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So you see, my dear Coningsby, that the world is governed by very different personages from what is imagined by those who are not behind the scenes.

—Benjamin Disraeli, Coningsby







Prologue

Tel Aviv, Israel. A Friday evening in May. At 7.30 p.m., Israel time, the Shenzhen-based hacker hacked Israeli Knesset member Chaim Levi’s home computer, downloading every file off its hard drive.

The man known as Levi had hovered over his computer and watched the hack occur in real time, in silence.

He’d been expecting it.

He’d watched the computer screen, transfixed. His eyes had followed the cursor as it moved of its own accord, the phantom user exploring and mining every file on his computer.

Eventually, the cursor stopped moving.

Levi, a thickset man with greying, curly black hair in a black silk kimono, waited nervously. His restless fingers drummed the desktop. Under his other hand, on the desktop beside the computer, was an envelope with a card poking out of it. The only thing that could be read off the card was a single word: Rußwurmhaus*.

Ten minutes later, Levi’s computer pinged.

He wiped a sweaty palm on his kimono, before reaching for the computer mouse with tremulous fingers. He clicked on the ‘new email’ icon.

He read the email. He licked his lips.

He re-read it.

He read it a third time, unhurriedly, savouring every word in the email, as if enjoying a tasty morsel: To: Chaim Levi… 20 000 000 USD… Zurich…

“Mazel tov!” he finally said to himself.

“Zaichik!” a female voice purred from the adjacent bedroom. Bunny!

Two pairs of eyes watched the stocky politician as he did a little celebratory dance around the computer. Then he padded back through his spacious $8 million penthouse, with its spectacular view of the Mediterranean Sea, floor-to-ceiling windows, crystal chandeliers, hardwood floors, mirrored ceilings, white leather furniture, back to the bedroom, passing by numerous objets d’opulence —neither the apartment nor many of the objects therein he could have afforded on his ‘meagre’ ministerial salary—returning to his cocaine and champagne party with his two bleach blonde Russian hookers. If the man had remained at his computer for a few more minutes, he might have noticed a second hacker accessing his device.





* The German letter eszett or ß is similar phonetically to the English ‘ss’.



One

London, July, Monday, 8.38 a.m. The heavy summer rain beat a quick, hard tattoo on the black cab’s roof as the vehicle came to a halt in the morning commuter traffic on Vauxhall Bridge. The passenger, a black-booted, buff-raincoated woman checked the clock on her cell phone. Frustrated at the taxi’s lack of progress she decided to walk the remaining distance to Vauxhall Cross. After paying the driver, she exited the taxi and crossed the cycle lane to reach the footway. She tucked her handbag under her left arm and began walking briskly. Her shoulder-length flaxen hair was rapidly becoming wet. She wiped away the rain droplets collecting on her spectacles with her right thumb and forefinger. Within minutes she was standing outside the Secret Intelligence Service headquarters. MI6HQ.

She looked up.

Storm clouds drifted over the black-and-beige edifice. She’d always disliked the building’s architectural vulgarity—its lack of artistic sensibility and proportion. Its eccentric Lego-brick profile stood out on the London skyline like a turreted keep: aloof, medieval and paranoid.

Roaming security cameras quickly picked her up. After being buzzed in and passing through Vauxhall Cross’s main gate, she stepped through the revolving door, into the building. Inside, she removed her ID card hung on a lanyard around her neck, and touched in on one of several drop-arm optical turnstiles beside the visitors’ desk. Marching out the other side of the turnstile, she passed through the next set of security checks: an X-ray scanner and an airport-style metal detector. She placed her handbag in a tray on the X-ray scanner conveyor belt, and stepped through the metal detector. The armed security guards looked on Argus-eyed. Passing through the metal detector, she collected her handbag once it had been processed by the X-ray scanner, and walked on hurriedly through the building’s lobby, piercing the silence with the staccato click of heels on polished marble flooring. She entered the lift at the far end of the lobby and pressed a lift button for the desired floor. As the doors slid shut behind her and the lift climbed, she checked her appearance in the mirrored surfaces inside the confines of the lift. She noted the tanned skin in the reflection. The lift stopped on the fifth floor: the Middle East Controllerate.

