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For those rising to meet the challenge of climate change.









Chapter 1


She was always free in her dreams. She was on the beach, surrounded by scores of people, her tiny fingers raking the hot sand. Her father was under the parasol, smoking a cigarette, telling her to come out of the sun. She burned easily, a consequence of her albinism, but she loved the warmth against her skin. She was seven years old, and she was happy and free. She looked down at her paper-white shoulder and saw nothing but skin. This was before the patch that had ruined her life. She longed to go back to those times. She looked at her father, who drew on his cigarette and smiled at her.


Brigitte Attali woke to the sound of her alarm. It had been two months since she’d become a captive to a toxin that was both capable of killing her and keeping her alive. She wore a black elastic armband over the XTX patch that had been stuck to her shoulder by Li Jun Xiao during the Red Wolves investigation. Ever since then, her morning routine had been the same; check she was still alive, then lift the elastic armband to make sure the patch was still stuck to her skin. She examined it now and found it firmly attached to her body like a parasite. She rolled out of bed and walked to the bathroom of her king-size suite in the Barbizon Hotel. The lights came on automatically, and she caught the reflection of her naked body in the large mirror over the basin. She’d lost weight these past few weeks, and her ribs were obvious, coiled around her like bony fingers, but she wasn’t sure whether it was a consequence of the toxin or worry about the future. She’d faced death many times, but this was different. It wasn’t a one-off event, an assault or incursion into hostile territory. This was an ever-present danger, looking over her like a brooding cloud. Sometimes she felt as if the grim reaper was lurking in the shadows of her life.


The patch on her shoulder delivered a mind-altering dose of fentanyl, and an engineered toxin called XTX that attacked and destroyed her parathyroid glands, shutting down her body’s ability to synthesize oxygen. The patch’s third ingredient was the hormone PTH, the very hormone the parathyroid glands produced. Without the patch’s replacement supply of PTH, the XTX already in her system would kill her within moments, and she needed a new one every week.


The US National Institutes of Health had been working on a cure for all those affected by the patches – sold as containing fentanyl only – ever since she and Pearce had broken the Red Wolves and foiled their attack on America, but so far attempts to reverse the effects of the patch had proved fruitless. Brigitte had been forced to get used to a new and troubling existence and come to terms with the fact her life would likely be shortened by her condition. She’d spent weeks researching the XTX toxin and what it did to the parathyroid gland. In normal circumstances, the parathyroid gland could exhibit reduced activity or even be surgically removed if necessary, but in extreme cases it went into what was known as parathyroid crisis, which led to respiratory failure. XTX induced parathyroid crisis, and without the PTH hormone released by her patch, Brigitte would die in a matter of minutes. The stress of a death sentence had weighed heavily and it had taken her weeks to learn how to sleep again and get over the anxiety the patch would come off in the night. Eventually, after relying on sleeping pills to knock her out, she’d realized she wouldn’t accidentally rip the armband or patch off in her sleep. The nightmares of waking for her last few gasped breaths didn’t stop, though.


Brigitte opened her vanity case and unzipped the plastic pouch which contained her replacement patches. She had brought a dozen with her, enough for three months. She took one out, aware of how much she hated the infernal thing that was now keeping her alive. She peeled off the blister wrapper, removed the backing and placed the pouch face down on the counter. She pulled her armband down and peeled the used patch from her shoulder. Once it was off, she started to feel the effects of its absence. Her chest tightened and her heart rate jumped a notch. Her body was beginning to lose the ability to process oxygen. If she didn’t apply the new patch, she would start to suffocate within three minutes. In four, she would pass out and after five she’d be dead.


She looked at herself in the mirror and wondered why she was fighting the inevitable. She’d thought about leaving it off many times before, but something had always stopped her. Maybe she was sentimental and had grown attached to her life, no matter how tortured and pathetic. But perhaps here, in this anonymous hotel room, she could—


She was interrupted by a knock at the door. She knew who it would be, and didn’t want him to be the one who discovered her body. She applied the new patch, replaced the armband and threw on a robe. The fentanyl high hit as she tied the belt, but she was used to it now, and knew to relax into the rolling sensation that made the world seem as though it was melting around her.


She steadied herself, left the bathroom and pressed her eye to the spyhole to see Scott Pearce.









Chapter 2


Brigitte Attali had first been an enemy, then a colleague, and now a friend. She’d been a formidable adversary when they’d first encountered one another during the Black Thirteen investigation, but as he’d got to know her, Pearce had realized the hard-as-nails exterior concealed a vulnerable core. That vulnerability had become clear when she’d confided in him about the patch, revealing a weakness that might someday kill her. Ever since then, Pearce had wanted to protect her, and in a different life his feelings might have developed into something more, but their work was all-consuming and suffocated any personal relationships. Pearce had spent years giving all of himself to the job, first in the military, then in the intelligence service. When he’d been a green recruit, he’d had a vague ambition to start a family one day, but as the years ground on and he’d realized how difficult it was to meet someone and maintain a relationship, the ambition had faded. Like him, Brigitte had given herself to this life and their connection would never be anything more than professional. She was dedicated, even in the face of terrible adversity, and he admired her all the more for it.


Her eyes still shone with their customary defiance, but there was a frailty in them now. She was like a dragon made of glass, formidable at first glance, but delicate and fragile to those who took a closer look.


‘I can do another hour if you like,’ he said.


‘I’m sorry,’ she replied. ‘I was just getting dressed.’


