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  Prologue




  Shanghai, China. 26 August




  Chen Jianguo rubbed his mottled hands together. They were stiff with age. Wormed with blue veins. ‘Friends,’ he rasped, ‘welcome to my home. Follow

  me.’




  Chen coughed and turned. He felt adrenalin course through him. It made his heart flutter.




  Behind him, the four men shuffled along the dim jade corridor. They were apprehensive. With good reason, Chen thought. But he had assured them of their safety. He had even allowed them to keep

  their firearms. ‘As befitting gentlemen of such stature,’ he had purred.




  When it came to the first man, stature – at least of the physical sort – was not in doubt. He was well over two metres tall, with bamboo-thin arms and legs. Privately Chen nicknamed

  him the Stick Insect. The second was squat and round. The Dung Beetle. The third was the Chihuahua, because of his small head and pointed ears. Last came the Giraffe. Not on account of his neck,

  which was non-existent, but his eyelashes, which were longer than any girl’s.




  Each was hugely ambitious. And highly dangerous.




  They obeyed Chen because they had to. He was the boss of the Shanghai criminal underworld. If you listened to back-alley rumours – which Chen paid his people to do – one thousand

  murderous henchmen were at Chen’s command. Close, he thought. At the last count it was more like nine hundred and thirty-nine.




  Recently, however, the talk had started to take a darker turn. All reigns come to an end, Chen Jianguo is not a god, he is eighty-nine years old, he cannot live forever. . . This talk was

  especially concerning because Chen knew it to be true. The previous week his personal physician had given him one month to live. Maybe two.




  Each of the four men, in his house, heading now to eat his food, thought they could take his place. And Chen Jianguo was determined to teach them a lesson.




  Tonight, he told himself, I must be satisfied with that. Only a lesson.




  Ahead, the golden door to the banqueting hall stood open. But first Chen had something to show them.




  On the wall was a diamond switch. He flicked it. Light flooded from three rosewood display cases mounted on the jade.




  Chen jerked a crabbed forefinger towards them. ‘Here, gentlemen, are some of the highlights of my collection.’




  Inside the first case was a black velvet stand and an old-fashioned record card, which read: Proximal phalange, Deschapelles, Haiti.




  On the stand was a small, single bone.




  ‘This is a thumb bone,’ Chen said, his voice low and excited. ‘It was once owned by a man named Claude Narcisse. He was a houngan. A Voodoo priest. Using this very bone,

  Narcisse cursed four men. Two days later, they died. The cause? A mysterious wasting disease . . . Such power. Can you imagine it?’ His arch gaze suggested his guests could not.




  The Stick Insect grunted. He edged past Chen to peer into the second case. Inside was an antique Chinese text framed in gold. The Stick Insect’s eyes narrowed. ‘What is

  this?’




  ‘This describes a technique for triggering commotio cordis,’ Chen said. He rolled his withered tongue around the Latin words.




  The Stick Insect looked blank.




  ‘I admit, it is a dry term for such a mortal terror. For the collapse of the regular beat of the heart into chaos.’




  ‘But how—’ the Dung Beetle started.




  ‘Technically it is not difficult,’ Chen interrupted, his pulse quickening. ‘A light blow, directly above the organ, at a speed, ideally, of sixty-five kilometres per hour. If

  the timing is right, death is instant.’ He fixed his gaze on the Dung Beetle, who paled and shuffled in his black silk suit.




  Resisting the urge to smile, Chen hobbled on to the final case. It was filled with water. Piled near the back were rough pebbles and sand.




  ‘Stones?’the Chihuahua said.




  Chen hesitated. He shouldn’t tell them. He really shouldn’t . . .




  ‘Somewhere in that pile of stones is a snail,’ he said at last. ‘Conus textile. The textile cone snail. Twenty-eight point five millimetres long. Normally found in the

  Indian Ocean.’




  ‘But what,’ the Chihuahua said, ‘is dangerous about this snail? Tell us, Mr Chen, how can a snail like that hurt a man?’




  ‘Its poisoned tooth,’ Chen said simply. These men were strong and powerful, but beside him, they were fools! They knew nothing of the world! ‘This snail preys on fish. It

  propels a tooth on a jet of seawater. The tooth strikes the victim. The venom is transferred.’




  The Chihuahua grunted. ‘And the death, it is also instant?’




  ‘For a fish,’ Chen replied, his rheumy eyes gleaming, ‘undoubtedly. For a man? The strike is painless. The victim may have no idea it has happened. Until his muscles grow weak

  and his lungs strain. These symptoms may not develop for minutes or even hours. But by that time, death – it is inevitable.’




