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      Strolling down leafy Bayswater Road, home to London’s embassies and upmarket eateries, Eva Destruction finally felt her head clearing after her last mission. Although she still bore the scars and bruises, her body was healing. But her mind had some serious catching up to do.

      She pulled out her phone, but before she could make the call, it rang. The caller’s number was blocked. Reluctantly, she answered.

      “Hello?”

      “Hello, Eva.”

      She knew the voice. Intimately. She was too shocked to answer.

      “Miss me?”

      “No.” Her voice was a block of ice.

      The man who had put her through so much. The man who had tormented her dreams for years. The man who had bought her a castle.

      “How can you be so calm when your pants are on fire?” he asked.

      Eva ground her teeth. This man was the last person she wanted to speak to. He had manipulated governments and corporations and tried to reshape the world as he saw fit.

      “Aren’t you meant to be in a deep hole somewhere, Harry?”

      “Me? No, you must have me confused with someone else.” The casual tone grated on her.

      “What do you want, Harry?”

      “To hear you say you miss me too.”

      “Not going to happen.”

      “Then I’m upset.”

      “Diddums.”

      Just as she managed a measured breath, the Russian embassy exploded, engulfed in a giant fireball. The orange and black of the explosion was in direct contrast to the stark blue sky. A second explosion blew away a section of the front wall. Billowing black clouds belched from the huge building.

      Eva staggered towards the chaos, phone pressed against her ear. Harry was still on the line. When he spoke, his voice was flat and emotionless.

      “We need to talk.”

      The acrid smoke stung Eva’s lungs. As she stumbled down the road, the serene street was rocked by more blasts from the embassy. She grabbed a lamppost, pausing to catch her breath as she tried to make sense of the chaos. Flaming debris surged skyward as dense smoke descended over the exclusive neighbourhood like a dark hood. Another explosion blew out the gothic windows and fractured the massive building’s façade. Black clouds billowed from the embassy.

      A cacophony of screams and car alarms assaulted Eva’s ears. The wave of heat carried with it the stench of singed paper, carbonised chemicals and burnt flesh. Panic-stricken people darted in all directions, either blaring orders or hysterically screaming. The magnitude of destruction was massive, the devastation wrought on human life would be far worse.

      There would be many dead. Some would be dying at that very moment. Screams of pain were gurgled and silenced soon after. From the front entrance a charred human form staggered out, still smoking and barely human. It collapsed on the front lawn with a thud. It didn’t move. A nearby woman screamed.

      Barely able to hear the person yelling on the phone she realised she held to her ear.

      “Eva! Are you there? Eva?”

      She hung up.

      Eva didn’t need to talk. She needed to act. She ran towards the chaos, ready to help the injured. This was not her first crisis. Far from it. In fact, it seemed to be her life now.

      A young Asian couple were huddled in front of a pram. Their baby screamed as they scrambled to undo the straps.

      Eva skidded beside them. “Is your child okay?”

      The man lifted the child and carefully patted him, checking for injuries, then sighed with relief. “Yes, just a little shocked, I think.”

      The child’s mother shook her head, staring at the unfolding chaos. “Who would do such a thing?”

      That was a good question for another time. Right now, Eva needed to move. Distant sirens sounded – help was coming. Without another word, Eva ran towards an elderly couple a few metres away. The woman had a cut above her eye, but was still standing. Eva used tissues to stem the bleeding, and the woman’s companion gave Eva a dazed but thankful smile.

      With her hand still on the woman’s forehead, Eva took in the damage. One whole side of the building had been blown away. The front façade seemed to have been ripped from the structure.

      Charred paper floated lazily in the smoke-choked air. Figures lay unmoving on the gravel driveway, pools of blood spreading beneath their prone bodies. Eva knew she couldn’t go inside. Contrary to popular belief, embassies aren’t the sovereign territory of the represented state, but the Russian Federation still wouldn’t take kindly to outsiders rushing in, even in an emergency. Especially if they knew Eva worked for MI6. Besides, she couldn’t do anything to help those motionless bodies.

      But that wasn’t the most disturbing thing.

      Harry had called right before the explosion. She’d told him never to contact her again, and he shouldn’t have been able to. The maximum security prison he was locked away in did not allow outside phone calls.

      Worse, Harry hadn’t seemed at all fazed when the explosions occurred. In fact, it had almost seemed like he expected them.
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      “We can hire you out to disrupt foreign governments—we’ll make a fortune.”

      “Not funny, Paul.”

      Eva sat in Paul Cavendish’s office at the SIS Building at Vauxhall Cross. He was dressed in his usual three-piece Tom Ford suit. Paul was Eva’s MI6 handler, and also one of her very best friends. He was the first person Eva had called after the embassy bombing. Now they sat on opposite sides of his large mahogany desk eating Jaffa Cakes, the only food he had in his office. He could be so British sometimes.

      “You’re a trouble magnet, Evie. If we could just figure out a way to monetise it, we’d be as rich as Croesus.”

      Paul wasn’t being crass, he was trying to cheer Eva up. For once, it wasn’t working. The horrors she’d seen made cheering up an impossibility. Images of the dead, the charred and the screaming would haunt her for a very long time.