‘It’s no problem.’


They’d been alternating surveillance shifts, doing ten hours on and ten off, and it was time for their handover. Pearce was meant to stay in the lobby until she came down, but he’d been worried about her. He sometimes wondered how Brigitte managed to sleep with the patch that had ruined her life clinging to her. He’d have constantly been worried it would come off in the night.


‘Give me two minutes to get dressed,’ she said.


‘It’s really no problem,’ he said.


‘Scott,’ she replied in her thick Parisienne accent, ‘let me do my job. I don’t want to sit in my room watching the clock. I want to do what we came here for.’


Pearce nodded. He might not understand how she could live with the patch, but he understood the need to throw herself into the job. He’d been doing the same for years. People let him down, hurt him, betrayed him, but the job was a constant. It had always been there, challenging him, pushing him, demanding his best.


‘I’ll relieve you at five,’ he said.


Brigitte nodded and shut the door. Pearce lingered for a moment, before walking along the corridor to his own room. He used his key card to enter, kicked off his shoes and fell onto his freshly made bed. Within moments, he was asleep.









Chapter 3


Pearce managed to get his head down for ten minutes before Brigitte called him. Their target was on the move, and minutes later, Pearce had joined the pursuit on the streets of Amsterdam.


The canals were like veins, keeping the city alive. A testament to a bygone generation, they’d held the angry sea at bay and protected Amsterdam from being overrun. They shimmered a deep black and, here and there, in the darkest corners of the city, the moon and stars could be seen reflected in surfaces the colour of the slickest crude. Pearce hurried to stay within sight of their target, Nikos Kitsantonis, the Greek billionaire who was their only link to the man they knew as Elroy Lang.


Lang had been behind the Red Wolves’ plot to take over the drug trade on the West Coast of America and had been responsible for countless deaths in Cairo and Seattle. He’d cursed Brigitte Attali with the XTX patch that both poisoned her and kept her alive. Pearce watched her now, on the other side of the canal, about a football pitch ahead of him. She was staying level with Nikos, doing an excellent job of tracking him without appearing to do so. Pearce knew she’d be sporting the scowl that had become her trademark ever since the fateful night in Qingdao when she’d been abducted and afflicted with the patch. It didn’t take a psychic to know Brigitte burned with a single-minded desire for vengeance against Lang, and the fire hadn’t subsided in the months since Seattle. Pearce was drawn to her anger and determination almost as much as her vulnerability.


‘He’s taking a left,’ Pearce said quietly into his lapel microphone.


Up ahead, Brigitte crossed a bridge and joined Prinsengracht about fifty paces behind Nikos.


Pearce followed them and turned left onto a broad street. Prinsengracht was one of the city’s widest canals, and four- and five-storey terrace buildings stood either side of the expanse of water. The surface glinted in the reflected light spilling through the uncovered windows. Dutch tradition discouraged blinds or curtains and many of the city’s homes were open for Pearce to see as he passed, but etiquette required passers-by not to pry. Privacy by consensus rather than concealment.


Pearce wondered what secrets Nikos was concealing. The one photo Leila Nahum, Pearce’s long-time friend and collaborator, had been able to find of Elroy Lang was from six years ago and showed Lang in the background of a picture taken at one of Nikos’s business launches. The billionaire ran his own investment fund, NK Capital, and had interests in hundreds of companies around the world. Leila’s image crawler had taken weeks to pull this one picture of Lang and match it to the drone footage they’d taken outside the Lightstar Arena in Seattle. Whoever had scrubbed Lang’s likeness from the Internet had overlooked this one, tiny, partial image of him in the background.


When Leila had returned to Jordan to search for her missing sister, Pearce and Brigitte had picked up Nikos’s trail and followed him for weeks – from London to New York, then to Istanbul and finally to Amsterdam. He usually went everywhere with a sizeable security entourage, but tonight, when he’d left the Barbizon Hotel on the edge of the city’s red-light district, he had been alone for the first time in weeks.


Pearce and Brigitte had been taking shifts in the lobby, working as a pair whenever Nikos and his men left the hotel. Ideally, Pearce would have liked another two people in the team, but Leila was looking for her sister, and Kyle Wollerton was spending time with his family. Pearce didn’t know who else he could trust with this, so he and Brigitte carried the burden.


Nikos crossed the street and went over Museumburg, a short bridge that spanned the canal and led to the Rijksmuseum, one of Amsterdam’s most famous landmarks. The huge red-brick nineteenth-century building looked like the gothic palace of some goblin king, but any monsters inside tonight would be in human form. It was lit up with spotlights and banners celebrating Rembrandt’s birthday. A crowd of people gathered outside the main entrance and a line of luxury cars deposited guests onto a broad red carpet. Most wore expensive cocktail dresses or black ties, and as he approached, Nikos looked out of place in his trademark suit and open-collared shirt. He joined the queue of people waiting to be checked by security.


Pearce caught up with Brigitte.


‘We going in?’ she asked.


Her distinctive white hair was concealed beneath a blonde wig, and she had brown contact lenses to hide her blazing blue eyes, but the fire was still there. It was always there, and Pearce sympathized. He hated Elroy Lang for what he’d done to her. She was so vital and capable, and Lang had permanently damaged her.


Pearce nodded. A couple of security guards were checking the line for guest passes. Pearce and Brigitte waited until Nikos had reached the front of the line, and once he’d been allowed inside, they walked past the queuing glitterati, ignoring the grumbling, and presented themselves to the guard who’d admitted Nikos.