  ‘Huh,’ the Dung Beetle said, folding his fat arms.




  The lesson was over, Chen decided. It was time to move on to practicalities. ‘Come.’




  The corridor opened into a lavish hall. Carved jade screens semi-circled a polished dining table laid for five people.




  ‘Please,’ Chen said. ‘Sit. Eat. Enjoy.’
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  For the first course, the men were served with an assortment of appetizers, arranged into the shape of dragons. They looked uncertainly at their plates.




  ‘I can assure you,’ Chen croaked, ‘it is not poisoned. From what you know of me, am I a man who wou ld use such a crude technique?’ He laughed.




  No one else did. But they picked up their chopsticks.




  Next came Peking duck. Now, the Dung Beetle raised the Meeting of the Tigers, which was scheduled for a fortnight’s time.




  This meeting was held once a year. Crime bosses from all over China would get together to discuss business, do deals, form alliances – and break them.




  At this year’s meeting, Chen knew, the Giraffe and the Dung Beetle were conspiring to kill him. The Stick Insect had so far been silent on this matter – or so the back-alley talk

  said – but Chen was a gambling man, and if he had to set odds that the Stick Insect would support the others, he would put them at . . . 1:2. A dead cert. And as for the Chihuahua . .

  .




  The porcelain dishes were cleared away.




  Next came sweet and sour spare ribs. A quartet of waiters brought out gold finger bowls, one rimmed with diamonds, another with sapphires, the third with rubies, the fourth with pearls. In the

  bottom of each bowl was a rubble of precious stones. They shone in the lemon-scented water.




  And Chen’s failing heart began to tremble.




  He watched the waiter set the pearl-encrusted bowl before the Chihuahua, and he nodded to himself.




  At last, the Chihuahua finished eating. He lowered his sauce-slathered fingers into the water.




  Chen’s eyes narrowed. Would he see the movement? Would he observe the strike? The odds that the Chihuahua would escape being hit were, Chen thought, conservatively . . . none.




  An instant later, as if on cue, the Chihuahua gave a yelp. He jumped up, sending the finger bowl tumbling – and the other men reaching for their weapons. Water and precious stones sloshed

  on to the table. Not only that. A tiny snail, with a mottled brown shell. It had been hidden in the rubble.




  ‘Chen!’the Chihuahua spat.




  The Dung Beetle, the Giraffe and the Stick Insect stood up, their faces red, handguns at the ready.




  ‘Sit down,’ Chen said. ‘Please, honoured guests, sit down.’




  ‘The snail!’ the Chihuahua exclaimed. ‘A snail – a –’




  ‘Yes,’ Chen said, and his thin lips twitched into a smile. ‘It is Conusgeographicus. Known colloquially as the cigarette snail. An unfortunate name. But one which has

  stuck.’




  ‘The cigarette snail?’ the Chihuahua said. ‘Why?




  ‘Why?’ Chen snorted. ‘Because in the time it would take someone to smoke a cigarette, you will die.’




  ‘You assured us we were safe!’ the Dung Beetle said furiously. ‘You told us—’




  ‘What can I say?’ Chen interrupted. ‘I lied.’




  The Chihuahua started to aim his gun.




  Chen clicked his fingers, and thirty men erupted from behind the screens. They were expert in kung fu and armed – for good measure – with .45 closed-bolt, semiautomatic pistols.

  Chen’s personal bodyguard.




  ‘No one will shoot me,’ Chen whispered hoarsely, his eyes glittering. ‘Not if that man wants to live.’




  Again, Chen clicked his fingers. One of his men dropped an MP3 player with a miniature speaker by Chen’s plate. He picked it up. Pressed PLAY. A moment later, the Chihuahua’s voice

  boomed out:




  Yes, yes, I am invited to dinner. He intends to talk. I intend to kill him. He will not make the Meeting of the Tigers, I assure you.’




  Chen pressed STOP. ‘So, it is not murder that I have committed. It is self defence. The only interesting question is, to whom were you speaking?’




  The Chihuahua said nothing. The faces of the other guests grew redder.




  Chen squeezed his eyes shut. He barked: ‘Get them out!’




  He heard scuffling. Shouting. Token attempts at defiance, as his men escorted his guests from the room.




  The Chihuahua yelled: ‘You will die for this, Chen!’




  ‘We all die,’ Chen replied. ‘Some sooner than others.’




  When the door banged closed, Chen opened his eyes.




  He took a deep breath. And he sighed.




  The evening had gone as planned.




  And yet, somehow, he felt . . . unsatisfied.




