the axe marks where the boat had been shaped at the bow and stern and the incredibly smooth interior, in which two rocks were placed, an indication that, like all the other Fen boats, this one had been intentionally scuttled thousands of years before, probably as an offering.

			As the light began to fade on a bitterly cold day, Dougal lined up the team of seven on the planks above the boat for a photograph to commemorate the find, for which Slim, of course, still resolutely declined to take credit. This was the only photograph of her at the dig and she’d made sure she was obscured by the large Scots dendrochronologist Ellie and Jimmy from King’s Lynn. She’d taken the additional precaution of throwing her head back and clamping a hand over her mouth in hilarity, which wasn’t hard because she was as elated as the others. Dougal attached it in an email to them all later that evening. The subject line read, ‘Top Secret. Keep this to yourselves’.

			
			

			She expands the image again, sees she’s unrecognisable, and moves to the message group, feeling renewed irritation at having to leave the dig just as Dougal took the decision to lift the boat and get it into cold storage before the weekend. Everything has been recorded. The first clips show the boat cocooned in a cradle, lifting straps being fed under the hull, the crane taking the strain as the load is inched from the mud. In the last of this series, she sees Ellie gesticulating. Someone is shouting, then whoever is filming – presumably a student called Tustin, for he’s sent the clip – lowers the phone and begins to rush forward while still filming. The clip ends. She sees there’s an hour and a quarter interval between this message and the next. The boat is now about three metres from the mud. Dougal is kneeling, looking down and with one arm raised. Tustin moves to film what Dougal is gazing at. It is a skeleton that was aligned exactly with the hull of the boat. They believe it is a healthy young man of about seventeen years of age. His wrists are bound by honeysuckle twine. Over his genitals is placed an oblong item about the size of a table mat, made from woven rushes. Near the right shoulder lies a short bronze dagger – a dirk – complete with the remains of a deer-bone handle, but what held the team’s attention was the man’s skull, forced into profile by the weight of the boat, with the jaw opened wide in a scream, as water and silt from a long-dead river filled his lungs.

			
			

			Slim expands the skull so that it fills the screen.

			‘My goodness, what’ve you got there?’ This is an A&E nurse come to speak about her mother. Slim registers a Northern accent, then looks up to absorb the presence of an exceptionally pretty woman in her early forties and with a spiky blond crop and a broad smile. She is waggling a key card on her lanyard and looking down at Slim’s phone without embarrassment.

			‘A murder scene from three thousand five hundred years ago, give or take,’ Slim replies, lowering her phone. ‘I’m an archaeologist. My mother?’

			‘Hi, yes, I’m Helen, A&E Nurse Manager, for my pains.’ She bobs to her right with a slightly idiotic grin.

			‘I’m Slim.’

			‘Yes . . . your mum, Diana Parsons. Well, she’s out of danger and conscious. Should we move to somewhere quieter?’ 

			They go to a small room with four chairs and a table and a Covid information poster curling at the bottom. A fluorescent tube flickers, making the room pulsate. Nurse Helen turns it off, and they sit down either side of the table with the only light coming from the corridor. Slim imagines plenty of bad news being delivered in the stark circumstances of this room – the sons and daughters who weren’t coming back from the night out in a souped-­up hatchback, the heart attack victims beyond saving, the blokes who’d fallen off ladders with a paint brush or aerial in their hand and were incomprehensibly no longer. Yet Nurse Helen irradiates the space with pleasantness.

			‘Oh,’ she says, ‘should we be doing this with your companions?’

			‘No, they’re just colleagues.’

			Her eyes widen. ‘Those men are archaeologists?’

			‘No, colleagues from my work work in London.’

			
			

			She says a doctor will come to explain about her mother’s injuries. ‘Your mum – she drinks a little, would that be fair?’ She holds Slim’s eyes. ‘You see, if it’s more than a little, we should know because of the medication we may want to use tonight and we may also need to give her Diazepam, or something like it, to control craving. So, I wonder how—?’

			‘How much she drinks? Nearly a litre a day. That’s a litre of gin not Pinot Grigio.’ It wasn’t her problem, yet it was mortifying to admit to that quantity, which is why she avoided online delivery and instead toured the area to buy from different supermarkets and liquor stores, eventually settling on a distant convenience store attached to a garage where they wanted no explanation and practically handed over the bottles from behind the counter after they’ve seen the pickup pull in. ‘I should say that she never quite finishes the bottle before the end of the day.’

			‘A lot of drinking to watch.’ She jots a note and adds, without looking up, ‘If it makes you feel better my husband drinks – I mean drinks drinks – and my son is an absolutely useless pothead.’

			‘It’s because she misses my brother who disappeared many years ago.’ She’d say only that. Indeed, she now wonders why she mentioned Matthew at all, but knows the image of the skeleton at the dig has stirred dark thoughts: Matthew in a shallow grave; Matthew dead and cold and lost forever. It wasn’t impossible because he was a drug user of wildly catholic tastes. Her mother has always half expected to find him in prison, which would have been a relief. Some of this must have shown in Slim’s eyes. Nurse Helen gets up and comes round to her side. ‘Would you like a hug on the NHS?’ Without waiting for an answer, she bends, puts her head next to Slim’s and grasps her shoulders. Slim smells shampoo and feels her warmth. She doesn’t want to be doing this, yet in the several seconds of an awkward clinch, during which Slim’s hands find all the wrong places, including Nurse Helen’s left breast, the tension that’s been with her for the last five months is released. Nurse Helen detaches herself and straightens, looking rather solemn, as though depositing this amount of energy in another human being is a serious and exhausting business. ‘Better?’

			
			

			‘Yes, I guess. Very much so, thanks.’

			‘It’s all part of the service. Now, I’ll go find the doctor for you.’

			No doctor is available. Nurse Helen returns and reads from her mother’s medical notes, which, she says, explain why she will be in the Coronary Care Unit for at least the next thirty-­six hours. Diana has a fractured skull, which appears to have been caused by a glancing blow, but the good news is that it’s not serious, and the even better news is that her hip isn’t broken. However, she has a cracked rib, possibly sustained during CPR. She lowers the notes. ‘I wanted to make sure she hasn’t any underlying serious conditions.’

			‘Not that I know of. Is something in particular worrying you?’

			She gathers her notes. ‘We’ll see when the results from her blood tests come back. I’m sure she’s absolutely fine. Shall I take you to her now?’