‘AIVD,’ Pearce said, showing a fake Dutch Intelligence and Security Service ID.


Brigitte did likewise.


‘Problem?’ the security guard asked.


‘Nee,’ Pearce replied in Dutch. ‘Routine controle.’


The guard nodded them through, and they climbed the concrete steps and went inside.


There were more security guards in the lobby, searching bags, but Pearce and Brigitte flashed their AIVD identification and were waved into the grand hall, which was buzzing with the sound of hundreds of people celebrating one of the Netherlands’ most famous artists. The walls were lined with the old master’s brooding artwork, and guests gathered in small clusters to admire the massive oil paintings. Banners hung from the ceilings and cocktail servers circulated, topping up drinks.


‘I never liked Rembrandt,’ Brigitte said. ‘Too dark. One day I’ll take you to see the Monet exhibition in Paris, and you’ll see art that brims with life.’


‘I’d like that,’ Pearce replied.


He scanned the room and saw Nikos heading through an archway to their left.


Brigitte and Pearce followed and entered a long, broad gallery that took up nearly all of the south-east wing of the building. The room wasn’t as crowded as the main hall and a couple of dozen guests drifted through the space in small groups, studying the works of Rembrandt and his students. Further on, Nikos joined two people who stood in front of a trio of portraits of Dutch aristocrats.


Pearce took a pair of glasses from his jacket pocket and activated the digital video capture system. He watched as the duo turned to greet Nikos. One of them was a glamorous woman who stood almost six feet tall in her needle-sharp heels. She had long silver hair that cascaded down her green evening dress. The woman was a stranger, but Pearce knew the man who was standing alongside her. It was Elroy Lang, the killer he and Brigitte had been hunting for two months. Pearce sensed Brigitte tense with furious energy, and he took her arm and moved behind a column to avoid being seen. Lang could lead him to Markus Kral, the man Pearce had seen in Seattle and Oxfordshire, the man who connected British far-right group Black Thirteen and the Red Wolves, an international criminal organization with roots in Chinese nationalism. Pearce hadn’t expected to run into Lang tonight. They had to be careful.


‘Don’t do anything stupid,’ Pearce said.


‘I’m going to kill him,’ Brigitte replied.


Pearce sensed movement and saw a man in a black suit peel away from the group he’d been standing with. He headed towards them with a look of purpose, and when Pearce glanced around the room, he realized three other men in suits were converging on them. Nikos might have come without his security detail, but Lang had brought muscle.


‘We’ve been made,’ Pearce warned Brigitte.









Chapter 4


Pearce glanced round the column to see Lang leading Nikos and the silver-haired woman along the gallery.


‘You take Lang,’ he told Brigitte. ‘I’ll deal with them.’


Brigitte nodded and hurried after Lang and the others. One of the four suited men tried to follow her, but Pearce rushed him, and delivered a rapid combination of punches that startled him and the gathered guests. His violence had disrupted the considered calm of the evening, and shocked eyes widened when Pearce punched the dazed man’s windpipe. As the injured man doubled over, Pearce heard collective gasps from around the room. He sensed movement to his rear, and turned to see one of the other suited assailants produce a pistol.


Someone screamed at the sight of the gun, starting a rush of guests towards the main hall, and Pearce grabbed the collar of the man he’d punched in the throat and hauled him round to use as a shield, the instant before gunshots rang through the gallery. The man cried out and bucked as bullets struck his torso. Pearce drove his wounded captive towards the shooter and gained sufficient momentum to hurl the man at his horrified accomplice.


Pearce didn’t give the shooter time to breathe and struck him on both ears with the heels of his palms. The shooter’s hands went up instinctively, and he dropped his gun and tried to soothe the pain of ruptured eardrums, as the other two suited assailants bore down on him. Pearce caught the pistol before it hit the floor and wheeled round to shoot the men rushing towards him. He caught the first in the shoulder and the second in the leg and both men crumpled in pain.


The shooter made a vain attempt to recover his weapon, but Pearce clocked him in the face, knocking him cold. Pearce looked towards the main hall and saw museum security guards pressing through the gawking crowd. He turned the other way and sprinted along the gallery in pursuit of Brigitte.


‘Where are you?’ he said into his concealed mic.


‘South gallery,’ Brigitte replied through his earpiece. ‘They’re heading for a fire exit.’


A moment later, fire alarms sounded throughout the building and Pearce glanced over his shoulder to see the crowd sweeping towards the main entrance. Two security guards broke through the herd and sprinted into the gallery, some distance behind him.


He ran right, into the south gallery, where custodians were helping guests to the nearest fire exit. Pearce joined the exodus and felt a breath of cool November air as he made it outside. Some of the finely dressed guests gathered in the museum grounds, while others made their way towards the gates. Pearce searched the area, but saw no sign of Brigitte.


‘Where are you?’ he asked again.


‘South-east corner,’ Brigitte replied breathlessly. ‘Heading for Hobbemakade.’


She was talking about the main road that ran to the east of the museum.


‘I’m on my way,’ Pearce told her, and he started running.