  Chen’s weary gaze fixed on the delicate brown and white patterned shell of the snail, surrounded by diamonds and pearls. Its potent toxin would already be attacking the Chihuahua’s

  muscles. His death was inevitable.




  This species contained one of the deadliest agents known to man. And Chen knew them all. Every single one.




  A moment later, a thought fireworked in his mind.




  Later still, when Chen was back in his dark, ornate study, surrounded by the rest of his precious collection, that thought started to scratch at his brain.




  He had to itch it. He had to!




  There were risks, of course. But he was eighty-nine years old. Numerous people already wanted him dead. His own doctor had told him he was dying. Just how risky could life get?




  And if it could work, if he could do it, his enemies would believe him to be a god, after all!




  From a silk cushion on a chair beside him, a slender yellow snake stirred. Striking brown spots formed a chain along her body. Her eyes flashed, and she lifted her arrow-shaped head. Around her

  jaws was a filigree golden muzzle, hand-made by a jeweller who had worked for the last emperor.




  ‘Yes,’ Chen whispered to her. ‘Yes, my beauty. Yes.’




  He turned to his computer and composed an email. Then he tapped in a password to access an encrypted file. It contained the top secret names and contact details of all eight members of the Viper

  Club.




  Before he could change his mind, Chen copied every email address from that list into the Bcc box of his own mail.




  Blood jolted in excited bursts through his decaying body.




  Chen took a shallow, shaky breath. And hit SEND.




  Old San Juan, Puerto Rico. 26 August. 13.10




  A tall man with a taut face and slicked back hair sat in the corner of the bar, picking at chicken wings. A baseball game was showing on the TV. He did not understand the

  rules. In fact the game was of no interest to him at all. Yet he fixed his cold, steel-grey eyes on the screen.




  This was a technique for maintaining his isolation, while he waited for his contact. The last thing he wanted was for a stranger to accost him. He detested small talk.




  The man yawned. He needed rest. He was half-tempted to check the time of the next flight to Azerbaijan, to Irkutsk – to anywhere. But this meeting could be useful. He glanced at his

  gold watch. Five more minutes.




  He pulled his new smartphone from his pocket and selected Email.




  A moment later, his inbox updated. There was one new message.




  The man registered the name of the sender – and he stiffened. Quickly he opened it.




  As his eyes scanned the text, they widened.




  Was this genuine?




  No! It couldn’t be!




  And yet . . . If it was . . .




  The man racked his brain. After a few moments, he jumped up.




  He left the bar and hurried around the nearest, darkest corner. His meeting was forgotten, no longer important. Still gripping his phone, he scrolled through his list of contacts until he found

  Evangeline de Souza.




  In his mind, he saw her. She had auburn hair, rich skin, honey-coloured eyes. But her beauty wasn’t the reason why he wanted her.




  The man waited. After a few moments, he heard: ‘Hello? Who is this?’




  She had a soft accent. It betrayed her Brazilian roots.




  ‘Eva, it’s me.’




  The man heard a sharp intake of breath.




  ‘Listen,’ he said, ‘I have a proposal.’




  ‘But-’




  ‘I said listen. When I’ve finished, you can speak. So long as all you say is yes.’
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  Watson’s Bay, Sydney, Australia. 6 September




  ‘Are you ready?’




  Gaia was crouching at the edge of the jetty. Her hands were cupped together. Bright sunshine made her brown eyes squint.




  For the past few minutes, she and Will had been surveying the bay.




  On the beach, a small girl dug in the golden sand with her dog. Behind her, tourists strolled along the esplanade, eating lobster and chips. In front of them, the sparkling green-blue water was

  dotted with moored boats.




  Will had counted nineteen. Old sailing yachts, with tattered covers. Power cruisers. And fishing boats, their fixed lines bristling like antennae.




  ‘Will?’ Gaia said. ‘Are you ready?’




  She’d raised her voice. At the end of the jetty, a group of men was gathered outside the Sydney Game Fishing Club. They were shouting to each other, lugging bream, holding a

  tournament.




  One man yelled: ‘Take a look at this, Shane! It’s a beauty!’




  A jet ski sped past, its engine roaring.




  Will looked back at Gaia. Nodded. ‘Make sure you do a full systems test.’ He pulled his mouthpiece from a front pocket in the vest and bit down on it.




  ‘Right,’ she said. ‘But if we get in trouble, you can do the talking.’




  With his mouthpiece in, Will couldn’t say a word. He shrugged helplessly. She smiled.




  He turned to the water. It was clear, and deep. On the bottom, he could see rocks and weed, and a rusty bicycle wheel.




  Gaia held her hands over the edge of the jetty. ‘Three,’ she said. ‘Two. One!’