			Her mother lies in a cubicle attached to every conceivable monitor, a stand of two IV drips and an oxygen supply that’s stuck to her septum. She has a turban bandage, neck stabiliser and dressings where she grazed her arms and legs.

			Slim touches her on the arm. ‘Hi, Mum, it’s me, Slim.’

			Her mother’s eyes flash open. ‘Oh God. What’re you doing here?’

			
			

			‘That’s quite the welcome. I came to see how you’re feeling.’

			‘Don’t be ridiculous.’

			Slim sits beside her.

			‘I can’t see you there. Don’t you realise I can’t move? It’s like wearing a helmet. I feel like I’m about to be launched into space. Ten . . . nine . . . eight . . . ’

			Slim leans forward and smiles her best. ‘I wanted to see you before they take you away. It was a very near thing, you know. Lucky my colleagues were there.’

			‘Your diggers were crawling all over me! Oh God!’

			‘No, my other colleagues. They are why I need to go to London tomorrow.’

			‘Ah, your London colleagues! I thought you were in disgrace, but of course you don’t tell me anything. Never do! I don’t even know what your work is.’ She flaps her hand on the coverlet and the oximeter flies off. Slim retrieves it and clips it to her mother’s index finger before the machine can protest. ‘I’ve told you what I do. I work in a boring part of the Civil Service that monitors asset purchases and money transfers.’ That was true. But her mother has never asked whose assets, income and expenditure this unit monitored, or to wonder if this were not a rather pedestrian way of describing money laundering, which is exactly what Slim investigates.

			‘Well, I really don’t know.’ Again, the hand flap. She shuts her eyes then opens them wide. ‘Where’s my Loup?’

			‘Doesn’t like trouble, Loup. Makes himself scarce. He’ll turn up.’

			‘You mean he’s run away.’

			‘No, probably hiding. Not the bravest is Loup.’

			‘He was terrified for his life, poor creature. You realise I was attacked in my own house. Beaten, cast down the stairs, trampled on by violent ruffians and left for dead.’ Slim must consider this a possibility, but it seems unlikely that anyone looking for her would attack Diana and not wait for her return to Steward’s House, and, besides, she has found her mother unconscious in different parts of the house before. From the way she’s speaking now, Slim assumes several doubles are sloshing around her mother’s system and it briefly saddens her that such a clever, handsome woman, who not long ago was running an international advertising company, has become the caricature of a tipsy Edwardian grande dame.

			
			

			She lands both palms on her thighs in a simultaneous slap. ‘I’d better be going. I’ll pack some things for you.’

			‘Don’t bother unless you bring you-­know-­what in a water bottle, with a squeeze of lemon.’ She looks at Slim conspira­torially. ‘A big water bottle.’

			‘I can’t do that, Mum!’

			‘I’ve got to have something to get me through this.’ Her eyes glitter with malevolence, but she’s fading, and her voice has become a croak. ‘If you can’t do your mother this one tiny favour, please don’t contemplate a visit.’

			Slim gets up and lifts a hand. ‘I’ll be seeing you, Mum. I know you’ll feel better soon.’

			Nurse Helen intercepts her on the way to the exit and asks how it went. ‘She’s probably feeling a bit sorry for herself.’

			‘Yes,’ says Slim, thinking that what she most hates about this situation is being simultaneously her mother’s child, as well as her parent. ‘I’m leaving for London tomorrow. Who do I call to find out about her?’

			The nurse pats down her uniform and produces an aluminium card holder from which she slides a card with her mobile number on it. Slim reads the name Helen Meiklejohn.

			
			

			‘If you can’t find the right person to ask, ring me and I’ll get all the information or the person you need. Oh, by the way, the two gentlemen returned and were asking for you. We couldn’t let them in here, I am afraid.’ She frowns apologetically. ‘Too much going on.’

			‘Is there another way out?’ Slim asks.

			Helen touches her on the arm and says, ‘Of course! And do feel you can call me!’

			Slim gives her a fleeting appraisal and wonders about Nurse Helen.

		

	
		
			
			

			Chapter 3

			A gated farm track lies beyond the entrance to Steward’s House. It appears to lead to a dead end in woodland, about fifty yards from the lane, but it takes a sharp turn left before the trees, passes by a hedge of high laurel bushes at the rear of the house, and runs across flat fields to a ford then a settlement of a dozen houses named Hales. The gate is locked against fly tippers that have dumped refrigerators, mattresses, building rubble and, bizarrely for rural Cambridgeshire, a bidet. She puts numbers into the combination lock and eases the vehicle forward using the parking brake, then returns to the gate and leans on it, listening to the night. A squashed moon rises over the fields in the east; an owl screeches in the woods behind her. She’s beginning to like it out here, and she can imagine making a life in the country if all goes wrong in London, which it probably will. But, Jesus, she’d need to find a place of her own.

			She parks by a hedge of laurel, gets out and goes to the garden fence, grasps the top rail and, despite heavy boots, vaults it with ease. The lights are still on. She waits, watching for movement. It’s not that she gives much credence to her mother’s story about being attacked, but it triggered old habits of caution. After a few minutes of listening, she unhooks a key from behind a water butt, opens the back door and goes into the house and waits a minute or two more. Nothing moves.

			
			

			Upstairs, she packs some things for her mother into a suitcase: underwear, nighties, make-­up, perfume, dressing gown, shawl and cardigan, together with three books that are in the unread pile. She showers, and washes and trims a little of her hair, which she’s still quite pleased with after a visit to Pierre of Ely. Pierre, who surprisingly turned out to be an actual Frenchman from Rouen, suggested frosted tips to her short dark hair, which she’d cut herself when on the run in September. The uneven length and the contrast of bleached blond and almost black hair Pierre declared to be the quintessence of rock chic. She moves closer to the shaving mirror so she can take out the ring from her pierced eyebrow. Her nails and cuticles are filthy from the dig, but she needs sleep more than clean nails, and she’ll scrub them in the morning.