The lift doors slid open into a long carpeted corridor. On the left was a single door with a numeric keypad on it. On the right, half a dozen more doors. At the very end of the corridor was a door with two large potted plants standing sentry on either side of it, her destination. As she advanced down the corridor, a door to her right opened. A portly, balding man ambled out with a half-drunk tea mug in his right hand and a pen tucked behind his right ear. He was staring intently at a folded newspaper in his left hand. He looked up with a start, saw the bedraggled woman and grinned.

“Why, Ms Jemma Swift, you’re back. As-salaam aleikum,” he said in a playful tone.

“Hello, Will,” responded the woman known as Jemma Swift, smiling. “What have I missed?”

“Let’s see…” he said. “Izzy transferred to MI5… Some odd rumours about Adam Fielding out in Peshawar… Oh, and Tabitha has a new rescue cat—goes by the name of Pyewacket—cantankerous old git from what I’ve heard. How are you anyhow?”

“Glad to be home,” said Swift. “And you?”

“Good,” he replied, “apart from this bloody cryptic crossword puzzle. One clue to go, but it’s a bugger. It reads: ‘or is a thorny sceptic’.”

“Let me see it,” said Swift, holding her right hand out. He handed her the folded newspaper reluctantly. She scanned the newspaper.

“And how was Yemen?” he asked, as she wrestled with the puzzle.

“Bad as ever,” said Swift. “Thankfully, my posting was far enough off the beaten track to keep me out of the line of fire. Two years of desert, date fruit and dirt-road dead drops. All I want now is a quiet desk job for six months.” She looked up from the newspaper. “The answer to your puzzle is a ‘conspiracy theorist’—it’s an anagram.” Swift handed the man his newspaper back, then added, “Sorry, I can’t stay and chat. Got a nine a.m. appointment with Tabitha.”

“With ‘She-Who-Must-Be-Obeyed’?” he asked, dropping his voice. “On Monday morning? Tabitha should be powwowing with the other heads of section and subsection in Group Leaders.” He added, “Then again, I haven’t seen her leave her office. I did see three serious-looking gents with ‘Visitor’ ID badges walk into the fifth-floor reception this morning, however. One was a junior minister from the Foreign Office. What did you do out there, Jemma? Shoot the Yemeni President’s prize thoroughbred?”

Every MI6 officer understood: subordinates never interrupted Group Leaders on Monday morning, not without very good reason. Swift’s own section chief was the controller of Middle East section, Tabitha Stuart. Swift was heading for Stuart’s personal office on direct instruction. She didn’t know why.

Her colleague gave her a sympathetic look, and then said, “I won’t keep you. Off you go.”

Swift smiled weakly. “See you later.”

She continued walking, reached the end door, opened it and entered. Inside the room a secretary was typing on a desktop computer at a reception desk, the desk itself standing several feet away from the far wall. The secretary, a woman in her fifties with a short grey feathered haircut wearing a burgundy pussybow blouse and black pegged trousers, looked up and smiled.

“Hello, Astrid,” said the rain-sodden woman to the secretary. “I’m here to see Tabitha at nine.”

“Good morning, Jemma,” the secretary responded with a cut-glass accent. “Welcome back. Your nine o’clock appointment has been pushed back ten minutes. Someone from the Foreign Office—you understand.”

“Of course.”

“Can I get you a coffee, Jemma? Tea?”

“Coffee would be great. Black, no sugar, please.”

“Right, you are. One minute,” said the secretary, as she stood up and exited the room to fetch Swift a drink.

Swift took off her raincoat to reveal a bottle-green short-sleeved wrap dress. She hung her coat on a coat stand that stood in the right-hand corner of the room nearest the door she’d just come through, then she stepped over to a glass coffee table, and a row of three comfy chairs flush against the left wall. She sat in the middle chair, dropping her handbag by her feet. How many times had she been in this reception room, she pondered. Twice? Three times? Her eyes scanned the room. It was just as she remembered it. Its style was functional rather than decorative. Despite this, a few personal touches added a little colour to the space. In the near-left corner of the room stood a three-foot-tall reproduction bronze statue of a willowy Standing Sappho by James Pradier. Beside the statue stood a luxuriant parlour palm. A large yucca plant stood in the far-left corner. Behind and to the right of the secretary’s desk was the door to Swift’s section chief’s office. On either side of this door hung two paintings. The left painting—the larger of the two—The Nine Living Muses of Great Britain by Richard Samuel: a group portrait of some of the most famous female bluestockings to grace eighteenth-century English society. The right painting—Le Discret by Joseph Ducreux: a startled-looking man in eighteenth-century dress and wig looked out at the viewer with his right index finger placed over his lips. The two paintings summed up Swift’s section chief’s main preoccupations: female empowerment and discretion.