  Will dived. Instantly, his muscles contracted. For a few moments, he flailed in the cold. He peered around, urging his retinas to adjust.




  Where is it? he thought. Where is it?




  Then he saw it, shimmering over the rusting wheel. A flash. A sliver of silver. It was fast.




  Will kicked his fins. Took a deep breath. His lungs filled. He had air. The vest was working. But right now, the vest wasn’t his focus of attention.




  Will swivelled his head. The flash was streaking away from the beach, heading right for the shadowy hull of one of the yachts.




  Will kicked. He sliced through the water, feeling his heart start to race.




  At last, he reached the hull – and rounded it. Right into a shoal of tiny fish. They blasted apart and vanished.




  Will glanced down. Made out only rocks and sand. His head jerked. He could hear a low rumbling. The jet ski, he guessed, further out in the bay.




  Will panned his head.




  Got it!




  A quicksilver object was spiralling out of the depths, ten metres away. It started to arc through the water, then zipped back on itself. It moved effortlessly. And Will almost smiled to himself.

  He’d made this. It was his creation.




  That morning, on the deck of the rented house, he had shown Andrew and Gaia.




  It was robotic, remote-controlled and modelled on a salamander. Which meant it could run, crawl and swim. The artificial spine was based on the genuine article. Instead of flesh, it had a slim

  eight-centimetre long nickel-titanium body. This shape memory alloy could remember its geometry. If it was bent, upon release it would bounce back into its original shape.




  Miniature artificial muscles, powered by methanol, could propel the robot to a maximum twenty kilometres per hour on land. Right now, it was swimming at half that speed, Will guessed.




  Gaia was doing exactly as he’d asked: testing its underwater speed and manoeuvrability. His job was to follow – and to try to grab it.




  Up ahead, the robot seemed to be slowing.




  Will kicked hard.




  Six metres.




  Four.




  Two metres.




  The robot was maintaining a straight course, parallel to the beach.




  Will stretched out his finger tips. Almost there.




  Suddenly a beam of light flashed from the nose and the robot’s alloy tail flicked. It darted away.




  Will let his arm drop, relieved. The impact-avoidance system was working. It had known he was close. The torch flash had been for the benefit of the built-in camera. But the sonar alarm

  would also have been blinking away on Gaia’s screen.




  This sonar system was advanced, with multiple capabilities. But the bones had come from a helmet Will had invented six months ago. Miniature units in the robot’s head and tail emitted

  pulses of sound. If those pulses hit something, they bounced back. The robot’s on-board computer could use the returning signals to build up a picture of its environment.




  Gaia had been letting him get close, Will decided. Playing with him. An image of her suddenly appeared in his mind. Crouching on the jetty. Her curly brown hair tied back. Goosebumps on her bare

  legs.




  Focus, he told himself.




  So far, Will thought, both the robot and the vest were performing well.
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  Back in England, Will had been allowed to sit in on a class run by the advanced diving consultant.




  Anti-Frogman Techniques had been scrawled across a digital whiteboard.




  The man was ex-SAS. His tone had been dry. First, he’d gone through everything that wouldn’t work.




  ‘Judo throws are unlikely to be successful, due to low gravity underwater. Water resistance would require a baton to be jabbed’ – he demonstrated the movement with his hand

  – ‘or thrust. Swinging would be ineffective.




  ‘Rubber bullets, pepper balls, beanbag rounds – forget it. You’ve got two inches of penetration, at most. So now, we’ll move on to the interesting stuff. And if it

  sounds good, that’s because it is . . .’




  Will kicked harder. He was swimming as fast as he could.




  Ahead, the robot was steering a slalom course through the boats. It ducked under the crusted hull of an old sailing sloop and on, until it reached the biggest of them all. A thirty-seven-metre

  triple-decked yacht with a huge stainless steel propeller. The anchor chain dropped down – and vanished.




  Fear suddenly sparked along Will’s spine. He was way out in deep water.




  It’s all right, he told himself.




  And he tensed. He could see something.




  Dim shapes, just past the entrance to the bay. They were gliding slowly. According to his guidebook, at least fifteen species of shark had been spotted in the harbour, including the deadly

  bronze whaler and tiger sharks. But these weren’t sharks.




  They were small. Flat-bodied, with a forked tail and a jagged fin. They couldn’t weigh much more than a couple of kilos. And they were familiar. Will had seen them before.




  They were bream, he realized. The same fish the men had been weighing back at the jetty. Only some of these looked bigger.




  Then, out of the corner of his eye, he saw something flash. The salamander started to veer away to the east.




  Will followed, breathing hard. Again, he heard the rumbling. It started to get louder. Ahead now, he made out white turbulence. The jet ski.