			Four hours later, the sound of barking wakes her. Loup has found his way home and wants to be let in, but when she turns on the light something else takes her attention. The black-­and-­white photo of Matthew and her father Toby, from fourteen years ago, is jammed into the left-­hand bottom corner of the antique vanity mirror on the dresser. The problem with this is it has been in the bottom right-­hand corner of the mirror for as long as she can remember. She throws the duvet back and pads over to the dresser. The slightly curled left-­hand edge of the photograph has been forced between the frame and the mirror glass, while the previously hidden right-­hand edge is exposed and shows a faint tide mark left by the frame. It’s an elementary mistake and she wonders if someone is intentionally letting her know that she’s had a visitor. The rest of her room looks undisturbed, but a check of the wardrobe and drawers makes her wonder if they’ve been searched.

			
			

			She’s a person of few possessions and most of these are in London, stored in a room rented from her friend Bridie Hansen before she entered deep cover as Sally Latimer, in a tidy little Docklands flat. She hadn’t been back there, of course. How could she? Sally Latimer is dead, believed to be one of several young tourists missing after a ferry boat disaster off Java before Christmas. There’s nothing in her mother’s house to connect her to Sally and, when she comes to think of it, very little that belongs to her or identifies her. Certainly, no photographs of herself; she’s made sure of that. As to her several phones and laptop, they are in a computer bag, hidden beneath the passenger seat of the pickup and secured with hooked bungee cords.

			When she goes to the landing and considers whether her mother did, in fact, hear someone moving upstairs and came up to investigate and was beaten, she finds herself with many doubts. The only conclusion is that her mother was poking about in her room and took the photograph from its normal place and forced it into the other side of the frame.

			The barking has stopped. She peers from the large landing window to see if she can spot the dog, a lot of her hoping she doesn’t. Dawn has come with a murky turquoise light and birds have started to sing. She sees nothing and turns but does a double take on the shape in the garden that her subconscious suggests is a figure watching the house, a slender man in a long overcoat standing stock still among the conifer shrubs like a piece of topiary or a statue, in roughly the same spot that she briefly imagined she saw a man the evening before. There’s not enough light to see more, but she’s sure someone’s out there. She turns the lights off so she can’t be seen and goes into her room to dress, quickly putting on tights, a grey skirt, a polo neck, lightweight fitted leather jacket and trainers. Spare underwear and shirt and a small sponge bag plus ankle boots for the interview in London are placed into a backpack, which she hooks over one shoulder. With her mother’s case, she goes downstairs, grabs a banana, a tube of digestive biscuits and a litre of milk from one of the shopping bags and leaves the house by the back door. There’s a hidden gap through the laurel bushes which she takes rather than climbing over the fence. Once on the track, she moves quickly towards the pickup, leaving it until the last moment to press the fob key. As she eases the driver’s door open to heave the suitcase and backpack over to the passenger seat, she’s aware of a rush of air beside her and the smell of wet dog as Loup leaps under her arm and lands in a heap on the passenger seat. The dog gulps, looks anxiously at her and works his chops. ‘Right, you’re going to London, halfwit dog,’ she says, tipping the bag and backpack into the rear seats. She takes the track across the fields to the ford, where she pulls up with the front tyres in a few inches of water and gets out to use her birding binoculars to scan the garden. Sweeping back and forth several times, she sees nothing. She checks the house and moves the glasses over the garden again, still certain she didn’t imagine the figure in the long overcoat. Just as she lowers them, she sees a vehicle enter the drive and pull up. The headlights are extinguished. No one gets out. Perhaps it’s Mills and Salt come from the hospital. She doesn’t wait to see and drives through the ford and up the bank on the other side and makes for the sleeping hamlet of Hales.

		

	
		
			
			

			Chapter 4

			She pulls into a motorway service area at 8.30 a.m., buys coffee and a Danish pastry, gets water for Loup and absently feeds him most of the pastry. She’s received a text from Nurse Helen, now off duty, telling her that her mother has had a good night and the suitcase she dropped off has been delivered to the Coronary Care Unit, and a group message to the Alder Fen team from Dougal. They will be working through the weekend on the skeleton of a male, now named ‘the Boatman’. She goes back to the pickup and dials a number that’s answered on the first ring. An arrangement is made for 11.30 am at the Cotton Studios in West London, a large Edwardian red-­brick building that contains training facilities, conference rooms, technical and cyber support, and a specialist gym that’s used by all the intelligence services, including her section – JEF, the Joint Economic and Financial Intelligence Unit.

			Driving south, she works on the transformation of herself to the cooperative, measured being she inhabited as Sally Latimer. Keep it pleasant, keep it cool and rational, she tells herself. She wants two things – her job, or similar work, and the acceptance that she could only have acted in the way she did on Guest’s plane. Criticisms around the edges she will accept, but she must have some sort of vindication.

			
			

			Tall gates open when she shows her face to the camera at the Cotton Studios. She enters a short tunnel and waits at a second pair of gates, which only open when the first close. She parks in a high-­sided, cobbled courtyard where there are half a dozen cars. She checks herself in the mirror, gets out, allows Loup a run then returns him to the front seat with an open window. On the far side of the courtyard, she presses the door buzzer and the trim figure of Laurie Tapper, in black workout gear, appears. He runs the gym and trains undercover operatives in basic self-­defence and roughs them up a little, so they are not totally surprised when it happens. He taught Slim some moves which she assured him she’d forget as soon as she left the building. She didn’t. Like a language learned in childhood, they came back, and she found she was more than fluent. He takes her phones and accompanies her to the seventh floor. ‘Keeping out of trouble?’ he says on the way up and she grins and shakes her head. ‘That’s what I thought. Good luck to you, Slim.’ He leaves her in a waiting area, where there’s a water cooler and cinema posters left over from the time when this part of the building was occupied by a TV production company. The floor is being decorated but has a part-worn feel. Looking to the north, out of a window that shudders in the wind, she channels Sally Latimer and notes, not for the first time, that pretending to be someone else makes things easier. If you screw up, it’s not your fault; it’s the other one, the dummy speaking independently of the ventriloquist. This makes for an odd sort of confidence.

			She is called in and told to take a seat on the far side of a long table by the only person she recognises, Corinna Stone, Head of HR and lately inter agency relations. She introduces Malcolm Manners, a senior lawyer at the Home Office and MI5, who is suited with an open neck, the only concession to the weekend. There is Mark – just Mark – in pressed jeans, loafers and zip-neck sweater, and a woman identified as Rita who wears a Nike Tennis jacket, sports hair band and trainers. What is odd, and a worrying sign for Slim, is the absence of anyone she knows from the operational level. Her gently sardonic handler Tom Ballard isn’t there, nor is anyone else from JEF, which makes her think that, yes, Tom might have been right when he said JEF was a gimmick flourished by politicians to ease fears about corruption of their party.