The secretary reappeared with a cup of coffee on a saucer for Swift. They chatted for several minutes exchanging pleasantries, before the secretary returned to her seat to continue typing at her keyboard. Swift’s mind wandered aimlessly as she nursed her coffee.

Soon, the door behind the secretary opened, and a man in a navy-blue suit walked out; the secretary looked up from her computer screen.

“Goodbye, Mr Prendergast,” said the secretary.

The man known as Prendergast smiled at the secretary as he walked past her, replying, “Goodbye.”

As the man walked past Swift, their eyes met. She smiled. He smiled back, but the smile quickly evaporated leaving only his icy gaze.

Then he was out the door and gone.

The secretary pressed an extension number and the hands-free selection on the telephone intercom.

A tinny female voice from the intercom replied, “Yes?”

“Jemma is here, Tabitha,” the secretary answered.

“Send her in, Astrid,” the tinny voice responded.

“You can go on in now,” the secretary said.

Swift put her partially drunk coffee cup and saucer down on the coffee table. She stood up, smoothed her dress down, picked up her handbag and proceeded to step into the adjacent room, all the while trying to soft-pedal her apprehension about the meeting she was about to have.





Two

A large room with more eighteenth-century paintings, photographs, certificates and awards, and a wall map of Asia Minor, North Africa, the Middle East, the Persian Gulf and the seven Stans confronted Swift, along with three seated figures—her section chief sitting at a nondescript office desk, and two men seated beside it to Swift’s left. A vacant chair stood in front of the desk, its previous occupant having just left.

She walked up to her section chief’s desk. On top of the desk was a desktop computer, a black desk blotter covered with an assortment of documents and papers, a banker’s lamp, an office telephone and a brimming in tray. Her eyes were eventually drawn to a striking blue orchid standing in a white porcelain vase on the left-hand corner of Swift’s side of the desk. Swift’s section chief, a slim middle-aged woman with short chestnut-brown hair, in a grey trouser suit, ivory jewel-neck blouse and pearl necklace, was busy writing at her desk.

“Morning, Tabitha,” said Swift.

The other woman momentarily looked up and flashed a kindly smile at Swift. “Jemma, good to see you. Take a seat. I’ll be with you in a minute,” she said, as she quickly went back to her scribbling.

The seated woman before Swift was Tabitha Stuart, present Middle East controller. A civil servant to the core, and a future dame of the realm in the making, thought Swift. No-nonsense with a soupçon of jolly hockey sticks.

Swift quickly seated herself in the empty chair opposite her section chief, placed her handbag by the side of her chair, crossed her legs, slipped one hand nervously in the other, and watched the older woman write a series of notes on a jotter. Swift observed that beneath the notepad the other woman was writing on was a small piece of paper with green ink handwriting on it. Under the sound of furious scribbling, Swift could hear the two seated men speak to each other in hushed tones. She caught a single word slip between them: ‘messenger’. Messenger? Without context, it meant nothing to her. Eventually, her section chief put her pen down.

“There. Done. Now, how are you, Jemma?” Stuart enquired.

Saccharine small talk wasn’t what she’d expected from her section chief. Swift immediately knew this meeting was going to be something out of the ordinary. She braced herself, responding guardedly, “I’m fine.”

“That’s good,” said Stuart. “The head of Station Y has nothing for you but praise. Tradecraft—excellent. Especially your agent handling. Intelligence received—first-rate. You’re a credit to this section, Jemma. Long may it continue.”

“Thank you,” responded Swift, relaxing slightly.

“Was your first foreign posting everything you’d hoped it would be?” Stuart asked.

“Yes,” answered Swift, nodding simultaneously.

“Any downside?” Stuart asked.

Swift considered the question. “The irregular dead drops. The waiting seemed endless.”

Stuart smiled. “Par for the course I’m afraid. You’ll get used to it.” Stuart shuffled some papers in front of her, before adding, “Have you had chance to be debriefed since your return from Yemen?”

Swift replied, “Not yet. I only got back Friday night. I was going to do it as soon as I got in this morning. Then I got your message last night to come directly to you.”

“Do it after we’ve spoken,” said Stuart. Then the older woman twisted her leatherette chair towards the two men in the room. “Jemma, I don’t believe you’ve met either Tom or Jean-Pierre before, have you?”