      There was one piece of information Eva hadn’t shared with Paul yet.

      “There was a phone call.”

      “A what now?” Paul asked, taking another bite of his biscuit.

      “Harry.” Eva took a deep breath. “Harry called me. Right before the explosions.”

      Paul calmly placed the uneaten portion of Jaffa Cake back on the plate. “You’re going to have to repeat that, Evie, and slowly.”

      Eva recounted the brief conversation in detail. She had been walking through Hyde Park clearing her head after her last mission. He hadn’t said his name, but he hadn’t had to—she’d known immediately who it was.

      “You’re sure?” Paul asked, his face now bereft of his previous good humour. “The explosion came first, and then he said you needed to talk? He didn’t ask what the noise was?”

      “No, that’s what made me suspicious. Any sane person would have been mid-convo, heard an explosion and asked, ‘oi, what was that?’ But he just ploughed on. In fact, he may have… never mind.”

      “No, tell me.”

      Eva traced a pattern on the armchair. “It’s nothing, really.”

      “Evie, you have the best instincts of any agent I’ve ever known. Spill.”

      She sighed. “I think he actually waited for the explosion before saying we needed to talk. Like it would add gravitas or something. He always had a flair for the dramatic.”

      “That’s all?”

      “Yeah. I hung up after that.”

      Paul nodded, then picked up the phone and called His Majesty’s Principal Secretary of State for Justice. It was the importance Paul’s position held. He asked the cabinet minister to personally look into Horatio Lancing’s whereabouts. Only Eva knew him as Harry. The Principal Secretary asked for a few minutes.

      While they waited, the pair sat in silence, drinking tea and munching on biscuits.

      Eva’s ex was once the most dangerous man on the planet. As far as most of the world was concerned, the head of the Lancing Corporation had simply vanished. His disappearance had become legend, right up there with Jimmy Hoffa, Harold Holt and Amelia Earhart. There was a time when Harry, the richest man in the world, had threatened that every government on Earth must care for their citizens or he’d unleash all their dirty little secrets. That stunt put him on every news service in the world. Some hailed him as a saviour, a man of the people; others regarded him as a Machiavellian villain of the highest order. Then suddenly, before anyone had made up their minds … nothing. Harry disappeared.

      The disappearance of Horatio Lancing had launched countless conspiracy theories. Only a few people knew his exact whereabouts. Eva was one of them. She was the one who’d brought him in.

      What made the memory of Harry so painful was she’d loved him like no other man before or since. She’d always had a weakness for bad boys, and she’d fallen for the baddest of them all. The emotional scars still ached.

      Before Eva could throw herself a fully-fledged pity party, Paul broke the silence. “He didn’t say anything directly about the explosions?”

      “No, not directly.”

      “Or suggest that what he wanted to talk about had anything to do with them, or Russia, or anything of the sort?”

      Eva saw where this was going. “No. I know it’s a hunch, Paul, nothing more.”

      Paul nodded and took another bite of his biscuit. “I’m not dismissing it, Evie. Your hunches are better than most people’s facts, but right now we have nothing else to go on, so let’s keep it under our bowlers unless something else turns up.”

      They descended into silence once more. The phone startled them both. Paul answered. “Uh huh,” he muttered into the mouthpiece, then hung up.

      “The Principal Secretary states unequivocally that Lancing is still in high-security custody and has no access to any telephone or internet connection. She’s unequivocal about it, Evie. Lancing is locked up tighter than a platypus’ pocket, as you Australians say.”

      “We never say that,” Eva said with a smile, which soon disappeared. “Then how did he—”

      “I don’t know. A question for another time, maybe.”

      Eva frowned. She couldn’t accept this. Not fully. She knew Harry’s voice. It haunted her dreams. He had definitely phoned her. Not only that, he’d done it at the exact moment a major diplomatic furore erupted. That wasn’t a coincidence. But like Paul said, that would have to wait. There was work to be done.

      “There’s something going on, Evie. This is the second major incident targeting a former superpower in two days. It’s beginning to smell fishier than a hatful of badgers.”

      “Wait, the second?”

      “Two days ago a US diplomatic attaché, we suspect CIA, called Mark Field was found dead in suspicious circumstances in Budapest. Police arrested a known GRU operative working out of the Russian Consulate. If this escalates any further, the West will be on the brink of another Cold War.”

      Eva let out a low whistle. “I take it our priority is to find out what happened to the Russian embassy?”

      “Like I said, Evie, you have great instincts.”

      “What’s next, boss?”

      Paul tugged his vest down and adjusted his Windsor knot. “We figure out who’s behind the bombing and punch them in the taint.”

      “Sounds like fun.”
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      Eva spent the next several hours charging from one MI6 department to another. Paul was briefing the new Chief of the Secret Intelligence Service and bringing her up to speed. He’d asked Eva to liaise with the appropriate teams before the interdepartmental briefing. She spoke to departmental assistants and a few department heads from every single group, except Sanitation. Which was a shame—the people in that group had more insight than some of the department heads she spoke to.