			
			

			They all sit with their eyes on the report. Slim waits in silence. Still turning pages, Stone says eventually, ‘A pity that you didn’t respond to our messages over the last several weeks, and that we had to send people to find you.’ Now, she looks up and gives Slim a bleak, official smile.

			‘I was told to remain out of the office at least until April, possibly May. I hadn’t heard anything back in response to the account I wrote, so I assumed, wrongly I realise now, that I wasn’t needed.’

			‘What gave you the idea that we would respond?’

			‘I inferred it from what Tom Ballard said on my return. Obviously, I was mistaken.’

			Stone’s eyes return to the report. ‘You were.’ Silence. She looks up and solicits assent from her side of the table. ‘As two of us are unfamiliar with the events of October the thirteenth, I think it best to establish the main facts.

			‘Softball,’ she starts in a dismal voice, ‘was an operation to infiltrate Ivan Guest’s organisation using the cover of Sally Latimer, an expert in property valuation, with a background in finance and PR. Your assignment was to acquire information on Guest’s multiple money-laundering activities, which include large-scale investments in the capital’s housing and commercial property markets, as well as enterprises such as hotels, pub chains, night clubs, garden centres, a golf course, gambling concerns and an aviation company. The primary means of gaining this knowledge was the introduction of spyware in as many devices as you could access. You were in this role for a period of . . . ?’

			
			

			‘Just over twenty months.’

			‘And there were some three months of preparation.’

			‘Nearer six in all, but Tom Ballard can tell you exactly.’

			‘And that was spent . . . ?’

			‘Building a backstory for the cover: parents, school, college, work, a social media presence. I had to learn about property values as well as finance and PR. We needed to establish my cover in a Docklands apartment, at a squash club and gym, provide her with interests and friends, some of whom were our people, and independently to create a social circle for Sally. I needed to get up to speed on the tech. We were using the new programme called Thalli, which was developed in the UK and derives its name from the slow-­acting poison thallium. It takes its time and is excellent at camouflaging its presence, unlike Pegasus which is readily detectable. Thalli can put itself to sleep and hide anywhere in a system and stay there for as long as it needs. Hagfish – that’s Guest’s code name – was always hyper vigilant. All his devices were regularly checked, and homes, planes, yachts and offices were swept. We moved very, very cautiously.’ Now she had their respect, or at least their attention, and damned right too. The operation was exemplary.

			‘Why Hagfish?’ asks Rita, slipping off the tennis jacket and letting it fall neatly over the back of her chair.

			
			

			‘A random name,’ Slim replies. It wasn’t. In their first session, Tom had said, ‘Ivan Guest’s mother was either Georgian or Armenian – we aren’t sure – and we have no idea who his father was. He and his older brother were brought up from an early age as the sons of Charles Guest, and we should regard him as eighty-­per-­cent British, a product of our society.’ Slim fell for it and asked about the remaining twenty per cent. ‘Hagfish,’ he replied, ‘the most disgusting animal on the planet. Look it up.’ Which she did right away and found a flat eel, with no spine but a skull and drill-­bit mouth, which corkscrews into the bodies of dead and dying fish, and when attacked, produces quantities of slime that congeal in the gills of its predator. ‘He’s good at the slime part,’ said Tom.

			Stone continues, ‘You took a job in one of his offices and you were spotted by Guest, which is what you were working for, and offered promotion to . . . ?’

			‘His personal assistant. Yes, we knew that he watched his offices on the CCTV system and that his senior staff talent spotted for him. We’d researched his type, what he liked in women and women’s clothes. He was brand obsessed – Kiton, Bottega Veneta, Gucci, Ferragamo, et cetera. One of our people has a sister working at Vogue. We occasionally borrowed pieces. I dressed Italian because that’s what he went for.’

			‘You were honey-trapping . . . ’

			‘Just complying with his tastes.’

			‘But he requested you have an intimate medical examination. Is that correct?’

			‘Yes. I was told to use his doctor, but I got round it by insisting on my own because of what I said were gynaecological issues in the past. A friend of the service was found in Wimpole Street and the report was sent in, so I never had the examination.’

			
			

			‘But that must have given you and Mr Ballard pause. What could the medical examination be for, other than . . . ’

			‘We rode with it. All the women who worked there had it – all the ones he trusted. That didn’t mean he was going to attempt to rape them. As it turned out, I became one of the trusted ones and introduced the spyware from within the company, using in-­house emails and attachments generated by his own staff, which I intercepted and we doctored. But it could be challenging because he was so paranoid and changed his phones constantly. It required ingenuity from our people.’

			Mark raises a finger. ‘Can you talk about the intelligence product?’

			‘Sure. We were mapping his operation, the bank accounts he used, his crypto holdings, and those enabled us to trace the source of funds with great accuracy, plus the hundreds of shell companies involved in buying assets or passing on to beneficiaries the assets he’d seemingly purchased legitimately for himself, for which he then received compensation in many different territories. These crimes don’t respect borders. His legitimately operated enterprises in the UK are so big and sprawling, money gets lost in the churn of transactions. This wasn’t just about laundering money in the UK. Hagfish was operating a personal SWIFT payment system, pushing dirty cash all over the world from bank to bank, enterprise to enterprise. A lot of it was in his head, which made it very hard. In some way we had to get to know his mind and try to read what he would do in a certain situation.’ She stopped. ‘This was all very much Tom’s operation, as you know, and he was pleased with the model that Softball provided.’ She pauses. ‘By the way, why isn’t he here?’

			‘He’s on paternity leave,’ Stone replies. ‘Moving on, you ignored the clear signs of what he intended – the medical checks and the history of abuse of female staff. He had a poor reputation among them, no? You knew him to be an out-­and-­out sexual predator, someone who could not be trusted in the company of a young woman. And there were stories, weren’t there? A lot of these women went to bed with him. Some were compelled, raped in all but name; others did what he wanted for advancement.’

			
			

			‘There were risks but also a big intelligence premium for us. Data analytics, better coordination between us and the police can take you just so far. We were on the inside. I became a trusted aide, sometimes a confidante. He asked my advice and spent a lot of time talking about Kimmie, his wife. We’d got through the golden door. We had undreamed-of access . . .’