Swift looked over at the two seated men. She responded, “No, I don’t think we’ve been introduced before.” The man sitting nearest to Swift was athletic and broad-shouldered with close-cropped dark hair. He wore a charcoal suit and sat rigidly upright in his chair with his hands on his knees. Almost certainly military, discerned Swift. The other man was slighter, in a teal-blue three-piece suit with well-coiffed light brown hair and wearing thick-lensed spectacles. Unlike the man sitting beside him, he was more settled in his chair with legs loosely crossed.

Swift’s section chief introduced the more physically imposing man first. “This is Corporal Tom Hornbeck—Middle East section’s new security advisor, straight from Hereford.”

Hereford was shorthand for Special Air Service headquarters.

“Ms Swift,” said Hornbeck with an Essex twang.

“Mr Hornbeck,” Swift replied.

Security advisor—and more, thought Swift. MI6 security advisors were currently serving military men from the Special Air Service seconded to give advice on personal security, hardware and field training. Each section had its own security advisor stationed at Vauxhall Cross. Collectively their official title was the Increment. The Increment also carried out targeted assassinations for MI6—what the Russians called ‘wet work’. If MI6 was the brains, the Increment was the brawns. They did MI6’s dirty work. If only the public knew the real James Bond drank Bud, not Bollinger. The Special Air Service guys were ballsy, sometimes irreverent, but always professional. This was the first time Swift had been in a closed-door meeting with one of Hereford’s advisors.

Stuart added, “The security advisor who was meant to be here had a mishap on a recent skiing holiday and broke his ankle. So, Tom has kindly agreed to step into the breach. Thank you, Tom.”

The second man in the room was introduced. “This is Jean-Pierre Futrelle,” said Stuart. “Head of global policy at the Streatham Institute. He’s currently the chief advisor to the Foreign Office on Sino-British relations.”

Sino-British relations? thought Swift.

“Hello, Ms Swift,” said the man known as Futrelle, smiling. Perfect Received Pronunciation disguised any Gallic breeding.

“Hello, Mr Futrelle,” Swift said.

Futrelle spoke again. “Where were you based in Yemen… if I’m allowed to enquire?”

Stuart nodded her approval for Swift to answer.

“Ju’aymah—it’s a little village near Seiyun,” Swift replied matter-of-factly.

“Ju’aymah?” Futrelle said, as he played with his cufflinks. “I’ve never been there. I did visit Sana’a once—wonderful people, fantastic souk.”

Stuart broke in, “Good, good. Now, to business—Adam Fielding, Middle East section. What do you know about him, Jemma?”

“Adam?” Swift responded. “Only what’s common knowledge. Like myself, he served in the British Armed Forces before joining MI6. He was an NCO in the Parachute Regiment—3rd Battalion, I think. He joined MI6 after leaving the army. He’s been with MI6 for ten-plus years, most of that time with the Middle East section. As I came in this morning Will mentioned Adam was in Peshawar.” She didn’t say Will had also mentioned ‘some odd rumours’.

Stuart said, “Fielding’s been active for almost two years in Peshawar on Operation Drawknife: opium-smuggling reconnaissance.”

Swift looked at Hornbeck as she resumed talking. “From what little I do know of Fielding he’s tough as old boots. Dependable. A straight arrow—”

Stuart interrupted Swift, “He’s dead.”

“Dead?” Swift said with surprise. She sensed the older woman was scrutinising her response.

Stuart went on. “His body was pulled out of Victoria Harbour last Wednesday.”

“Victoria Harbour, Hong Kong?” Swift said. “But… you said he was in Pakistan.”

“That’s what we’d assumed,” Stuart said.

“How did he end up in Hong Kong?” Swift asked.

“We don’t fully know yet,” Stuart responded.

“How did he die?” Swift asked.

The older woman hesitated for a couple of seconds, shifted uneasily in her chair, then dropped her gaze and straightened the pen on her desk, addressing the younger woman as she did so. “He was found… decapitated… and dismembered… and stuffed in his own travelling bag.”

“Jesus!” exclaimed Swift. She looked over at the two men. They appeared unruffled by the news. They’d clearly already been briefed.

Stuart elaborated. “Fielding’s face wasn’t too badly disfigured—he was still recognisable. Fingerprints and dental records confirm it was him. The post-mortem established—according to levels of skin slippage and maceration—that Fielding’s body had been in the water for three days tops. A dredger operating off Kowloon Public Pier in Tsim Sha Tsui hauled up the travelling bag containing his remains.”