He sprinted past a long hedge, and across a semi-circular patch of grass that was edged by a wide path where partygoers gathered, already talking excitedly about the evening’s drama. As he made it to the far end of the hedge, Pearce caught sight of Brigitte near the edge of the grounds. Elroy Lang, Nikos Kitsantonis and the woman with grey hair ran ahead of her, but when they reached Hobbemakade, they split up. Nikos and the grey-haired woman went north, and Lang ran south. Brigitte didn’t even hesitate. She sprinted after the man who’d cursed her with the XTX patch that had come to define her life.


Lang shot out of sight behind a building that stood at the very south-east corner of the museum grounds, and moments later Brigitte followed him. Pearce thought about going after Nikos and the unknown woman, but Lang was dangerous and he couldn’t leave Brigitte to tackle him alone.


He gasped lungfuls like an air-hungry turbo and his legs pounded furiously as he chased them both down.


‘He’s heading for the next bridge,’ Brigitte said.


‘Copy that,’ Pearce replied. ‘I’m right behind you.’









Chapter 5


There was a special place in hell reserved for the man she was chasing, and Brigitte burned with the desire to cast him down. She’d felt depressed when Pearce had come to her room, but she’d come to life with rage and hatred for the man who had ruined her, and thoughts of her own death couldn’t be further from her mind.


Pearce wanted to use Lang to lead him to Markus Kral, AKA Andel Novak, a shadowy figure who’d been photographed with Lang outside the Lightstar Arena the night of the Red Wolves’ XTX attack. Pearce had also linked him to Black Thirteen, and was convinced Kral was a key player in whatever they were up against. Pearce wanted Lang to get to Kral, but Brigitte just wanted Lang dead. She redoubled her efforts and sprinted after Lang, who shot across the street and darted over Brandweer Bridge, a short crossing that connected the museum quarter with a residential neighbourhood. Brigitte raced over the bridge and followed Lang along a street that was flanked by low-rise apartment blocks. Brigitte caught a sudden sweet smell of marijuana as she ran through a cloud of smoke spilling from an open ground-floor window. Someone yelled something in Dutch, but she was moving too fast to make out the words. She was intent on revenge, and her burning lungs and aching legs hardly registered as she pictured the things she was going to do to Lang when she got her hands on him. Pearce wanted the man alive, but Pearce wasn’t here.


She glanced over her shoulder and saw him running across the bridge. He was a good man, she’d come to appreciate that during the Red Wolves investigation, but the world was running out of need for good men. It needed people prepared to do dreadful things to send monsters like Lang back into the shadows.


Up ahead Lang disappeared into a tiny passageway between two apartment blocks. Brigitte followed, turning south and running into a narrow alleyway that was hardly wider than her shoulders. Five-storey brown brick blocks loomed over her, the edges of their rooftops almost meeting high above her head. She raced into darkness and felt her way in pitch-black for a few moments before she caught the faint outline of the walls at the end of the alleyway. She picked up speed as she made out leaves, branches and a tree in the distance. She was heading for a courtyard garden that connected the surrounding apartment buildings.


The blow came out of nowhere, a punch to the temple that sent Brigitte reeling as she burst out of the alleyway. Her determination to catch Lang had overwhelmed her caution and she’d paid the price. She staggered sideways and raised her arms to defend herself against a flurry of punches as Lang bore down on her. He was fast and strong. Her head was ringing and her vision blurring. She lashed out with a kick and felt it connect with his gut. He staggered back and she took the opportunity to move towards the centre of the courtyard, clearing her head with each step until she made it to the heart of a small residents’ park. A few families were having evening picnics and in the distance a gaggle of teenagers gathered in a small playground.


Lang sprinted towards her and Brigitte braced as he tackled her. She drove an elbow into his back as they fell, and she heard cries from the gathered families as she hit the deck. Lang punched her and she covered her face as best she could. She cried out when he drove his fists into her ribcage. Then there was a groan and the blows stopped.


Brigitte looked up to see Lang being hauled back by two of the men who’d been sitting with their families.


‘No!’ she shouted, but she was too late.


Lang drove the heel of his palm into the first man’s nose, sending shattered bone into his brain, and punched the second man’s windpipe, collapsing it. As her two would-be rescuers fell to the ground, people all around the courtyard cried out and scattered, and Brigitte got to her feet. She was badly hurt, but pain meant nothing to her; adrenalin and fentanyl blunted its sharpest edge. She turned to face Lang defiantly. He had to die.


‘Brigitte Attali,’ Lang said. ‘Real name Chloe Duval.’


How did he know her name? That information was buried deep within Mortier, the headquarters of the French Intelligence agency.


‘Former DGSE agent and traitor to Black Thirteen. You are going to beg for me to kill you,’ Lang said. ‘But I won’t. Not until you tell me who you and Pearce are working for.’


Lang launched himself at her with a combination of vicious punches and kicks that she did her best to block. She replied with a roundhouse and her heel caught his temple, knocking him back, dazed. She followed with a rapid flurry of punches, but he hit her with an uppercut that seemed to materialize on her chin. Her teeth clattered and her head swam with ringing pain, and he showed no mercy as he drove his fist into her solar plexus, winding her. Brigitte staggered back, and Lang sensed his advantage. He launched a savage attack, kicking and punching her until she was on her knees.


Brigitte gasped for air and coughed up blood. She spat a big gob on the grass and wiped tears from her eyes. She had never been beaten in single combat. The closest she’d come to defeat had been against Pearce, but Lang had demolished her.


‘You and I will go somewhere private and you will tell me exactly what I want to know,’ Lang said, looming over her. ‘Then you will die.’