			Stone says, ‘You don’t feel responsible for leading Guest on in any way?’

			She shakes her head and decides to say nothing to this outrageous allegation because it is the calm and reasonable Sally Latimer in the room, not the occasional hothead Slim Parsons.

			Stone plucks at her bra strap through her shirt. ‘You found yourself in Guest’s car on October the thirteenth going to a meeting in Hampshire, is that right? And on the way, he received a telephone call which resulted in Guest instructing his driver to go to Blackbushe Airport where you boarded his private jet, and you accompanied him, and you knew you were travelling abroad.’

			‘Yes.’

			‘And you had your own passport, secreted in the lining of your leather shoulder bag, is that right?’

			She nods.

			‘Was that sensible?’

			
			

			‘It bloody well saved my life,’ is what she wants to say but, instead, she gestures to indicate that maybe it wasn’t such a clever idea and, to her mild horror, sees that her fingernails are still filthy with Alder Fen clay, and removes her hands to beneath the table. ‘I never usually needed it on arrival. I travelled on the plane on many occasions and waited while Guest did business on the plane or nearby. I hardly ever disembarked, and if I did, I remained at the airport.’

			‘This may be distressing for you, but we need to have a clearer idea of the events on that plane, particularly in relation to the gun you used. I’ll read what you wrote and then you can fill in some of the gaps for us.’

		

	
		
			
			

			Chapter 5

			Stone begins.

			‘“We boarded Guest’s jet at four thirty p.m. GMT and took off shortly thereafter. I did not then know the destination, but I now believe it to be Hakkari in Eastern Turkey because I overheard one of the pilots mention the city on the radio. We worked for the first hour drafting replies to emails, dealing with legal correspondence, and rearranging his schedule for the next two days. He asked me to handle instructions to his lawyers, which I understood to be a compliment: he was saying that he trusted me to carry out a complicated brief. He was in an expansive mood because during the telephone call in the car he’d received good news about a contract involving Y10 Steel and Cement, his construction company, and he told me we were flying immediately to seal it. There was food laid out in the aft cabin where Guest sometimes rested. Lobster, cold Kobe beef and caviar was on the table. Champagne in an ice bucket.”’

			‘One thing . . .’ It’s Mark, looking puzzled. ‘If, as you say, you left with such little notice – it was less than an hour between phone call and take-­off – how is it that such an elaborate meal was made ready in time?’

			
			

			‘I thought about that,’ Slim says. ‘He knew I was vegetarian. I’m not, but Sally Latimer was, so it was an odd meal if he was trying to impress me.’

			‘You think he planned a kind of abduction?’

			‘Yes, I do now.’ She needs to be careful here. She mustn’t seem naive and therefore unemployable, but neither must she seem nonchalant about the risks that were involved. ‘I was focused on the job. Gaining his confidence was a big part of what I was meant to be doing. It was a risk. We knew that.’

			‘I’ll continue,’ says Stone. ‘“He asked me if I would like to get more comfortable and told me to relax. He gave me a glass of champage and made a toast – I cannot remember what he said but I recall that he switched off the main cabin lights with the controls in his armrest, and only the table lights remained on. He drank several glasses more, became loud and somewhat belligerent, and told me that I should lighten up and that I didn’t know how to have a good time. He asked me to reach for a briefcase in the locker above him, which required me to get out of my seat. It was then he jumped up, took hold of me by the waist and bent me over a seat. There was nothing I could do. Guest is a big, powerful man, and he was drunk. He attacked me and I resisted with all my strength, which eventually resulted in me hitting him with a bottle.”’

			The detail was excruciating, and the attack longer than she had implied. Guest forced her down over the back of the seat, ripped her panties down and was gripping the back of her neck so fiercely that she feared he might break her neck or fatally stop the flow of blood in her carotid artery. He had his dick between her legs and was all but raping her when she lurched forward, seized the bottle of champagne from the bucket and, twisting round, smashed it into the side of his face, spraying them both with the remainder. The bottle fell from her hand. He let go, staggered back, then came for her with a murderous look. At that moment the plane hit turbulence. One of the pilots came on the tannoy and said, ‘Buckle up please, Mr Guest. This shouldn’t be long – just a patch of erratic airflow around Mount Vihren.’ Guest held on to the back of a chair with both hands as the plane rose and fell; she did, too. Then, when it levelled off, he launched himself again and she was certain that he would kill her. She stepped back, went forward kicking him in the stomach with a heel and followed this with a kick to his face, which surprised Slim almost as much as it stunned Guest. She was able to collect the bottle and hit him much harder on the same spot as before, breaking the glass, and he went down. ‘Buckle up, Mr Guest. Buckle up, you fucking bastard!’ she whispered. Evidently, the cockpit put the noise down to the turbulence because the pilot came on the tannoy again. ‘Sit this one out, please, sir, we’ll be through it in a couple of minutes.’

			
			

			Mark and Rita wear sympathetic expressions. Mark says, ‘How tall are you? About five feet five, six? And weight – about a hundred and thirty-­five pounds?’ She nods. He picks up a recent photograph of Ivan Guest at a black-­tie event. ‘And he’s six feet, maybe a touch more, and at least two hundred and ten pounds.’ She nods. ‘You were lucky to prevail, Ms Parsons. Very lucky.’

			‘Yes,’ she says, ‘but he was drunk.’

			‘Tell us about the gun,’ says Rita. ‘How did you know he kept a gun on the plane? I mean, it’s a rare criminal who will fly in and out of airports with a gun. Unheard of, almost.’

			‘Last summer we flew to Azerbaijan. He normally has a body­guard called Aron, but he wasn’t with us on that flight. Before we landed at Baku, Guest used a black teardrop fob on his key ring to open a compartment beneath his seat. He thought I was asleep, but I saw there was a kind of safe under the seat with money and a pistol, which he took out and put inside his jacket. So, I knew it was there and all I needed to do was to find the key ring, which was in his trouser pocket. I opened the compartment, took out the gun and called through to the pilot on the intercom. I told one of them to come through because there was a problem.’

			
			

			The lawyer is writing furiously and puts up his hand for her to slow down. She waits, and briefly considers telling them about the other item she took, the tablet that she’s never looked at because Guest said it was protected by a suicide program, activated if the tablet was tampered with in any way. But she has no adequate explanation for keeping it and dismisses the idea.

			‘Then what?’ says Mark.