      Normally after an assignment like Eva’s last one, she would be prescribed a mandatory leave of absence. But in the aftermath of the bombing, MI6 offered no such luxury. The organisation was on the highest alert since 9/11, and the second highest since the end of the Cold War. Ministers were baying for blood, and the opposition was screaming at a government not yet fully formed after the ramifications of Eva’s last mission. The country was teetering, and someone was trying to push it over the edge. Eva wasn’t going to let that happen.

      The UK government wasn’t the only one in crisis. Russia was still destabilised after its small civil war a few years back. Eva knew all about it, mainly because of her ex, Harry, had engineered it. It was only thanks to Eva that the entire world hadn’t suffered a similar fate. Harry was the reason she’d become an MI6 agent in the first place. It always seemed to come back to Harry. One day she would step out of his shadow. She hoped.

      Eva returned to Paul’s office and sauntered in without knocking. She flopped into the overstuffed leather chair and put her feet up on his desk. To anyone else, this would have been an affront to protocol and a gross violation of the chain of command. To Eva it was a Tuesday.

      Paul strolled over to his wet bar and poured two cups of Earl Grey. He handed one to Eva without asking, and nodded for her to report.

      “After an exhaustive survey of all department heads, I can categorically say that the collective knowledge the Secret Service has on this could be placed in a particularly small thimble. And there’d still be plenty of room left. Nobody knows a thing. Not a single MI6 department, not MI5, not a foreign agency—donuts. Although Florence the sandwich lady reckons it was, and I quote, ‘The fucking Krauts’, but I think she’s on the sauce again.”

      “There’s no sandwich lady called Florence,” Paul said, stony-faced.

      “But it would be sweet if there was, right?” Eva smirked.

      Her friend simpered, appearing pleased with himself. “Only if she had an eyepatch and called everyone Fruit Gum. And her name was Doris.”

      “Damn, Doris would have been better.”

      Paul winked and asked for a detailed rundown of Eva’s discussions. After being brought up to speed, he stood and said, “Come on then.”

      He hadn’t touched his tea.

      “Come on where?”

      “The interdepartmental briefing,” he stated matter-of-factly.

      “Me?” Eva glanced down at her clothes. She hadn’t changed since the explosion, and was hardly dressed for such a high-level briefing. “Shouldn’t I change?”

      “Don’t you ever change, Evie. Come on.”
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      If Eva was given to daunt, the meeting would have been daunting. The head of every department at MI6, several governmental lackeys and the brand-new Chief of SIS were all crammed into the largest briefing room MI6 had. There were far too many blue ties for Eva’s liking. Fortunately, the smaller number of women present held their own, and added extra intelligence to the robust discussion. Unfortunately, the main gist of the meeting was as per Eva’s briefing to Paul—nobody knew anything.

      What Eva did learn from the meeting was that people were rattled. The experts in the intelligence community were worried. And in Eva’s experience, when the smartest people were anxious, everyone else should be, too.

      Forensic investigations were still ongoing, and the Russians were cooperating, to an extent. The new Chief commented wryly that the Russians would rebuild the embassy but seemed determined to have enough material left over to restore the iron curtain.

      Paul’s input was brief but insightful, due in no small part to Eva’s information-gathering exercise. As he spoke, it became evident why he’d sent Eva out to talk to all those departments. There were good reasons he held the position he did. Paul never entered a meeting if he didn’t already have all the answers. He may never have been a field agent, but that was only because his skills lay elsewhere.

      Throughout the meeting, Eva kept her mouth closed, which was a rarity in itself. The fact she that was there at all was surprising. She’d never been involved in such a high-level discussion. Was Paul grooming her for greater things? Was she destined to be more than just a field agent? Eva was never arrogant enough to be too ambitious. She knew her intellect could be used in different areas, but she was smart enough to know she had a lot to learn.

      The meeting concluded with the promise of further briefings. Paul nodded, indicating that they were done, and Eva gathered their notes. From behind them, a polite cough caught their attention. Eva turned to see the grinning face of her fellow field operative, Bishop.

      The suave new arrival leaned over and said, “How did you enjoy the little get-together?”

      Bishop was smoking. Well, not actually smoking, but he was always so debonair he looked like he had a cigarette in his hand, like an old-time movie star. He looked like Cary Grant, with Frank Sinatra’s swagger. Three-piece suit, tailored to perfection, chiselled jaw, blonde cropped hair and an incandescent smile. Who was Eva kidding? Bishop was smoking hot.

      “If you want, we can have our own private get-together later on.” Bishop’s Cheshire-cat grin was luminous. “I’m thinking candlelight, a nice violin concerto and I’ve just procured quite a reasonable deal on some industrial-strength massage oil.”

      Eva let out an annoyed sigh. Unfortunately, while Bishop had a nice arse, he also was one.

      “Bishop, your hebetude is surpassed only by your vaingloriousness.”

      Bishop scowled. “You’re in so much trouble when I get my hands on a dictionary.”

      Paul sighed and shook his head. “You two can flirt in your own time.” He pointed to the front of the rapidly clearing room. “The Chief wants a quick word. I’ll meet you in ten minutes, if you can keep your hands off each other for that long.”

      “I can do ten minutes,” Bishop said with a hopeful raise of his eyebrows.

      Eva frowned. “You know that’s nothing to brag about, right?”