Brigitte tried to stand, but Lang knocked her back with a single punch, and she fell to her knees. She could hear sirens in the distance, but they would do her no good. Lang moved behind her, crouched, put his arm around her neck and hauled her to her feet.


‘My people are on their way,’ he said.


Brigitte felt the rough hand of unconsciousness clawing at her perception, and everything seemed to go distant. If this man took her, Huxley Blaine Carter, her employer, would be exposed, and Pearce and the others would die. Everything they’d worked for would be undone.


As she was dragged across the now deserted park, Brigitte realized there was only one way she could escape. She stopped her ineffectual struggling against Lang and reached her right hand into her top. Her fingernails caught the edge of the armband, and she pulled it down to expose the patch on her left shoulder. She said a silent prayer, asking for forgiveness for all her wrongs, and tore it off. She scrunched the patch into a sticky ball that would be impossible to undo, and as she felt her lungs tighten, she held it in front of Lang.


‘You …’ he said, trying to grab the patch.


She threw the ball into nearby bushes and staggered away from the man, gasping, trying to suck in air that was no longer of any use to her. She was losing the ability to process oxygen.


‘Stupid,’ Lang said. ‘You have another one.’


He grabbed her and searched her pockets. He didn’t notice her shaking her head weakly. She usually carried spares, but not tonight, not when they might go somewhere she could be searched. She didn’t want to risk a security guard touching one of the cursed patches by accident.


When he didn’t find another patch, Lang pushed her away in frustration. He hesitated. The sirens were close now, and she could see he knew it would be futile to stay much longer.


‘Who are you working for?’ he said, wrapping his fingers around her throat.


It was the last gambit of a desperate man. There was no air to squeeze from her. Brigitte laughed. Only the sound she made wasn’t one of joy, it was the choking rattle of a dying animal.


Lang punched her in frustration, and she fell onto cool grass and watched him run south towards one of the apartment blocks.


Brigitte’s lungs were on fire and her throat burned with the desire for another breath, but she’d taken her last. She was weeping and black tendrils tore her vision. She didn’t have long. She forced herself up and sat cross-legged. She removed her wig and squeezed the contact lenses from her eyes. She would leave the world as she’d been born. As her body grew numb and her senses dimmed, she reflected on all the moments of her sad life. She hadn’t been a good person, and she hoped that when she met her maker she would be forgiven for all her failings.









Chapter 6


Pearce heard sirens heading in his direction. He sprinted east along the residential street that led away from the short bridge, past apartment blocks, until he came to the narrow alley between two buildings.


‘Brigitte?’ he said into his concealed mic.


There was no reply. He’d picked up sounds of a scuffle but hadn’t heard from Brigitte since he’d left the museum grounds. He saw a couple of people dart between the apartment blocks with an air of urgency, and followed them into the narrow alleyway. He ran through the darkness and emerged into a large courtyard flanked by apartment buildings. People were at their windows looking down, and the men Pearce had followed stopped in their tracks just beyond the mouth of the alleyway. A small group of people emerged from a doorway on the other side of the courtyard and Pearce saw some of them were crying. He hurried on, and as he moved beyond a tree that blocked his view, he saw a woman seated on the ground, her head bowed. Her white hair and alabaster skin shone in the evening light. It was Brigitte Attali.


He ran towards her, but knew she was dead before he even reached her. She was utterly still apart from a few wisps of platinum hair that fluttered on the breeze. Beyond her lay the bodies of two men, and as a group of distraught women and children approached, Pearce realized they weren’t assailants, but family men, residents, yet more victims of Lang.


Pearce had seen a lot of death, but it never failed to touch him, and tonight was no exception. A lump filled his throat as he laid Attali on her back and straightened her legs. Her striking blue eyes were open, but blank, and the last of her tears rolled down her temples.


He checked her airway and breathed into her mouth before performing chest compressions. He lifted her collar to check her shoulder for the patch she’d revealed to him in Seattle. Her skin was bare, and Pearce knew Brigitte couldn’t survive without the thing that had cursed her. She was gone. He sat on his heels and wiped his eyes. She looked at peace, but she was far too young to die, and unless Lang was already lying dead in some corner of this courtyard, her vengeance was unfulfilled.


Pearce sighed and his eyes filled with fresh tears, but he fought the storm of emotion and wiped them clear. He became aware of movement and got to his feet, tensed and ready for a fight, but instead of a threat, he saw fearful, hesitant residents crossing the courtyard to join the families mourning the fallen men. Some of them looked at Pearce uncertainly, but they said nothing and the only sounds that could be heard were the grief of children mourning their fathers and the laments of their widows.


‘Heb je de man gezien die dit deed?’ Pearce asked a grey-haired resident who drifted towards him in stunned silence. Did you see the man who did this?


‘He ran away,’ she replied in English, perhaps recognizing Pearce was stretching his Dutch.


Pearce nodded and watched the two families and their neighbours grieving the loss of their men. He shared their grief, but unlike these people, Pearce knew he could strike the man who’d done this, delivering vengeance, if not justice.


He looked down at Brigitte and gently closed her eyes. She hadn’t deserved what had happened to her, and she didn’t deserve this death.


‘I will find him,’ Pearce promised quietly. ‘I will find him and I will kill him.’


The sirens were close now.


He got to his feet and jogged towards the narrow alleyway, eager to put the sounds of grief behind him. Each cry was like a painful accusation, a reminder that he had failed. Brigitte was dead because he’d failed to protect her. He’d failed to stop Elroy Lang in Seattle, and now three more bodies were growing cold because Pearce hadn’t been able to put the man down.