  No, he thought suddenly. No, surely Gaia wasn’t going to do that. He had to talk to her.




  Will kicked for the surface. Spat out the mouthpiece. Rocked in the waves. The jet ski was close. Like Gaia, he was wearing a toothphone. It was one of his earliest inventions.




  ‘Gaia,’ he hissed, and his voice was sent by radio waves to the tiny device slotted over her molar. ‘Don’t hit him!’




  His own toothphone vibrated, transmitting her reply through his jawbone to his inner ear: ‘Jet skis aren’t allowed in the inner harbour, Will. I read that in your

  guidebook.’




  ‘If you hit him, he could drown!’




  ‘I won’t hit him hard. I’ll just nudge him.’




  ‘No!’




  ‘Then what?’ She sounded exasperated. ‘You wanted a full systems test – what do you want me to do!’




  He should have given her better instructions, he thought. He searched for an answer. Something struck him.




  ‘There are bream out here.’




  ‘Bream? You want me to kill a fish?’ Gaia was vegetarian. She sounded indignant.




  ‘No, just nudge it. Stun it. The lowest setting. And go for the biggest one you can find.’




  ‘I don’t even know what a bream looks like!’




  ‘I’ll show you!’




  Will slipped the mouthpiece back in and ducked under the water. The robot shot to his side. It swam beside him, its silver tail flicking. Will headed back towards the yacht – and he found

  them. Six shadows. Barely moving.




  Slowly Will reached in front of the robot’s camera, and pointed.




  A split second later, the salamander bolted. One of the fish jerked, and went limp. The others fled.




  In his mind, Will heard the voice of the advanced diving consultant:




  ‘High-power, low frequency sonar. Now we’re in business. It can rupture a frogman’s eardrums.’ On the whiteboard was a diagram of the human ear. He crossed a red strike

  through it.




  ‘Bloody SAS,’ someone had murmured behind Will. ‘Is he an idiot, or does he just think we are?’




  ‘Even if the eardrums escape serious damage,’ the instructor had continued, ‘your target will be dizzy. He might panic. Best case scenario – for you – he

  drowns.’




  That was under water. Sound didn’t travel as well in air. But even in air, the salamander’s highest weapons setting could disorientate a man for a few minutes. If he fell into

  water, he could drown. Yes, Will thought, he wanted a full systems test. But he didn’t want to kill someone in the process!




  He kicked hard. If Gaia had done exactly as he’d asked, the fish would be knocked out for no more than five minutes.




  Will grabbed its yellow tail, and pulled it towards him.




  Then he swerved, and headed right for the jetty.




  In less than two minutes, he was there. Clasping his prize with one arm, Will snatched the gleaming salamander from the water and slipped it inside his vest. Then he reached for the wooden

  ladder. Awkwardly he started to climb it.




  Gaia was crouching at the top. She was frowning. ‘So long as I don’t have to touch the fish, do you want some help?’




  Will spat out his mouthpiece. ‘You’ve been helpful enough this afternoon,’ he said, his chest heaving.




  Her eyes widened. ‘I have been helpful.’




  ‘Yeah,’ he said, deadpan, ‘that’s what I said.’




  He staggered on to the jetty. At the far end, the fishermen had gathered around a digital weighing machine. A glistening fish lay on the metal tray. Beside the machine, a grey-haired man in

  shorts and a flapping shirt held a small brass trophy. A young man with bow legs stood beside him.




  As Will started to hurry over, the man with the trophy coughed and announced: ‘Well, fellas, we have a champion. Barry here has landed himself a brute of a bream. The official weight is

  one point seven kilos.’




  The men started to clap.




  ‘Hey!’




  Their heads turned.




  Will was walking fast towards them. ‘What about this one? I just caught it. It’s got to weigh more!’




  The grey-haired man raised his eyebrows.




  Will ran to the scales. Still dripping, he dropped his fish beside the one already on the tray. He checked the read-out. Three point eight kilos. So his weighed two point one. Will glanced back.

  Gaia was still back by the ladder, her arms folded, shaking her head.




  The men didn’t look impressed.




  ‘Where’d you buy that one?’ one of them shouted.




  ‘Are you a member of the SGFC?’ the bow-legged man asked. He had to be Barry, Will thought.




  The other man raised a hand for silence. ‘Maybe we should be asking: would you like to be a member of the SGFC?’ He crouched down, touched the fish. It was obviously a fresh catch,

  its gills gently flicking, its beady eyes bright. ‘This is a big fish, mate. Fair dinkum, you caught it yourself?’