			‘I told him that Guest had attempted to rape me and that he could see it for himself on the CCTV recording. There was a camera in the cabin. Guest recorded everything and I knew it would all be there. Besides his penis was still . . . on show. Then I told them I would kill Guest unless they landed the plane and let me off.’

			‘In effect, you hijacked the plane.’

			‘Yes, I admitted that in my account. But what else could I do?’ She lowers her voice. ‘Ivan Guest was – is – a very violent man and I didn’t rate my chances if we continued to Turkey and he came round.’

			The door opens. Everyone turns. A tall man in clear-­frame spectacles, who is also in tennis kit, enters, carrying sandwiches, an orange and a Diet Coke. He smiles apologetically to the room. ‘Don’t mind me. I’ll just listen in for a bit if there are no objections.’ She knows this is Oliver Halfknight, seemingly the vaguest man on the planet, but also one of the most shrewd. It was Tom who suggested that Halfknight, a college contemporary, apply to the Security Service, then watched in awe as Halfknight took the escalator to the top floor and moved into the Deputy Director’s office. ‘No one sees Oliver coming,’ Tom said, ‘because he looks like an antiquarian bookseller up from the country.’

			
			

			Halfknight takes a chair behind the others but then finds he needs somewhere to eat, so moves to the end of the table, opens a sandwich pack, and makes a half-­hearted offer to share his lunch. ‘Are you sure, Ms Parsons, that you are not a little tempted?’

			‘Thanks, no.’

			He takes a bite and ruminates. ‘Please carry on. Oh, I should ask – is that your dog in the Nissan? You should have brought it up here. Probably be happier.’

			‘It didn’t seem appropriate, sir.’

			‘Well, let’s see how we go. Rita and I have a tennis date, after she thrashed someone from the Cabinet Office last weekend. So, we can’t be all day.’ Slim tips her head, and he looks over his glasses, and for a fraction of a second, she glimpses not the owlish figure he presents, but the eyes of a much more ferocious raptor.

			With some impatience Stone says, ‘Perhaps we should get back to how Ms Parsons hijacked a jet in European airspace and ordered it to Northern Macedonia.’

			That sentence still seems incredible to Slim and she feels something like vertigo when she hears it, but then Sally’s cooler assessment takes hold. There was never any report of the ‘hijack’ in the media, no speculation on plane tracking sites about a billionaire’s jet being diverted to Skopje; no reference to Ivan Guest being treated for a fractured jaw and cheekbone; and nothing about the 15,000 euros in hundred-­euro denominations that Slim took from the compartment under Guest’s chair. It dawns on her then that, as far as the intelligence agencies that oversee JEF and its operations are concerned, it’s so much easier if the incident never took place. And this off-­the-­books meeting, held on a Saturday in a remote precinct of the intelligence community, suggests precisely the same: nothing happened.

			
			

			‘You ordered the pilot to fly to Skopje,’ Stone says, ‘some forty minutes away, and during that time he said nothing to Northern Macedonian air traffic control? Presumably you threatened them.’

			‘Not until we landed, when I pointed out I no longer needed them, and I would shoot them without a second thought if they raised the alarm. But they were kind of on my side. They’d seen what had happened to other women, and they were sure I wasn’t making any of it up. They knew their boss and they knew me. We were on friendly terms before that.’

			Halfknight stirs. ‘Did you let them use first aid?’

			‘Yes. He was still concussed and bleeding and couldn’t remember much. I knew I had probably broken his jaw. The left side of his face was badly swollen.’

			‘You landed at Skopje at what time?’

			‘At about nine p.m. local, but I can’t be accurate.’

			‘Your account is not clear,’ he continues, about to take another bite of his sandwich. ‘The plane taxies to a spot on a distant part of the airport, then what? Do they let down the stairway or do you abseil from the plane?’

			‘They put the stairway down, let me go, then taxied to the apron.’

			‘And what did you do – simply walk through Immigration and Customs?’

			
			

			‘No, I found a man on a service truck, showed him the gun and a thousand euros, and asked which he would like. He chose the money. He found me an airport employee’s hi-­vis jacket and gave me his beanie and took me through the perimeter without a problem. Once we were out, I gave him the money.’

			‘You didn’t use your real passport at Skopje at any time?’

			Slim shakes her head.

			‘That’s because you knew that Guest’s people would go through the names of those arriving at Skopje that night and start looking for a woman called Alice Parsons who had gone through after his jet landed. That was wise. When did you first use your passport?’

			‘Not until ten days later when I took an overnight bus from Lake Ohrid in Macedonia, to Tirana, Albania, and I don’t believe they logged the entry, though I can’t be sure.’

			They go through Slim’s erratic journey through Europe, which included crossing the Pyrenees three times, and ended in Madrid where she presented herself to a puzzled MI6 man in the embassy.

			‘What was going on in your head?’ asks Stone. ‘You talked to Tom Ballard once but didn’t tell him all of what had happened. Why was that?’

			‘I had one phone with me, issued by the Guest organisation, and I thought he might have the capability to track it. I bought another and spoke with Tom and told him I’d be away for a few weeks. I knew I’d broken the law and I was waiting to see what happened and where I stood.’

			‘You broke international law – that’s the point. And you were waiting to decide if you were going on the run indefinitely. Is that correct?’

			‘Yes,’ says Slim, head lowered. ‘I was, you understand, shocked by what happened and the steps I found myself taking on the airplane and at Skopje airport. I’ve never held a gun in my life, let alone threatened to kill someone. I knew that if I did anything to reveal my identity it would jeopardise everything we had achieved.’

			
			

			Rita asks, ‘Why didn’t you respond to the messages from us?’

			‘I was keeping out of the way until the spring, as instructed, and I didn’t look at that phone. I understand this was wrong.’

			‘Would you have killed?’ asks Mark.

			‘To defend myself from a rapist, yes, I think I probably would. But not in cold blood. That’s not me.’

			‘Well, I suppose that’s something.’ Stone closes the report and raps the table with both sets of fingernails, takes a deep breath. ‘You endangered life, you broke the law in multiple ways, disregarded procedure, kept your case officer and team in ignorance of the full facts until some three weeks after the incident and, whatever your excuses, failed to respond to our requests to attend meetings and answer for your actions. It’s a pattern of irresponsibility’ – she searches for a word – ‘of delinquency that is unacceptable in a modern intelligence service. We can only be thankful that none of this reached the media.’