      She motioned for Bishop to follow her out. The two had been partnered on several missions together, and worked exceptionally well as a team. They’d saved each other’s lives more times than Eva could count. He may have been an arrogant sexist, but he was her arrogant sexist. Bishop was all talk, at least when it came to Eva. He knew his boundaries, even if she did have to remind him every so often.

      As they walked down the sterile halls of MI6, Bishop’s attention remained on Eva. Normally, his gaze darted between everything in a skirt like a kid with ADHD in a toy store who’d been given a truckload of sugar and a Red Bull. But not today. In fact, it had been some time since he’d mentioned a conquest. Perhaps he was maturing. Maybe he just wasn’t telling Eva. For some unknown reason she suspected it was the former. An even crazier thought was that he was doing it for her. Freud would call that Projection.

      Leaning towards Eva, Bishop inhaled deeply. “You smell good.”

      “Thanks, I use both nostrils.” She groaned. “Is there something I can help you with, Bishop, or is it my turn to bring you up on a sexual harassment charge this week?”

      “Unfortunately, it’s all business.” He straightened his perfectly straight tie. “Trev asked me to finger you.”

      “I’m sure he didn’t use those exact words.”

      Bishop’s eyebrows seemed to dance off his head. It was like they had a mind of their own. Eva was sure they weren’t the only part of Bishop that had a mind of its own.

      “When does he want to see me?”

      “Now.”
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      Trev was like the photographic negative of Bishop. Not what you’d call handsome, but he was polite, respectful, and wouldn’t know flirtation if it wore a stripper’s outfit and slid down a pole in front of him.

      Deep inside his IT cavern, he was hunkered down in a dark underbelly of Vauxhall Cross. Trev had recently been promoted, following his key role in Eva’s last assignment, but his change in rank hadn’t affected his workspace cleanliness. Large headphones on, he was surrounded by four screens, endless computers in various stages of disassembly, and dozens of discarded disposable coffee cups. A few of the cups were from Eva’s coffee shop, Kanga Brew.

      “You know, you should really buy a re-usable cup, dude,” Eva said playfully. “There’s an entire forest here.”

      “Eva!”

      Trev spun his chair in surprise, but as he shot out of his seat to greet her, his head was yanked back by the cord on his headphones and he went sprawling to the floor. Eva raced to help him while Bishop leaned against the doorjamb and shook his head.

      Collapsing into his chair, Trev turned as red as a sunburnt tomato. He spluttered a series of frantic apologies.

      “No worries, Trev, seriously.” The poor kid had a crush on Eva and must have been deeply embarrassed. Eva moved on to save him further humiliation. “Bishop said you wanted to see me?”

      “Oh yes.” Trev bounced in his chair and reached for a Lancing computer pad. He traced his finger about the screen. “I came across something while I was running a program. The station chief in Saint Petersburg asked me to run a decryption program on a cipher he received about an hour ago.”

      “Cipher?”

      “A typed letter was sent directly to the station chief. Hand delivered by a clueless courier. Signals knew I’d been working on a cipher program, so asked me to have a look.”

      “Typed?” Bishop asked. “As in… typed?”

      “On a typewriter, yeah.” Trev’s face lit up. “Totally retro.”

      Bishop frowned. “Why would Signals send it your way?”

      “They’ve been a bit miffed because I’ve been working on my own decoder program. We went head to head.” Trev’s face lit up. “I cracked it before they did. The lads in Signals owe me a six pack of Guinness’s finest.” His grin enveloped his entire face. “It was a way old Soviet VIC cipher used in the 50s. Apparently uncrackable back in the day. It’s only recently that some boffins worked out the enciphering algorithm. Because, like, you have to know the algorithm to crack the cipher, yeah? My program has this one, and thousands more. It cracked this code in, like, ten minutes.”

      “That’s all fine and good, Trev,” Eva said, “but what does a typed letter in Saint Petersburg have to do with me?”

      Trev tilted his head and scratched his elbow. “Well, it was addressed to you.”

      “What was?”

      “The cipher. The message.”

      “Me?”

      “Yeah, check it.”

      Trev held up his pad. The screen was split in two. On the left was a typed letter using Russian Cyrillic script; on the right was the translation. The message greeted Eva formally by name and proceeded to advise her that the author of the letter had critical information regarding the bombing of the Russian embassy in London.

      “What’s this bit?” Eva asked, pointing to the screen. “It says that in exchange for the information, they want to defect.”

      Bishop stepped forward and scooped up the pad. “They what? Nobody defects anymore.”

      Trev spun on his chair while staring at the ceiling. “Well, whoever wrote this wants to.”

      Eva shook her head. “Do they want smoking for the whole family, radioactive toothpaste and a ride on Sputnik, too?”

      Trev shrugged. “Don’t know. But you can ask them when you see them.”

      Eva stared at him blankly. “What?”

      “Down the bottom. They ask for you to meet them personally. Even tells you where, when and a secret phrase and everything. Totally the most spy thing I’ve ever seen.”

      “Why ask for me?”

      Trevor shrugged. “You’ll have to ask them. I’m nothing but a lowly IT desk monkey.”

      With a grin, Eva said, “That’s what you say now, but don’t forget I owe you a night on the town. That could all change.”

      Trev went red all over again.