  Will wiped water from his face. He jerked his head towards Gaia. ‘My friend helped.’




  The man nodded and stood up. ‘Well, I don’t know fellas, what do you think?’




  Whatever the fellas thought – and Will thought he could make a fair guess – was drowned out by a voice suddenly bursting through his toothphone.




  ‘Will, Gaia!’




  Will’s gaze shot back, past Gaia, to the beach. To a whiteboard house, halfway along the esplanade. On the wooden deck, something glinted in the sun. The lenses of Andrew’s

  binoculars, Will guessed.




  ‘If you’ve finished showing off, can you come back to the house?’ Andrew said. ‘I think I’ve found him!’
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  Watson’s Retreat was on the books of a rental agency that specialized in short-term executive lets.




  It had white marble bathrooms, walk-in wardrobes and a brushed steel door that opened right on to the esplanade.




  Through that door, a neat path wound through a lush sub-tropical garden to an open garage half-filled with jerry cans of marine diesel, an old inflatable rubber dinghy, wind surfers, four red

  kayaks and a wooden crate. At the back of the garage was a set of concrete steps that led up to the kitchen.




  The house was unlike anything Will had ever seen before. In fact, the same was true for Sydney, full stop. It was so different from London. People laughed on the streets. Everyone seemed

  friendly. Even bus drivers told jokes. Perhaps it was small wonder, he thought, when the skies were blue, the water was clear, the sands shimmered and the local fish-and-chip shop sold

  lobster.




  The house had been rented for Will, Gaia and Andrew by Shute Barrington. Until recently, Barrington had been head of the Science and Technology Arm of the Secret Intelligence Service, aka MI6.

  In July, he had been promoted to C, the agency’s chief.




  Will, Andrew and Gaia knew Barrington well. They’d met him the previous Christmas in St Petersburg, on the first official mission for STORM, their secret organization. Its aim was to use

  Science and Technology to Over-Rule Misery. At least, that had been Andrew’s original plan.




  Andrew was a software millionaire, and the computer expert. Gaia had a photographic memory. She was also brilliant at chemistry. Which so far had translated mostly into making explosives. Will

  invented things.




  After a successful mission to Switzerland in July, Barrington had offered them a reward.




  Six weeks later, in his new, modern office, with a postcard view of Tower Bridge, he repeated the offer. ‘How about that holiday I mentioned? With a twist.’




  ‘What twist?’ Gaia asked, shuffling.




  Barrington tapped a pen against his desk. There was no point beating about the bush. And it wasn’t his style. ‘There are rumours Sir James Parramore has fled to Sydney.’




  ‘Really? Andrew asked.




  ‘Hmm. Has the meaning of the word rumour been revised without my knowledge?’ Barrington chucked the pen back into its pot.




  ‘I meant–’Andrew started.




  ‘Relax, I know what you meant. The intel seems reasonably sound. But then so do some of the other tip-offs. What can I say? At the risk of sounding like a TV cop, we have to follow

  every lead. Now, how much do you know about Parramore? How can I fill you in?’




  In fact, after St Petersburg, STORM had learned quite a bit about him. Parramore was a British billionaire businessman, the owner of a string of shadowy multinational corporations involved in

  oil, satellites and weapons development. The weapons arm had started out developing nerve agents. Recently the projects had become a lot more experimental, dangerous – and illegal.




  Parramore had been identified as the source of the funds for a potentially catastrophic weapon being developed in Russia. STORM had thwarted the plans to test the weapon but Parramore had evaded

  arrest. Then, in July, it had emerged that he’d been paying the corrupt, previous C handsomely in return for his freedom.




  Parramore’s assets had finally been seized – but he had vanished.




  ‘We know about the weapons work,’ Will said. ‘And we know that even after C was arrested, no one could find him.’




  Barrington nodded. ‘Various bits of intelligence suggest he flew to Sydney. For the past six weeks, ten of our agents have been working with the Australian Federal Police to conduct a

  manhunt. They’ve identified several possible Parramores, but none has checked out. Now we’ve had new reported sightings in Buenos Aires, Istanbul, even Cardiff. So I’m

  re-deploying eight of the agents to follow up the other leads. But Matt Walker and Ben Marshall will stay in Australia. Do you three want to join them?




  ‘You could have your own place,’ Barrington continued. ‘I’d ask a member of our embassy staff to drop by each morning. Greet them warmly, assure them you’re

  bonza, and that would be the extent of your obligations. The rest of your time would be, well, yours.




  ‘Sydney has some excellent restaurants,’ Barrington told Andrew, knowing it would tempt him. ‘The best seafood you’ll ever eat. As well as some surprisingly decent meat

  pies.’