As he ran into the night, Pearce was lost to a swirling fog of shame and remorse. He wished he could reverse time, that he could tell Brigitte to stand down, that he could have been with her when she encountered Lang, that … He could have chosen any one of a number of alternate histories that wouldn’t have ended in her death. There was even a version in which they gave up the job and the hard lives they’d chosen and escaped to some paradise together. Perhaps Railay, where he’d been happy for a while. But it was not to be and there was no way to undo the past. His only hope lay in the future, in a fierce resolve to see Elroy Lang answer for the suffering he’d caused.









Chapter 7


Freya and Luke ran ahead, jumping over pools of water left by the receding tide. It was one of those glorious autumn afternoons, sun beating down on golden sand, sea shining in the bright light, and for a while Kyle Wollerton could make himself believe his life was perfect. But reality gnawed at his fantasy and the constant pressure of the ticking clock reminded him that things were far from flawless.


He’d left Overlook, his home on the Moray Firth, and moved to Aberdyfi to be near his children. He was allowed to spend a few hours with them each week, and they were able to stay over once a fortnight. Esther, his ex-wife, had shown no mercy, and years of resentment at having been neglected while Kyle was away on jobs had spilled into their divorce settlement. Kyle hadn’t fought her. He’d been too hurt by the double blow of realizing the years he’d planned to spend with his family would now be passed alone, and the woman he’d loved with all his heart had come to loathe him. He’d been wounded in action numerous times, but no one else had been able to injure him as badly as Esther. She had destroyed his sense of self and he’d spent a long time hiding in Overlook, maudlin and alone, drifting until Scott Pearce had come back into his life.


Luke kicked water at Freya, and she squealed, dodged the spray and ran behind a woman walking her chocolate-brown Labrador. The dog walker smiled indulgently, and Wollerton responded in kind. The kids ran on, squealing and shouting at every washed-up jellyfish they passed, and Wollerton followed, glancing at the grey masses, feeling he had more in common with these stranded creatures than any of the people they passed. Families huddled in half tents to keep out of the wind, lovers shared flasks of tea, older couples paddled in the surf. Like the jellyfish, Wollerton had washed up in Aberdyfi, where he existed for the benefit of his children, and spent the rest of his time with no real purpose.


Pearce had asked him to help them tail Nikos Kitsantonis, but Wollerton was done working for Huxley Blaine Carter, the Silicon Valley billionaire who’d been less than entirely honest when he’d engaged them to take on the Red Wolves. Wollerton needed to come to terms with his divorce and be present in his children’s lives. Besides, Pearce had Brigitte Attali, and Wollerton knew the formidable French spy was hell-bent on finding Elroy Lang. Wollerton owed Brigitte his life. She’d given him the means to escape the Red Wolves after they abducted him, and the life he had, however good or bad, was a testament to her bravery.


The beach grew more crowded as they approached the town centre, and all too soon Freya and Luke had arrived at the beachfront car park where Esther was waiting. She was in the same spot every Thursday, and Wollerton wondered whether spite motivated her to be so punctual.


Luke ran up the concrete steps to greet her.


‘We’ll see you a week on Sunday, Dad,’ Freya said.


Luke waved. ‘Love you, Dad.’


Esther offered nothing more than a disapproving scowl as she gathered their children and led them to her car. A little over a month ago, they’d moved from the town centre and now lived three miles outside Aberdyfi on a smallholding, where Esther had indulged her fantasy of owning hens and goats in an attempt to become self-sufficient.


Wollerton climbed the big steps to the busy car park and watched his family drive away. The first few times, their departure had pained him, but now he was numbed by routine and felt little more than disappointment. When they were gone, Wollerton crossed the car park and walked along the seafront road past the fish and chip shops, ice cream parlours and souvenir stands to a narrow mews that ran north towards the hills that loomed behind the town. The two-bedroom fishing cottage he’d rented was the third building along the mews, which was shrouded in cooling shadow.


Wollerton saw someone sitting on his doorstep; Scott Pearce. He instantly knew something was wrong. His friend and former colleague looked deeply troubled, and he got to his feet as Wollerton approached.


‘She’s dead,’ Pearce told him. ‘Brigitte is dead. Elroy Lang killed her. There was nothing I could do to stop him.’


Wollerton felt his friend’s pain and put a reassuring hand on Pearce’s shoulder. He’d lost people in the field and he knew how hard it hit.


‘It’s OK,’ he said.


‘It isn’t,’ Pearce countered. ‘It really isn’t. He needs to pay for what he’s done. And I need your help to get him.’









Chapter 8


Leila Nahum had been hunting her sister for months. A refugee from the Syrian civil war, Leila’s entire family had been wiped out in the bloodshed, or so she’d thought. Huxley Blaine Carter had discovered Hannan, her older sister, had survived, and Leila had picked up her trail in Zaatari refugee camp in Jordan. Leila had interviewed aid workers and medics and discovered Hannan had tried to follow Leila to Europe. Leila knew from bitter experience how perilous that journey could be, and had been dismayed to learn Hannan had traded the last of their mother’s gold to people traffickers in exchange for passage.