      Bishop frowned. “A date?” There was a distinct hint of jealousy in his tone.

      “Totally not a date, but I promised Trev I’d treat him to a night out to thank him for his stellar work,” Eva said, beaming. “As a woman of her word, I fully intend for our friend here to have a night that will blow his mind.”

      For Trev, that could mean two shots in a bar and a sideways glance from a pretty girl.

      “Glad you’re all working hard.”

      All heads turned to Paul, who loomed in the doorway.

      “How did you find us?” Eva asked.

      “The Chief advised me of the message. It took all my deductive reasoning and years of training to figure young Trevor here would be keen to pass the information on.”

      If Trev could have sunk any further into his seat he would have descended all the way through to New Zealand. There was no malice in Paul’s voice, merely a statement of fact, but poor Trev didn’t know Paul was messing with him.

      “So when do I head to Saint Petersburg, boss?”

      “You’re on the first flight out tomorrow.”

      “And if they genuinely want to defect in return for information about the bombing?”

      “Then we give them tea and crumpets and their choice of rooms at Buck Palace.”
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      “Gandalf the beige?” Eva shouted, holding up an almond milk flat white.

      In the tight confines of Eva’s café, a tall bearded banker type wearing an ill-fitting taupe suit, ten years out of fashion, stepped forward. With a smile as sincere as a real estate agent’s Christmas card, he took the coffee and left. The afternoon crowd at Kanga Brew was beginning to thin and Eva wiped her coffee-stained hands on her apron. Business was good, and she was in her element. Her place. Her people. Well, except for that banker guy.

      A few stuffed shirts at MI6 had initially protested at the idea of an agent operating a side business. That was until Li Wei fell in their laps. Li was a recently promoted envoy from the Cultural Attaché division of Cultural Affairs for the People’s Republic of China. He was also spying for the United Kingdom. He passed on state secrets to Eva via her café. As far as anyone looking on could tell, half an hour earlier Li had purchased a coffee, just like every other worker in central London. Nobody had seen the two trade reusable coffee cups with USB sticks hidden inside.

      Never privy to the information being passed back and forth, Eva was content knowing her café played a central role in obtaining top-secret information from the emerging superpower. Plus, she could still make kickarse coffee. Win/win.

      Her offsider and now part-owner, Anchor, the big Swedish Goth/skateboarder, was on a date with an “up-and-coming” (read: unemployed) West End actor. She wished him well, but given Anchor’s dating history, it was probably doomed to fail. She hoped this one would work out. Anchor was one of Eva’s favourite humans.

      “Oi, coffee wench, don’t be a ghoul and make me one of ye flat whites, ya big eejit!”

      Eva laughed. The newcomer was a short Irish firecracker, and on the very top of Eva’s list of favourite humans. Nancy was her best friend in the world. She had once referred to Eva’s coffee as “God’s semen”. Eva still wasn’t sure how she felt about that one.

      The two women embraced, and Eva’s recent stresses faded away. Nancy knew her better than any other person alive. She’d witnessed her previous dating disasters, and even seen a few up close and was still probably emotionally scarred. Like the time Eva went on a second date with a guy and made it a double-date with Nancy and her husband. All was fine until they noticed the guy was stealing all the cutlery. Later, he claimed he had a phone call and went outside to take it. He never came back. They later they realised it was Nancy’s phone he’d taken.

      Nancy and Eva had recently had a big misunderstanding, but thankfully the two had patched up their quarrel. Now they were back to looking out for one another, exchanging low-level abuse and sharing each other’s lives—to a point.

      Eva was happy to have some time with Nancy, something she’d sorely missed in recent weeks. Together, they closed the café and cleaned up, then sat down with a well-earned coffee and chatted like only old friends could.

      “You’ll never believe what my arsehat of a husband has done now.”

      Eva snorted. “Did he accidentally buy a pedigree greyhound that turned out to be five hamsters in a dog suit?”

      “Close. The fecken eejit got a,” Nancy used air quotes, “‘great deal’ on Russian caviar, despite the fact that neither of us had even tasted it. It arrived yesterday.”

      Eva winced, guessing what was coming. “Was it Russian?”

      “Russian? Feck. It wasn’t even caviar. Best I can make out, he spent a hundred quid on shit. Literally. Fish shit.”

      Eva laughed until it hurt. She loved Nancy’s stories about her hopeless husband. It was a side she didn’t get to see every day. While the two were as close as best friends could be, there were two things Nancy didn’t know. The first was that Eva was a spy for MI6. The second, and probably more difficult, thing was that Nancy’s feckless husband was Eva’s boss, Paul. Nancy probably still thought Paul worked for the Treasury. That said, Nancy was extremely smart and may well have figured out that Paul’s sleepless nights weren’t related to the UK’s trade deficit.

      “Given the problems with Russia at the moment,” Eva said, “it’s probably best you didn’t get the real deal in the end.” As soon as she’d said it, she wanted to move on. Catching up with Nancy was meant to take her mind off work, not remind her of it.

      “Bah,” Nancy replied. “Some twat lit a gas stove wrong at the embassy and people are talking like it’s the Cuban Missile Crisis. This will blow over by tomorrow.”