			The prosecution over, Slim looks around the table for help, doesn’t see any and dismisses her prudent alter ego. ‘Aren’t you forgetting something? Softball was a massive success. The JEF team did a fantastic job, and I was part of the team, and that required me to live undercover for the best part of two years. Being in that deep for that long is seriously alienating. And being with a man like Guest – a repulsive, racist, sexist bully who has almost certainly ordered hits on his enemies – is a big mental challenge. In boarding that plane, I made one bad mistake. I admit that, but I’d flown with him on many occasions before, twice when he was the only other passenger. I’ve got to tell you that there were no objections from our team then because we were getting so much information.’

			
			

			‘What we need from you—’ begins Stone.

			Slim raises a hand from the table and speaks softly. ‘No, what I need from you is understanding. I want a complete exoneration because I showed total commitment to this operation. You know what, a thank you would be great, too. Instead, you lecture me about procedure. There is no procedure at thirty thousand feet with a man who is attempting to anally penetrate you. I was fighting for my survival. Maybe you would all have preferred if I had submitted.’

			‘No, of course not,’ says Stone.

			‘Then don’t tell me what’s appropriate in those circumstances. I had no option and I want that accepted and on record.’

			Mark says, ‘We understand the ordeal that you went through, yet you didn’t take advantage of the counselling offered, which seems unwise, and when we didn’t hear from you, we naturally became concerned.’

			‘I tired of the counselling. It wasn’t for me. I was told by Tom that I wouldn’t be needed for four or five months and that I should go away, clear my head and keep it down, and this is what I did. To send Mills and Boon after me was absurd.’

			‘Mills and Boon?’ says Stone. ‘His name is Salt.’

			‘It’s a joke, Corinna,’ says Halfknight wearily. He looks down hopelessly at the orange he has been attempting to peel, which now lies in pieces with most of the skin still on. ‘A good moment to pause, would you say? You can give your dog a run, Ms Parsons, and we’ll meet again in, say, thirty minutes. And do bring the dog up with you if you feel it would be happier.’

		

	
		
			
			

			Chapter 6

			Half an hour later, Slim is leaning against the pickup making a list in her head of everything she needs to do to keep things going in Steward’s House while her mother is in hospital, when Laurie Tapper opens the door and whistles to catch her attention. Loup is quartering the yard methodically, assumes he’s being summoned and bounds over. There’s nothing for it but to take him up. The moment the lift doors open at the top floor, the dog shoots out, glances left and right and follows the rumble of voices to the conference room. When she arrives, he is already making eyes at Oliver Halfknight.

			‘Dogs always gravitate to the power in the room,’ says Rita with a squeeze of the eyes.

			Corinna Stone and the lawyer are gone, while Mark and Rita stand at the far end of the table, either side of Halfknight. ‘Come in, Slim,’ he says in country house party mode. ‘Mind if I call you that, or would you prefer Alice?’

			‘Whichever you like.’

			‘Slim it will be. Right . . . now . . . well . . .’ he says, getting slowly airborne. He coughs a soft bark. But, seriously, does anyone fall for this act of Halfknight’s? ‘We’ve been through things and broadly concur that you had no options on that aeroplane. And Rita argues that if you’d been a man and your life was threatened in those circumstances, there would be no question that we’d regard the actions you took as unavoidable, indeed heroic. I take her point completely.

			
			

			‘This morning was necessary because form needs to be observed. There is now a record of correct procedure being followed. But the beauty of this incident is that so few know about it.’ His eyebrows rise, a hint of a smile. ‘And this has very limited circulation. But it does mean there won’t be official absolution because a declaration of that kind requires people to be aware of the full facts. If it makes any difference, we all believe you did a splendid piece of work, and you acted the only way you could on the plane, and nothing should be allowed to spoil your record.’

			‘Corinna Stone agrees with this?’

			‘It is of academic interest. We have done what was needed and now we move on.’

			‘What happened to the JEF? Has it been disbanded?’

			‘Mothballed for reasons that will not interest you.’ He moves quickly on despite her look of astonishment. ‘Tom Ballard did you a turn by ordering you off the premises and telling everyone that you were burnt out. It saved questions at the time and, what with everything that’s going on, people soon find something else to think about. You have Tom and Mark here to thank for the operation to kill off Sally Latimer in the ferry disaster. Mark, I should say, is with SIS, just in case you were wondering. He will tell you about that aspect.’

			Mark leans forward and knits his fingers, then splays them. ‘Just as we were searching for a plausible exit, Tom came across the tragedy in the Bali Sea, and we moved very quickly to place Sally’s name among the list of the missing. It seemed right that she would go travelling after her ordeal at the hands of Guest and end up in one of those hedonistic spots for young people. This meant we had to arrange, in short order, a record of ­Sally’s entry into Indonesia, flights, hotel registration, some social media, a fictional boyfriend, their itinerary through South East Asia, and coverage in Wellington, New Zealand, where, of course, Sally’s folks now live. We’re still actively helping this narrative along. And the New Zealanders have done a splendid job in conjuring the grieving parents. Someone did call the number they’ve set up for Mr and Mrs Latimer and this person seemed to be fishing. Guest’s people also searched your flat in the Docklands. The good news is we’re a hundred per cent sure they found nothing.’

			
			

			‘What about Ivan Guest?’

			‘We gather he’s undergone operations to reconstruct his jaw and cheekbone in Switzerland.’ He stops. ‘On the other side of the river, those of us that know about this product are hugely impressed by what you and the team achieved. It’s textbook stuff.’

			‘But what you’re saying is he’s still free and able to move about the world. No sanctions, no charges, no asset-freezing orders – nothing. It’s six months since he all but raped me and you’ve had all the evidence to put him away for a century.’

			‘We don’t put people away,’ says Mark evenly. ‘But it will happen—’

			‘In due course,’ Rita interrupts.

			‘What stands is your exceptional service,’ Halfknight says. ‘That’s what we’re telling you.’