“Skin slippage?” a baffled Futrelle enquired.

Stuart explained, “Once a corpse is submerged in water, skin tissue sloughs at a markedly accelerated rate…”

Futrelle looked horrified. “Perhaps I shouldn’t have asked.” That little detail had clearly been overlooked in their earlier briefing.

Stuart continued. “A small quantity of fentanyl was found inside Fielding’s travelling bag too.”

“Was he—?” Swift was about to ask.

“—partaking?” said Stuart. “Post-mortem says no.”

“Who else knows about Fielding?” Swift asked.

“C…” began Stuart. ‘C’ being the Chief of MI6. Stuart went on, “The Far East controller, the Prime Minister, the Foreign Secretary and the Cabinet. The fellow you saw leave just now—Malcolm Prendergast—has just come from the Foreign Office. He’s a junior minister, but he has the Foreign Secretary’s ear. The Cabinet Secretary, the Joint Intelligence Committee, the top brass at the Ministry of Defence, and these two gentlemen.” Stuart gestured to Hornbeck and Futrelle in quick succession. “The British embassy in Beijing and the British consulate in Hong Kong too, though only personnel with top-secret clearance know he was one of ours. The consulate is processing Fielding’s repatriation documents as we speak.”

“Have the Hong Kong Police got any leads?” Swift asked.

“No, though they do suspect Triads,” replied Stuart.

“Triads?” Swift enquired.

“They see Fielding’s death as a simple drug deal gone badly,” answered Stuart.

“Because of the fentanyl found in Fielding’s travelling bag?” Swift asked.

“Yes,” replied Stuart.

“That’s a bit of a reach, isn’t it?” Swift responded.

“That’s exactly what we thought,” said Stuart.

“Is dismemberment a common Triad method of execution?” Swift asked.

“No,” said Stuart. “A Triad killing—often referred to as a ‘chop’—usually comes in one of three forms: stabbing, chopping or disembowelment. Also, Triads aren’t renowned for cleaning up after their own handiwork. No signs of exsanguination linked to Fielding’s dismemberment have been found anywhere, which does rather suggest someone outside the Triad community is responsible. It has all the hallmarks of a professional hit—granted, somebody with a sense of the dramatic, and a taste for the macabre. Someone was sending us a message.”

“Do you have any idea who?” Swift asked.

“Statistically, spies kill other spies,” said Stuart.

Swift quickly said, “Chinese Intelligence?”

Chinese Intelligence, also known as MSS or the Ministry of State Security.

“We don’t know,” said Stuart.

“And the synthetic opioids?” Swift enquired.

“We suspect the drugs were planted,” Stuart said. “Much of the cheap fentanyl in circulation is produced and trafficked by the Chinese criminal underground, which is closely linked to the Chinese government. The Hong Kong Police know this. Whoever planted the drugs obviously knows this too. We think the planted drugs were a warning to the Hong Kong Police not to look too closely into Fielding’s murder. The inference is it would be too politically sensitive.

“And without any witnesses capable of providing an account of what happened, Fielding’s case will likely quickly be downgraded. Whoever killed him no doubt intended his death to be swiftly swept under the rug. That works in our favour too.

“We know the Chinese are heavily into exporting fentanyl to the United States, but there’s absolutely no connection we can make to Fielding. The Peshawar operation had no links to Hong Kong. Fielding had no Far East entanglements that we’re aware of. No significant changes in his personal banking transactions to indicate he was dealing—or using, for that matter. Despite this, Triad criminal activity is the line the Hong Kong Police are taking with regard to Fielding’s case. That one of the Triad gangs operating in Hong Kong came across a stray batch of Chinese fentanyl intended for Vancouver or Lázaro Cárdenas, and tried to flog it to Fielding.”

“Did Far East section know Fielding was on their patch when he turned up?” Swift asked. “Who’s in charge of Station H?”

Stuart said, “Derek Pearson was head of station in Hong Kong. In fact, Fielding went to Hong Kong with the express purpose of seeing Pearson. He saw Fielding. We know because Pearson had the good sense to contact me as soon as the meeting ended.”

“Tabitha, you said Pearson was head of station,” Swift said, confused. “If he met with Fielding—”

“Ye-es,” drawled Stuart. “We’ve hit a snag. Pearson has gone missing.”