Leila pulled into the disabled space in the small car park directly in front of the Tasty Fine Foods warehouse, located on a soulless, labyrinthine industrial estate outside Braintree in Essex. Her legs were in terrible shape after the long drive, but she couldn’t be bothered to get her wheelchair out of the boot of her Nissan X-Trail, and instead grabbed her cane, which was leaning against the passenger seat. Leila shifted and shuffled herself round until she could lower her painful feet onto the tarmac. Needles shot up her legs and scraped along her spine, and she grimaced as she shuffled forward and shut the car door. She leaned against her cane and walked the short distance to the aluminium-framed glass double doors that formed the humble entrance to Tasty Fine Foods. Every step was agony and made Leila regret her decision not to use her wheelchair, but she’d be inside soon, and would hopefully find somewhere to sit.


She pressed a doorbell and a moment later she was buzzed into a small lobby full of boxes of Jamaican jerk chicken sauce. There were a couple of tatty chairs beside the door and Leila lowered herself onto the nearest with a relieved groan.


‘Can I help you?’ A young blonde woman poked her head around an interior door.


‘I’m looking for Richie Stewart,’ Leila replied, fighting back a grimace.


‘Do you have an appointment?’


‘Tell him it’s about Zaatari,’ Leila said.


The woman nodded and withdrew, and Leila sat and focused on anything other than the pain in her back. She scanned the health and safety and product information posters without really absorbing their contents, listened to the sounds of activity coming from within the red-brick warehouse and smelled the aroma of sauces being cooked somewhere in the building. None of the distractions did any good, and the pain that had come to define her, a legacy of injuries sustained in childbirth, would not let her go. She was scowling when a short, stocky man with grey hair and a pockmarked face entered. He eyed Leila with the suspicion of someone who had something to hide.


‘Yeah?’


‘Richie Stewart?’ Leila asked. She was in too much pain to stand and didn’t even bother to make the effort.


‘To my friends. Strangers call me Mr Stewart.’ He took a step closer and leaned against a stack of cardboard boxes.


Leila ignored his alpha-dog reply. ‘I have some questions about your business.’


‘You interested in sauces?’ he responded sarcastically. ‘We do the best jerk this side of the Atlantic.’


Leila sighed. He was making the same mistake so many other men had made. He was underestimating her.


‘You came rushing out here because your colleague said the word Zaatari, and you’re trying to hide your concern that some stranger knows about your sideline,’ Leila said.


Richie tensed and his suspicion deepened.


‘What’s your name?’


‘That’s not important,’ Leila replied. ‘I want to ask you about a woman one of your drivers collected from Zaatari.’


‘I don’t know what you’re talking about. I make sauces.’


‘This business is a front for your more lucrative operation. It gives you trucks and an excuse to send them all over Europe.’


‘Who’s been filling your head with nonsense?’ Richie smiled, but the expression was devoid of joy.


‘A mutual friend in Paris,’ Leila replied. It wasn’t a lie, but it wasn’t quite the truth either. Her sister’s trail had led from Zaatari all the way to the French capital, and a man called Adel Azzizi. This man, who Leila had tortured in his apartment in La Courneuve, had certainly not been a friend. He was another underworld sleazeball who profited from human misery, and he’d given up the identity of his English connection.


‘Your friend is mistaken,’ Richie replied, stepping forward. ‘Come on. It’s time to go.’


He grabbed Leila’s shoulder and sent a jolt of pain down her back. She scowled when she looked at his stubby fingers.


‘Why do some men feel they can maul women without permission?’ Leila remarked as she slid her hand into her jacket pocket.


‘Oh will you behave, love?’ Richie cautioned condescendingly. ‘I don’t want to have to teach you a lesson.’


Leila didn’t bother responding. She pulled a syringe from her pocket, popped off the safety cover with her thumbnail and drove the needle into his neck. Richie’s eyes widened as she pressed the plunger and filled him with a noxious cocktail of opioids and hallucinogens Pearce called the Evil.


Richie started clawing at his neck immediately and backed away from Leila with growing horror.


‘I’ve just injected you with Evil. My colleague gave it that name because it causes intense pain and psychosis.’


Richie stumbled back and knocked over a stack of boxes.


Leila produced another syringe. ‘This is the antidote. It will take away the horror that’s beginning to consume you.’


Richie fell to the floor and reached towards Leila pleadingly, but he couldn’t form words and just croaked pathetically.


‘Tell me how I can find my sister. Her name is Hannan Nahum and she was transported from Zaatari six months ago.’


‘I …’ Richie struggled to get the words out, and his eyes widened at whatever living nightmare he was experiencing. ‘I don’t do that. Tonsi Aboud takes the shipments from Zaatari.’


Leila lashed out and hit his left thigh with the point of her cane.


‘My sister is not a shipment. Where is this Aboud?’


‘Brussels,’ Richie groaned. ‘Molenbeek. Aboud International Logistics.’


Leila stood up and turned for the exit.


‘Please,’ Richie said. ‘The antidote.’


Leila threw him the other syringe, and he scrambled for it desperately. She pressed through the doors, and as she neared her car she heard Richie scream. The Evil would really be kicking in, and the saline in the second syringe would do nothing to blunt its hideous edge. There was no antidote to the Evil, and Richie Stewart was about to spend several hours in a personal hell.


Leila’s phone rang as she slid behind the wheel. She pressed the ignition button and took the call on Bluetooth.


‘Hello?’


‘Lyly, it’s me.’


She recognized Pearce’s voice.


‘B is gone,’ he said. He was being careful on an unsecured line, but the sorrow in his voice revealed more than words ever could. Brigitte Attali was dead.