  ‘Pies?’ Andrew had said, smiling. ‘Well, obviously that clinches it.’




  Gaia had been unsure. Will had said nothing. Only Andrew had been pleased at the prospect.




  ‘Imagine,’ Andrew had said to Will. ‘What if we did actually find him? And while you’re waiting, it would take your mind off things . . .’




  While he was waiting . . .




  On the narrow white sofa, Will had shaken his head. ‘No. I can’t leave London now. Not even for Parramore.’
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  That evening, Andrew had phoned Gaia at her flat in Charlotte Street. Will needed to get away, Andrew told her. It wasn’t doing him any good, hanging around in London.




  Waiting.




  In July, Will had finally met David Allott, the MI6 field officer who’d claimed to have information about Will’s father’s death. Jonathan Knight had also been a field officer.

  He’d been killed nearly a year ago, while on active duty in eastern China.




  But the meeting with Allott had only thrown up new questions. Barrington told him there had been a full inquiry after his father’s death. Those questions had been asked at the time –

  and gone unanswered. He’d see if there was anything else he could do. But Will shouldn’t expect immediate results.




  Andrew had home tutors. Will and Gaia were enrolled in a special unit at school. For these students, September was Research Month, when they were supposed to work independently on their own

  projects. There was nothing to keep them in England, Andrew had argued on the phone.




  ‘For his sake,’ Andrew had said. ‘Try to persuade Will to go. He’ll listen to you.’




  ‘All right.’




  And so, here they were, at Watson’s Retreat.




  Matt Walker and Ben Marshall, the two MI6 field officers, were somewhere way out west, chasing a tip-off. Gaia, Will and Andrew were free to follow their noses in Sydney.




  For the past three days – practical ly since the moment they’d touched down at the airport – Andrew had been obsessively on the look-out for men who might be Sir James

  Parramore.




  Now, he thought he’d found him.
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  Gaia slipped through the gleaming kitchen, heading for the deck.




  ‘Tell Andrew to wait for me,’ Will called after her, and detoured into his bedroom. It was also painted white, with bright prints of yacht races on the walls.




  He dropped the salamander back into his compact black rucksack. Then he slipped the two toothphones into their box, took off the vest and folded it carefully.




  Will had shown the vest to Gaia and Andrew that morning, along with the robot.




  Seawater flowed through valves into a network of tiny tubes. Then the pressure in the tubes was lowered until the dissolved air became a gas once more. That air was pumped directly to

  Will’s mouthpiece.




  The system was battery-powered. So long as you had enough batteries, it could work forever.




  Artificial gills!’ Andrew had exclaimed, his blue eyes wide with amazement.




  Will had nodded. With the vest, he could breathe like a fish. If only he could swim like one, he thought. The trip round the bay had been the most exercise he’d done in weeks. His body was

  aching.




  Will pulled off his T-shirt and shorts and dried himself with a beach towel. As he walked into his wardrobe, he caught a glimpse of himself in the mirror fixed to the wall.




  His brown hair, cut short, had bleached a little in the sun of Switzerland, and now Sydney. His face, neck and forearms were tanned. He was still thin. But the muscles in his arms and his legs

  were stronger than they had been a year ago. His face wasn’t as gaunt. His mother’s Russian cheekbones were less pronounced.




  Will turned away from his reflection. He pulled on a pair of jeans and a clean T-shirt. And he strode out, through the living room, on to the deck.
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  Andrew and Gaia were sitting at a wooden table, under a large canvas sun umbrella. Behind them, the bay and sky stretched, in two-tone blue.




  On the table, Will noticed, was a pot of coffee, three cups and a newspaper.




  ‘Here comes the great fisherman!’ Andrew exclaimed, his bright blue eyes smiling behind his frameless glasses.




  Andrew was smaller than Will, and thinner. Like Gaia, he was wearing shorts. Flowered boardshorts, Will realized. And a yellow T-shirt with a black embossed outline of a surfer. The clothes

  didn’t sit easily with Andrew’s heavy gold watch and neat haircut. Andrew had gone out alone that morning. He must have been shopping, Will thought.




  ‘I heard you returned your catch,’ Andrew said, as Will pulled out a chair.




  ‘Yeah.’




  ‘Shame.’ He tapped the newspaper. ‘I’ve just seen what looks like a very good recipe for harissa barbecued fish.’




  Will raised an eyebrow. ‘So, apart from new recipes, what have you got?’




  Andrew reached for the pot. ‘Would you like some coffee?’




  There had been a curious note in his voice. Will glanced at Gaia. Who shrugged slightly. He understood what the shrug meant. This is Andrew. Humour him.