“Missing?” Swift echoed. “Do we think the same people who murdered Fielding bumped off Pearson too?”

Stuart said, “Pearson hasn’t been seen in a week. Far East section is naturally getting frantic. Either he turns up alive and well… or he’s discovered, like Fielding.” Stuart played with her string of pearls. “Fielding hitched a ride from the NGO compound he was based in in Peshawar to Bacha Khan International Airport. From there he flew straight to Hong Kong.” Stuart continued. “Fielding was single with no known next of kin. But Pearson had… has a wife and three grown-up children. We’ll have to let them know, one way or another, quite soon.”

“So, we’re assuming Fielding’s murder and Pearson’s disappearance are connected?” Swift asked.

“First rule of intelligence,” responded Stuart, “there are no coincidences.”

“You said Fielding flew to Hong Kong to see Pearson,” said Swift.

“Yes,” said Stuart. “Just before Pearson disappeared, he informed me Fielding told him he was in possession of some vital intelligence—given to him by someone, we don’t know who. Pearson said Fielding was rambling and incoherent for the most part. Fielding tried to broach the subject several times, but each time he bottled out. All Pearson was able to get out of Fielding were vague generalisations about his intel, nothing substantive. In the end, Fielding just walked away.”

“Let me get this straight,” responded Swift. “Fielding flies all the way to Hong Kong, intent on speaking with Pearson, possibly with important intelligence, but can’t deliver the goods when he sees him?”

“I know,” responded Stuart. “I’m as mystified by it all as you. Fielding’s behaviour, it’s bewildering, and totally out of character.”

“Why Hong Kong? Why Pearson?” Swift asked.

“No idea,” replied Stuart.

“Did Fielding leave any clues for us on his cell phone or on his laptop?” Swift asked.

“We found Fielding’s MI6-issued cell phone and laptop in Peshawar.”

“He didn’t take them with him?”

“No. Q-Branch found nothing significant on either device to give us a lead. And nothing was found by the Hong Kong Police in Fielding’s hotel room in Hong Kong. One worrying development—Chinese Intelligence has been sniffing around Fielding’s hotel in Hong Kong.”

“Do we think Chinese Intelligence knows about Fielding’s purported intel?” Swift asked.

“That’s the sixty-four thousand dollar question, isn’t it?” Stuart said. “If Beijing isn’t complicit in all this—and we’re not ruling anything out at this stage—they still seem very interested in Fielding. How they learned about Fielding’s MI6 links to begin with, if that’s indeed the case, is another matter.”

“Have we established a basic timeline?” Swift asked.

Stuart pored over a sheet of A4 printed paper on her desk. “Fielding flew into Hong Kong Friday before last—ten days ago. He met Pearson the next day, Saturday lunchtime. Fielding checked out of his hotel Sunday evening. Pearson was reported missing Monday afternoon. Then last Wednesday—five days ago—Fielding’s red canvas holdall was pulled from Victoria Harbour, with him inside.”

“Il est mort comme il a vécu,” added Futrelle.

He died as he lived, translated Swift. A tad inappropriate.

Stuart responded to Futrelle’s remark. “By that, you mean ‘out of a suitcase’?” She went on. “Please keep your comments germane to the issue, Jean-Pierre. I expect nothing less from the officers working under me.”

Futrelle remained silent. He wore the expression of a chastened schoolboy as he picked specks of fuzz off the right lapel on his suit jacket.

Stuart stood up and walked over to a large window behind her desk. As she looked out through the rain-dashed window she continued to speak. “It’s been a disruptive few days. Most Hong Kong-based operatives have been temporarily stood down and reassigned to non-operational duties. Operation Drawknife has been put on ice for the foreseeable future. We need to make sure Fielding hasn’t jeopardised the integrity of his intelligence circuit in Peshawar.”

Here it comes, Swift thought glumly, she wants me to go to Peshawar.

Stuart’s back was still to Swift when she spoke again. “Jemma, I’d like you to fly out to Hong Kong, tonight.”

“Hong Kong? Me?” Swift said, stunned. “Why me?”

Stuart turned to face Swift. “We need someone who can officially identify Fielding’s remains, so it has to be someone from this floor. And,” she added as she returned to her chair, “there’s a particular reason why I want you to go.” Stuart turned to the computer on her desk. Several mouse clicks later, “I pulled up your dossier, Jemma. Prior to joining MI6, you served aboard HMS Glaucus in the Persian Gulf. While on board, besides learning Arabic you also learned Hebrew.”