			That’s some kind of acknowledgement but she understands she’s being softened up and they’re going to let her go. Gently maybe, and with a pay-­off, but it’ll be a defeat all the same. Should she tell them about those twenty months as Sally Latimer, embedded in Guest’s empire? The routine and the isolation of it; being in a state of extreme alertness for months on end; the awfulness of Guest’s sadistic and suspicious personality; the insufferable people in his inner circle; the absolutely brainless snob of a wife who called her to buy sanitary products, chase down high-­end bedding and complain when she was denied a sponsored sun lounger in Antibes. And this is not to forget the adjustments to her own wardrobe and hairstyle to conjure posh wholesomeness with the hint of a filthy mind. ‘You’re an English rose but you know where the monkey sleeps,’ Tom told her when they walked to the White Horse in Berkshire, on the day before she stepped into the world of Sally Latimer. ‘I have no idea what that means and I’m sure I don’t want to,’ she told him, and Tom had said, ‘You don’t.’

			
			

			Maybe she should remind them that Guest was the last man standing after Ukraine. Oligarchs lost businesses, yachts, homes, football clubs, jets, and were forced into ruinous fire sales and found all lines of credit suspended. But Guest, the Harrow old boy, avoided all of it, although he was as corrupt as any of them. There was no one smarter or blessed with a more highly tuned survival instinct than Hagfish, plus he’d sprayed money at politicians in ways calculated to confuse if not totally mislead the electoral authorities. The establishment was incapable of thinking of him as anything but a good chap and upstanding patriot.

			Halfknight peels the ham from his discarded sandwich and drops it into Loup’s mouth. ‘You don’t mind, do you? He seems peckish.’ He looks up. ‘How are things at home? We heard about last night’s drama. Peter Salt reports that your mother is out of danger. I hope that’s true.’

			
			

			‘As of early this morning, yes. Peter probably saved her life. So, I was glad he was there. He knows what he’s doing on CPR.’

			‘Good. That must all be a relief.’ He lays a hand on the table in Mark’s direction. ‘Saturday detention is over for you, dear Mark. Thank you.’ Mark departs with a finger salute to the room, and they are left alone. This makes sense if they are going to get rid of her.

			Halfknight gives her a look of funereal regret. ‘We understand why you acted as you did on that plane, and most would have done the same, but your behaviour after the episode, careering all over Europe, failing to contact us, was questionable. Quite apart from anything else, searching for you was a waste of our resources.’

			Rita says, ‘Unprofessional, rash, inexcusable.’ Slim has been watching Rita. She’s attractive, wears her forty-­five plus years well, and has some South Asian heritage. She is always very still, is Rita without-­a-­surname. Slim doesn’t trust still because it’s only ever about creating an aura of power. Ivan Guest could be very still. The hoods in the Caucasus were waxworks.

			She waits before replying, ‘Yes. It happened. I made mistakes – too many. I regret them.’

			Halfknight glimmers a smile. ‘Anyway, I’m glad you’ve had time to yourself. What did you do over the winter?’ Of course, he knows. She told Ballard where she was and what she was doing.

			‘Archaeology. I was on a dig. It’s an interest I’ve had since college. I have friends who’ve made their careers in the field. They ask me along sometimes. Unpaid.’

			‘Discover anything of interest?’

			‘I can’t tell you what, or where it is. Secrecy is all in archaeology.’

			‘Intriguing.’ He glances at Rita. ‘Aside from being my tennis partner, Rita is a distinguished member of the Service diaspora, and she has come to us with what seems to be a problem of subversion. The service tends to be sceptical about subversion, but we do keep an eye on certain areas and Rita believes she may have something for you.’

			
			

			‘So, I won’t be going back to what I was doing.’

			‘No, that’s out of the question, and given your vanishing act after the Skopje incident, you’re lucky to be still employed. In normal circumstances, we would regard you as burned. But this is a far less demanding assignment and relies on your previous career as a journalist.’

			‘Journalist! I was a grunt on the websites of two newspapers, writing click bait about diets and pets. It was a long time ago. I wouldn’t call it journalism.’

			‘But you did one serious investigation about landlords in Sheffield and Leeds. It’s in your file because you must have mentioned or submitted it during your application. Two things strike me about the article: the information is evidently accurate, and the sparseness of your writing style. We propose you now revert to your journalistic career.’

			‘This is your only option for me.’

			‘You’re not compelled to take it, but we don’t see this as an especially difficult assignment, and it will last only as long as it takes you to make sense of what’s going on in this organisation.’

			Slim looks at them both. ‘You’re suggesting that I go undercover in a media organisation – isn’t that off limits for us? A free press in a free society, and all that.’

			‘You won’t be undercover in the traditional way.’

			‘I don’t expect to be telling whoever these people are that I’m a member of the Security Services, so, yes, I will be undercover, whether I use my name or not.’ She is looking unimpressed, and she doesn’t care if they see it because she’s being pushed into a dead-­end assignment that’s counter to every possible convention of a liberal democracy. ‘Am I being parked? Because if I am, I can go back to my dig, and we can call it time.’

			
			

			‘We want you to accept this assignment. It’s important. Everyone wants that. You understand what I’m saying?’ Does he mean the Director herself? Is that it? The meeting which they so urgently wanted her to attend might easily have been a disciplinary hearing that resulted in her sacking – after all she’d hijacked a plane and stolen 15,000 euros – but then it came to nothing, and bizarrely for an organisation addicted to protocols and codes of conduct, completely fizzled out. Form had been observed, only to be dismissed along with Stone and the lawyer. And that left her with the thought that not only might she keep her job long term, but she had some leverage, too. Yes, they really wanted her for this.

			‘I’ll do it, but I need two things. The remaining money in Sally Latimer’s bank account. I recognise that you had to use some of it to pay for Sally Latimer’s last trip, but I earned that money. It’s mine.’

			‘But you were being paid a salary by us,’ protests Rita.

			‘I was doing two jobs and working sixteen hours a day. That’s my money.’

			‘What about the money you took from Guest?’

			‘Expenses while avoiding capture by a criminal organisation,’ she says, looking at Halfknight. ‘Have I got it?’

			He nods.

			‘Second, my brother Matthew went missing about twelve years ago.’

			‘You told us about it when you joined. So, he hasn’t been found?’

			
			

			‘No. It’s the reason I went to work in Leeds. We’ve tried everything. My mother’s fall made me realise that I must try to get closure for her, but I don’t have the means. You do. I will take this job if you do a proper search for Matthew.’

			Halfknight says, ‘It’s unorthodox, but yes. To be arranged next week when you come in to prepare for the job. You’ll need to bring all the information you have on your brother and as many photographs as you possess. We will do what we can.’
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