      Eva’s mind was flooded with images of the explosions and dead bodies littering the embassy grounds. As a spy, she’d been working on her poker face, but her best friend must have seen a change

      “What?” Nancy’s face turned sombre as she saw Eva’s face. “I was only joshing. I know it’s serious.” She patted Eva’s hand. “London’s seen bombings before, love, we’ll be right.”

      Eva nodded, and did her best impersonation of a cheery disposition. “How’s work?”

      Nancy was an administrator at HSBC. She swayed between having a love/hate relationship with her role and a hate/hate one.

      Nancy sneered. “Ugh, a nightmare as usual. Sometimes I just wanna…” She mimed holding a hand grenade, taking the pin out with her teeth and tossing it, “… into Steve’s office and walkin’ away, ya know?”

      Eva nodded, only half listening, still haunted by lingering images of the bombing. “Except you’d probably lose all your teeth.”

      “What?”

      “The grenade. Pulling the pin with your teeth would most likely lead to your teeth being pulled out completely. Modern grenade pins are designed to be difficult to pull out, to avoid accidents, so you’d have to pull really hard with your teeth to get it out of the grenade.”

      Nancy stared at her for a moment. “How on Earth would you know that?”

      Jolted back to the present, Eva realised what she’d said. “Ah, I read a lot.”

      Nancy frowned. “Yeah, I know, but I didn’t think Kafka covered modern weaponry.”

      “I don’t know. Some of the passages in The Trail were the bomb.”

      Her friend laughed politely at the feeble joke, but Eva saw cogs working in the back of her friend’s brain. She’d have to be more careful if she was going to keep her friend away from her dangerous profession.

      Thankfully, Nancy moved on. “So, who’s the new one?”

      Tilting her head in confusion, Eva asked, “New what?”

      “New bloke,” Nancy said with a smirk. “You’ve always got some pleb lined up to break your heart and/or clear out your bank balance. I swear to god they could do a study on you. It could be called ‘suicidal dating rituals’.”

      Eva sipped her coffee. Nancy really did know her better than anyone else.

      Eager to change the subject, Eva changed the subject. “So, it’s still stressing you out? Work, I mean?”

      It was Nancy’s turn to lose her joyous demeanour. “Yeah, doesn’t seem to be letting up. Bloody need a holiday. Want to head somewhere exotic with me?”

      Eva could have laughed out loud. In just a few hours she’d be heading off to Saint Petersburg to find the author of the message. That was pretty exotic, but not exactly the boozy girls’ getaway Nancy was angling for. Eva was pretty certain Paul wouldn’t agree to send his wife along on a mission that reeked of Cold War espionage.

      For the first time, Eva wondered how the old Russian cipher had affected Paul. He had an unpleasant family history with Cold War spies. His father had been executed by the KGB in Warsaw in 1982. It was one of the biggest scandals of the Cold War. One MI6 operative killed, another disappeared—some say defected. The whole thing had been named after the missing agent: the Amanda Bourke Affair. The scandal was never resolved, and had led to wild speculation over the years. Did Amanda Bourke defect? Was she killed? Had MI6 or the CIA staged the whole thing?

      One thing Eva knew for certain was that Paul had become a spy even though his father had lost his life to the Service. That said a lot about him. He never spoke of it, but Eva knew he still railed against the ghost of his father. The extra dedication, having to know everything before he stepped into briefings, the ridiculously long hours—Paul’s commitment wasn’t just because his position demanded it. The spectre of his lineage hung over him like a shroud, and he was determined to be more than the son of a dead agent. Paul wanted to forge his own destiny. It was a struggle Nancy knew nothing of.

      “I wish. I’m pretty damn stressed at the moment, myself,” Eva said.

      Her friend looked at her curiously. Eva hesitated, eyeing her friend cautiously, then jiggled her empty cup. “Can I get you another?”
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      Pulkovo Airport was more modern than Eva had envisaged. She shouldn’t have been surprised. After all, this wasn’t the USSR; Saint Petersburg was a major tourist destination, and had once been the home of Russian royalty. It was a city of art, opera and culture. The modern architecture of the airport terminal was vast and striking, with plenty of high-end shops, if only Eva had time to be distracted. She didn’t.

      Having passed through immigration, she hustled down the concourse, eager to make her rendezvous. Bishop lagged behind, playing her hopeless partner, for anyone who happened to be observing. He’d insisted that their cover be a married couple. Eva’s compromise was that they’d been married for years, so wouldn’t need to be fawning over one another, much to Bishop’s disappointment.

      They wore matching outfits: puffy black hiking vests, black fleece jackets and cargo pants. Even their luggage matched. If anyone was watching they’d assume they were a couple of tourists ready to take in the sights. But that was the thing: if anyone was watching. Eva still had her doubts. What did a sixty-year-old cipher in Saint Petersburg have to do with the bombing in London? And why not pick up the phone? Send an email? Post something on social media? Hell, even SIS had a Facebook page now.

      To Eva it felt like a wild goose chase. If the mission was a wash, she’d take a few days to soak in the city and enjoy the small break she definitely needed. She could clear her mind with a stroll or two down the many rivers and canals the city had to offer. Or pay a visit to the stunning Winter Palace, where Catherine the Great used to hang out to recharge her depleted batteries. But that was only if the whole thing turned out to be a waste of time, which was a big if. Someone had gone to a lot of trouble to reach out to her. Eva had to be alert and ready. Spies never fully relaxed.