“What good will Hebrew be in Hong Kong?” Swift asked.

Stuart shot the two men a glance. Then she looked back over at Swift. “I received a bizarre phone call from Fielding,” said Stuart.

“He contacted you?” Swift enquired. “When?”

“The same Friday he arrived in Hong Kong,” answered Stuart. “It’s simpler if I just play you the recording.”

Stuart pressed a key on her computer keyboard. A sound recording of a conversation emanated from the computer speakers: “Tabitha. It’s Adam Fielding.”

The standard protocol when speaking with fellow MI6 intelligence officers over unsecured lines was always to address each other by cover names, so that if foreign intelligence agencies were listening in they wouldn’t know who was speaking to whom. Fielding had thrown all that out the window in his opening statement. His flagrant disregard for protocol immediately made him a liability, and a threat to other intelligence officers.

“Adam?” It was Tabitha Stuart responding to Fielding’s voice in the recorded phone call.

“Tabitha. Aysh zarah.”

Then, in the background, the recording picked up what sounded like Fielding taking a deep gulp from a glass of something with ice rattling in it.

“Ish zarah? I don’t understand, Adam. You’re not making any sense,” came Stuart’s confused response.

“Ayyy-sh zarah,” said Fielding. “Aysh zarah. I know.”

The brief call ended abruptly.

“That was the last call made by Fielding, that we know of,” said Stuart.

“What time did Fielding make his call to you?” Swift asked.

Stuart checked her computer screen. “He called me eight fifty-seven p.m., Hong Kong Time.”

“And Pearson’s call to you. Do you have the recording?”

“No, unfortunately, it was over the weekend. I took the call on my cell phone.”

“Is there any CCTV of Pearson’s final hours?”

“No.”

“What about Fielding?”

“Some. It shows Fielding getting into a taxi after he checked out of his hotel. That’s the last visual we have of him. The Hong Kong Police contacted the taxi firm he used. He was heading to the train station—probably to the airport. Halfway through the journey he decided to exit the taxi. We don’t know why.”

Futrelle looked over at Stuart. “The phrase,” he said. “Ask Ms Swift about the phrase.”

“Yes,” said Stuart. “That was the puzzling thing. Aysh zarah. Our linguists informed me it’s a Hebrew phrase. Translated into English, it means—”

“—‘strange fire’,” Swift said, completing the other woman’s sentence. “It means ‘strange fire’.”

“Very good, Jemma,” said Stuart.

“What does ‘strange fire’ mean?” Swift asked.

“It’s a reference to a sacrifice made in the Old Testament,” responded Stuart, “in Leviticus and Numbers. An unauthorised offering to Jehovah, by all accounts.”

“Unauthorised offering?” Swift enquired.

“On the face of it, it sounds self-explanatory, doesn’t it?” Stuart said.

“Well, yes,” replied Swift.

“That said,” said Stuart, “this ‘strange fire’ is all we have to go on. Any working theories, Jemma?”

Swift could feel the eyes of everyone in the room fixed on her. She knew her superior wanted a cogent explanation in a timely fashion. She considered the facts, few as they were.

Swift began to speak. “We can speculate that ‘strange fire’ may refer to either Fielding’s secret contact or to his contact’s intel. Assuming Fielding’s contact didn’t kill him, there must be a third party who knows about ‘strange fire’ too, and wanted to silence Fielding. The Hebrew phrase could indicate Mossad involvement. But it happened in Hong Kong—who’s to say it wasn’t Chinese Intelligence? I’m not sure yet. I need more data.”

“And Pearson?” Stuart asked.

Swift continued. “Pearson’s cover might have been compromised by Fielding’s appearance. As to what might have happened to Pearson, I wouldn’t like to hazard a guess.” Then she added, “Did Fielding mention this ‘strange fire’ to Pearson?”

“Yes, but little else,” answered Stuart.

Swift went on. “If Fielding had any sense, and if this intelligence was everything he claimed it to be, he may have squirrelled it away somewhere before he died. Find Fielding’s intelligence and it may reveal its human source. It may even reveal Fielding’s killer.”

Swift quickly surveyed her section chief and the two men. They said nothing but seemed to be in agreement with Swift’s general assessment. Swift could sense the machinery of government slowly turning, but to what end? She recalled the note she’d spotted moments ago with the green ink handwriting on it. One of C’s memos, she thought. Was Britain preparing to retaliate for the death of one—perhaps two—MI6 operatives?