‘I’m sorry,’ Leila replied. She hadn’t like the French spy, but no one deserved an early death.


Leila sensed commotion and glanced over her shoulder to see the blonde woman who’d greeted her pointing at the X-Trail. A number of the woman’s colleagues were gathered behind her and some pushed by her as they steamed through the warehouse entrance. Leila put the car in gear and sped away before they could reach her.


‘Where can we meet?’ she asked.


‘The mountains,’ Pearce replied, before hanging up.


Leila knew exactly where she needed to go.









Chapter 9


Pearce looked out of the huge window at the jagged peaks rising beneath a star field. The sky was clear, and the distant sun shimmered above the shadowed teeth. Pearce sat on a long corner sofa opposite Wollerton, who was in a large leather armchair. They were surrounded by paintings, sculptures and the trinkets of a rich man with space to fill. Pearce had been to Huxley Blaine Carter’s mountain hideaway before, located high in the French Alps. The magnificent home was heavily fortified and built into the rock. Equipped with the latest surveillance and security systems, it was a home in which a person was never truly alone, and Pearce wondered whether he was being watched even now. Huxley had armed guards and dogs patrolling the perimeter and his physical security team seemed to have been stepped up since Pearce’s last visit.


The sound of footsteps coming up the main stairs alerted Pearce and Wollerton to a new arrival, and Leila struggled up the last few steps, leaning against her cane. She was accompanied by one of Huxley’s guards, who descended as soon as he’d shown her into the room.


‘Ya hayawaan,’ Leila said, calling Pearce an animal in Arabic.


She paused at the top of the stairs and Pearce saw her suppress a grimace. He rose and hurried over, but she stopped him with a fierce look.


‘If you’re planning on doing anything gallant, get ready to feel the stick,’ she said, brandishing her cane.


‘Just a hug,’ he lied. She was too proud for her own good. He wrapped his arms around her, and she patted his back. ‘Good to see you, Lyly.’


‘I’m sorry about Brigitte,’ she replied, following him to the sofa, where she sat down with a loud sigh.


‘Kyle,’ she said. ‘Good to see you.’


Pearce’s mentor and former superior nodded sombrely.


Losing a member of any team was always difficult, but this loss had hit Pearce hard. He kept replaying the things he could have done differently, the ways in which he might have saved Brigitte.


A section of wall panelling retracted, and Huxley Blaine Carter emerged from a concealed passageway. His heavyset grey-haired adviser Robert Clifton, a former director of the National Security Agency, followed him out.


‘Mr Pearce, Ms Nahum, Mr Wollerton, thank you all for coming,’ Huxley said. ‘I was very sorry to hear about Ms Attali. She was an excellent operative and a good person. Brave and loyal to the last.’


A lump rose in Pearce’s throat. Huxley Blaine Carter had hired Brigitte after she’d been fired from the DGSE for blowing her cover during the Black Thirteen investigation. Huxley had known her as long as Pearce, and perhaps knew her better. He seemed genuinely moved by her death.


‘We lost a good soul,’ Clifton said, and they all took a moment to reflect on their colleague’s passing.


‘We identified the woman who was with Nikos Kitsantonis and Elroy Lang,’ Huxley said at last. ‘Athena, run the footage from the Rijksmuseum.’


Huxley’s home artificial intelligence system, Athena, turned part of the window opaque, before filling it with footage Pearce had shot from his surveillance glasses.


‘Athena, bring up the identification file,’ Huxley told the AI.


The video froze on the silver-haired woman, and the screen was inset with photos and background information.


‘Mary Knight,’ Clifton revealed. ‘Thirty-four years old. Astrophysics PhD from Oxford. She was an academic, but became an environmental activist about ten years ago, and got drawn into Extinction Rebellion. She left after falling out with the leadership and went on to found a more radical group called White Fire. She’s not on any security watch lists.’


‘An environmental activist?’ Wollerton remarked. ‘What would Elroy Lang want with her?’


‘That’s what we need to know,’ Clifton responded. ‘Find out what they’re doing, and use her to get to him.’


Pearce nodded. ‘You got a location?’


‘Knight was gifted an estate in South Wales by a wealthy benefactor. It’s become White Fire’s base of operations,’ Huxley replied. ‘Social media suggests they’re wary of outsiders.’


‘And we picked up Nikos’s trail at Schiphol Airport,’ Clifton said. ‘Took a flight to New York.’


‘And Lang?’ Pearce asked.


‘In the wind,’ Clifton replied. ‘No trace of him anywhere.’


‘I want him,’ Pearce said. ‘He has to answer for Brigitte.’


‘And if you kill him, how will you find Kral?’ Huxley asked, referring to the strange bearded man who’d been on the periphery of the Black Thirteen and Red Wolves investigations.


‘He’ll tell me where to find Kral before …’ Pearce trailed off. He didn’t need to say any more.


‘Nikos and Mary Knight are best bets,’ Leila remarked.


‘Agreed,’ Wollerton said. ‘So how do we do this?’


‘I’ll get inside White Fire,’ Pearce replied. ‘You and Leila go to New York. Find Nikos and see if he’ll lead us to Lang again. But if he does, you’re to observe. Do not engage.’


‘Scott—’ Wollerton began, but Pearce cut him off.


‘You stay back, Kyle. He’s dangerous. Really dangerous. If you find him, you call me. I’ll make him pay for what he’s done.’
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