      She checked the time on her phone. “I think the car rentals are this way.”

      “Oh, so we’re talking now,” Bishop replied. “That’s good.” His voice dripped with sarcasm.

      On the flight over she’d completely ignored Bishop. She’d popped in her earphones almost the moment they’d been seated. It had been a deliberate choice. Some might even call it self-preservation. Eva’s chat with Nancy had reminded her to keep away from men who were no good for her. Bishop was a New York cheesecake with caramel fudge sauce and Oreo crumb topping. Delicious, sure, but the last thing she needed. Eva chose to focus on important things, things that made her happy. Like dresses with pockets.

      “Lyle,” Eva started, using Bishop’s alias for the mission. She’d chosen it herself. “We have a lot going on at the moment, so let’s focus on the task at hand.”

      Bishop nodded, but his face showed that he was far from convinced. “Fine, but I think we need to talk. Although I’m not sure what we need to talk about.”

      He was right. They really did need to talk. It was just that Eva didn’t want to. Not now. She nodded in reply, but remained mute.

      After a few moments of walking, Lyle/Bishop rolled their luggage to a stop. “I need to spend a rouble.”

      Without waiting for a reply, he proceeded to the men’s toilets. Eva stood next to a mature couple with the exact same luggage that she and Bishop had. She gave them a weak smile and placed her bag to the right of theirs. The couple didn’t return her greeting. Eva checked her phone again. They still had time to make their appointment, but couldn’t dawdle.

      After a few minutes, Bishop emerged. Eva picked up the bag on the left and headed towards the car hire desks, the subtle exchange completed. They now had their weapons and surveillance pack.

      Several minutes of stilted English later, Eva had the keys to a BMW. She was thankful it wasn’t a Lada; they wanted to make their meeting. The BMW was the highest performance vehicle the company had, and you never knew when you’d need the horsepower.

      Using the GPS as their guide, they made their way towards the city centre. Saint Petersburg felt like the imperial capital Eva had expected. It was a city of monuments and palaces. It was also a city of death. Nearly two million people had died in the battle for the city during World War II. The mid-morning sun reflected off Saint Isaacs’ golden dome, but under the bright sunshine and wide welcoming streets, blood soaked the city’s very foundations.

      She also knew it was a strategic city, mainly due to the year-round access to the Baltic Sea. Russia’s first warships had been built there. The country’s kings and queens were buried nearby. As Eva drove, she lamented the fact that she couldn’t spend more time in this fascinating city, built from the imaginings of Peter the Great.

      She soon realised that she had even less time to admire the sights than she’d thought. She checked the rear-view mirror again to confirm she wasn’t imagining it.

      Womble spunktrumpets.

      “We’ve got company.”

      Eva grinned at the cliché. She used to use that phrase back in her home town of Melbourne in her youth, as a joke to liven up boring drives. Back when she broke the law instead of defending it. In those days she didn’t hire cars, she stole them. That was where she’d gained her killer driving skills. She suspected she was about to need them.

      Bishop was suddenly alert, checking his own mirrors. Behind them, a darkly-tinted black Lexus sedan sat low on its tyres, meaning it was either carrying a lot of passengers or was heavily armoured. Possibly both. It had been trailing them for about five kilometres, being careful to stay exactly three cars behind, no matter how much Eva sped up or slowed down. She’d taken an alternative road just to be sure, but the Lexus stuck with her. They definitely had a tail.

      Bishop pulled out his phone. “I’ll call it in.” He quickly contacted the local station chief and advised her of the situation and their location, then hung up and kept his eye on the shadowing vehicle.

      The five lanes of Moskovsky Avenue provided plenty of space, but the heavy traffic limited manoeuvrability. The tram line and strip of grass dividing the traffic gave the street a picture-postcard feel, but limited sudden changes in direction, and their lack of knowledge about the city’s streets put them at a disadvantage.

      Sitting straighter in her seat, Eva didn’t take her eyes off the mirror as she asked, “Do you have the weapons pack?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good.”

      “It’s in the boot,” Bishop said, gesturing towards the rear of the car.

      Eva spared a second to glance at Bishop. “That’s handy.”

      “Isn’t it?” Bishop reached into his jacket. “I do have this.” He held up a pistol.

      “That won’t do much.”

      “You’d be amazed what I can do with the right equipment in a tight spot.”

      Eva gave him a sideways glance. “No, I wouldn’t be surprised at all.”

      They shared a sly smirk, but their expressions soon became sombre.

      “What’s the play?” Bishop asked, his seriousness matching Eva’s.

      “We make sure we don’t get our bond back on the car.”

      “Do it.”

      “Hold onto your cocks, people.”

      She dropped down a gear and the engine howled in protest. Eva ignored it; she needed the extra torque. She wished rental companies offered manual cars, they gave far better control, but she’d work with what she had.

      Taking her foot off the accelerator, Eva yanked the wheel hard to the right, crossing two lanes of traffic, and threaded past a taxi and a Mercedes. With centimetres to spare, Eva guided the BMW through a gap in the trees then straightened out on the unoccupied tram lane. She stamped on the accelerator, and the car lurched forward with a roar.