  ‘All right,’Will said. ‘Thanks.’




  As Andrew started to fill the cups, he smiled conspiratorial ly at Gaia. ‘I read a very interesting paper in the European Journal of Social Psychology last week. It concluded that

  caffeine makes people more open to persuasion.’




  Will smiled faintly. ‘So you think it’s going to make us go along with your latest James Parramore?’ he asked. But he took the proffered cup.




  Andrew held up his hands defensively. ‘Just hear me out. Both of you. That’s all I ask.




  ‘If you remember from Barrington’s file, one of Par-ramore’s bank accounts was accessed from Bali early on the morning of 28 August, then again near Bondi Beach here in Sydney

  later that day. I thought perhaps I should trawl through news archives from around that time, on the off-chance I’d find something interesting.’




  ‘Britain’s Most Wanted Man Spotted Surfing?’ Gaia said.




  Andrew adjusted his glasses. ‘Gaia, you can mock,’ he said, ‘but I did find something. The online story didn’t have the photo – but I found the original in the

  recycling bin in the garage.’ He picked up the paper and flopped it open on the table. ‘Here it is. This is from the 29th of August.’




  Will took the paper and angled it so Gaia could also see.




  At the top of the page, in large black type, were the words: Sydney Sauce!




  Below were six short articles, accompanied mostly by shots of glamorous women and tanned, smug-looking men in suits. A diary page.




  Half way down, Will noticed a picture of a woman with spiky hair, bright red lipstick and what looked like a studded collar around her neck.




  Mayor’s fashion sense goes to the dogs! ran the strap line.




  Andrew pointed to the story below. ‘It’s this one.’




  Secretive Scientist Reveals All!




  Underneath was a photograph of a woman with dusky skin, auburn hair and amber eyes. A low-cut red dress clung to her body. Next to her, a black-haired man was raising his fist. Angry at the

  paparazzo, Will guessed. The man had fleshy lips and cold, silver-grey eyes. A white mansion was blurry in the background.




  Will and Gaia read:




  

    

      Stunning psychologist Evangeline de Souza has been snapped in the company of a new man. Frederick Broadstairs is an English associate who flew into Sydney yesterday,

      according to a spokeswoman for Phoenix House.




      ‘Mr Broadstairs is an old friend of Ms de Souza,’ the spokeswoman said. ‘He’s been holidaying in Indonesia and will be staying at Phoenix House for the next few

      weeks.’




      De Souza, 34, who trained in psychology and biochemistry in Rio de Janeiro, is the proprietor of the exclusive psychological retreat, located in Sydney’s east. According to the Phoenix

      House website, her specialities include ‘life-coaching, guided meditation and relaxation/stimulation therapy for the body and mind’.




      De Souza is famously reluctant to reveal any further detail of her techniques. Her clients are just as tight-lipped. But whatever she’s doing, she’s doing it right.




      Actors, television presenters and even athletes have been booking in for her ‘mind/body refreshment programme’.




      Last month, former Olympic long-jump gold-medallist, Sheila Barlow, made a spectacular return to form after months of poor performances. Barlow credited her six-week stay at Phoenix House

      for the turnaround.




      ‘I went in exhausted – and came out restored in every way’ Barlow commented.




      Sydney Sauce can only hope de Souza will work her magic on Mr Broadstairs. Hasn’t anyone told him the pale, angry look went out years ago?


    


  




  The article finished.




  Gaia looked up at Andrew. She couldn’t help feeling a little disappointed. The link with Indonesia and Sydney seemed pretty tenuous. Then there was the photo. ‘Obviously Parramore

  could have had plastic surgery,’ she said, ‘but this man looks nothing like him.’




  Will had to agree. Back in London, Barrington had dug out an MI6 archive shot of Parramore. He was tall and slim, and grey-eyed. So far, so good. It was a black-and-white picture, so it was hard

  to be sure about the eye colour, but Frederick Broadstairs seemed to fit that bill. Parramore, though, had a long nose, a square jaw and a puckered mouth. The newspaper shot showed plump lips and a

  dimpled chin. The two faces were very different.




  ‘I have to agree with Gaia,’ Will said at last.




  Andrew didn’t look put out. From the pocket of his shorts he pulled two folded sheets of A4 paper. ‘Plastic surgery can change a face hugely, you both know that. But,’ and he

  lowered his voice, ‘it can only do so much. And appearances can be deceptive. Now look.’




  Andrew pushed the coffee pot out of the way. He laid flat a printout they all recognized. The MI6 archive photograph of Parramore. The other sheet of paper, which Andrew held out to Will, was

  covered with neat lines of numbers.
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