      The gap behind them widened as the Lexus fought to mirror Eva’s radical manoeuvres, but it was only a few moments before they too were on the tram lane and gathering speed.

      Bishop tapped his window with his gun. “Should I take a shot?”

      “You don’t strike me as one to discharge first, Bishop.”

      He grinned his lady-killer smile. “You’re right, of course. I always like the other party to release first.”

      “Good boy.” Fast approaching a tram, Eva kept the car’s pace and readied herself to make the next move. “Plus, we don’t know if they’re friend or foe.”

      “Friends usually say hi first.” He held his pistol at the ready. “And I don’t know about your friends, but mine don’t usually engage in high-speed pursuits without asking politely.”

      “You need better friends, dude.” Eva glanced at the clock.

      Their meeting was in less than twenty minutes; they didn’t have time to waste. With no way to communicate with whoever had sent the message, if they missed this window there would never be a second chance. It was unlikely that whoever sent the message was behind the tail. Why send goons to chase them through the streets when they already knew their final destination? But whoever their pursuers were, they had to lose them.

      Tamping the accelerator, Eva surged the BMW forward and around the tram. Sliding back into its lane, she slowed to match the tram’s speed, staying only a metre in front of it. The tram driver frantically rang the bell in distress, gesturing wildly with his hands. Eva gave him a friendly wave.

      She’d lost sight of the vehicle pursuing them, just as she’d intended. The driver of the Lexus couldn’t know Eva’s intentions. Was she going to stay on the tram line or whip the car right to re-join the traffic? If he bet wrong, he’d lose her for sure.

      The snarl of the Lexus could be heard over the clang of the tram’s bell. It was coming on the left, and fast.

      “Gun,” Bishop yelled.

      Eva saw it too, a silhouette on the passenger side. That sealed it. She hit the accelerator just as the Lexus came into her peripheral vision. It sped up to match. Eva couldn’t see the driver’s face through the tinted glass, but she was sure they weren’t happy with her. That wasn’t about to change.

      As the Lexus drew level with the BMW, Eva tapped the brakes. The tram driver doubled his frantic bell ringing and slowed hard. The Lexus pulled ahead. As its rear wheels aligned with the BMW’s front ones, Eva yanked the steering wheel and gently tapped the Lexus’s side, steering into it. She stamped the accelerator to make sure the Lexus’ bumper didn’t slide off. Its rear tyres lost traction and skidded on the grass embankment. Eva decelerated to give it space as the driver of the other vehicle fought for control. He lost. The car spun, fishtailing wildly. It clipped a tree and savagely flipped several times before sliding on its roof between the two sets of tracks.

      Eva hit the brakes and she and Bishop exited the BMW. Bishop covered the wreckage, aiming his weapon at the smoking Lexus, while Eva lost precious seconds scrambling to the rear of the car to extract a snub-nosed submachine gun. The MI6 agents approached silently. No orders were issued; the two moved as seamlessly as lovers, covering each other while keeping their weapons trained on the threat.

      They needn’t have bothered. The Lexus contained only two occupants: a burly driver and passenger. Both were unconscious, but alive. The tram kept well back, but Eva had no doubt the driver would have called it in. They didn’t have much time.

      A screech of tyres caused Eva to glance up. A brown Volvo pulled up on the roadside beside them, causing the cars behind to honk in protest. The two occupants exited the vehicle. It was the couple they had traded luggage with at the airport. They exchanged nods, but no words, then all four MI6 operatives carried the two unconscious bodies to the Volvo, where they were unceremoniously thrown into the back seat.

      The older man slammed the car door shut, then gave a bow. Their captives were secure.

      “The safe house is nearby,” he said with a Midlands accent. “We’ll let you know what they have to say.”

      Eva patted the man’s shoulder in way of thanks and ran back towards the BMW. She didn’t have time to think about how they were going to extract the information. She had a rendezvous to make.
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      The cipher had stated that the meet was at the Church of the Saviour on Spilled Blood—because why meet at the Tea Rooms of Friendship and Hugs? The church was as ominous as its name. A mishmash of baroque and neoclassical styles, if the architects had been aiming for creepy and imposing, they’d hit the mark. As Eva walked along the Griboyedov Canal towards the imposing façade, she checked her communications gear.

      “Testing, testing, flamingo, foxtrot, Winnebago, frotting, over.”

      Bishop sighed. “Flamingo and foxtrot start with the same letter.”

      A storm was approaching from the east, and the streets were relatively empty, save for the occasional tourist taking photos of the church against the rapidly darkening sky.

      The entrance to the church was dominated by a pedestrian square. Eva walked briskly, carefully eyeing every individual in the piazza.

      Smiling, she said, “And frotting, don’t forget frotting.”

      “I don’t even know what that means.”

      “Best to look it up at your next family gathering.”

      Bishop seemed keen to get on with the mission, but after the car chase through the city, Eva needed a little distraction. Their pursuers had unnerved her. What else was going on that she didn’t know about?

      Bishop had suggested calling off the meet, but Eva refused. She was built of stronger stuff. The men in the car may
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