“How are the Hong Kong authorities treating Pearson’s disappearance?” Swift asked.

“At present, Pearson is being reported as a missing person,” replied Stuart. “Police haven’t linked Fielding’s death to Pearson’s disappearance.”

“Why did Fielding feel the need to go rogue in the first place?” Swift asked. “Why not come in to be debriefed?”

“We don’t think Fielding had any other loyalties,” replied Stuart.

Swift was surprised Stuart sidestepped her two specific questions, but since MI6 section chiefs were notorious for being parsimonious with information when it suited them, Swift decided to let the matter slide. Stuart turned to Hornbeck, continuing to speak. “Don’t you have a loose connection to Fielding, Tom?”

Like many members of the SAS, Hornbeck had previously served in the Parachute Regiment. Hornbeck answered, “Fielding left 3 PARA a couple of years before I joined the battalion, but we did serve under the same commanding officer. The commanding officer said Fielding was a ‘stand-up guy’, confirming what Ms Swift stated earlier. He wouldn’t have left his station without very good reason.”

“Did Fielding contact anyone outside the Middle East section before he died?” Swift asked.

“GCHQ says negative,” replied Stuart, “not through official channels anyway.”

GCHQ being the Government Communications Headquarters, based in Cheltenham. It handled signals intelligence or SIGINT. SIGINT being the interception of electronic communications. Human intelligence or HUMINT was handled by its older sister agencies: MI6, the Secret Intelligence Service, the UK’s foreign intelligence service—and MI5, the Security Service, the intelligence service charged with internal security and domestic counterintelligence in the UK, based in Millbank, London.

“Fielding said ‘I know’,” said Swift. “I assume this has something to do with his short rant about ‘strange fire’. Has the phrase been cross-referenced against all our agents’ and informants’ codenames in our database?”

“We’ve checked,” answered Stuart. “It isn’t one of ours.”

“What about the Israel Desk?” Swift asked.

“Nothing,” responded Stuart. “MI5 and GCHQ have drawn a blank too. That’s why we need someone on the ground. That’s why I want you to fly out there. If there’s any hint of Israeli or Chinese involvement in Fielding’s death, I want you to uncover it. I’d like you to take the assignment, Jemma. Astrid has your new passport and plane tickets. You fly from Gatwick this evening. You’ll be travelling under the alias of Fielding’s girlfriend.

“Your brief is simple: once out there, put in an appearance at Hong Kong Police Headquarters. You’ll be expected to answer a few routine questions to help their inquiry. Then get yourself over to the public mortuary. Identify Fielding’s body. Fill in the necessary paperwork so we can get him repatriated ASAP. Once all the i’s are dotted and t’s crossed, Fielding can be brought home on the next available flight. We’ll handle the rest from this end. A liaison officer from the British consulate in Hong Kong will meet you at the airport. Keep in constant contact with the consulate.

“Then, once you’ve ID’d Fielding, use the remainder of your time to look for leads into his death. We’d like to know who Fielding was talking to—other than Pearson—in his final days.”

“How long am I to be out there?” Swift asked.

Stuart replied, “Two to three days, four at most—essentially until Fielding is ready to be flown home. A small window of time, I know. C has given it the green light. I’ve cleared it with my Far East opposite number. Special extra-operational employment. He’s not a happy bunny, but heigh-ho! He realises the predicament we’re all in. And if you find any leads as to who killed Fielding—or to the phrase ‘strange fire’—follow them up… circumspectly. If it’s intelligence we need to know what it is. If it’s a codename we need to know whose it is. I’m giving you carte blanche, Jemma. I have full confidence in your abilities.”

“Thanks,” Swift responded flatly. She spoke again, doing her best to trim the edge of irritation in her voice. “May I ask a candid question, Tabitha?”

“Of course,” said Stuart.

“Do you expect me to find something?” Swift asked.

Stuart responded, “Who knows? I only ask you to exercise caution and act judiciously. Assess the situation. Use your initiative. Do what you can, but don’t take any unnecessary risks. Keep your wits about you, your eyes open and your head down.”

“And what about Pearson’s disappearance?” Swift asked.

Stuart answered, “The deputy chief of Station H is Alyssa Chung. She’s taken over the functions of Pearson temporarily, including damage control. She helped activate the ‘crash plan’ as soon as we’d realised the shit had really hit the fan. She’s been instructed to investigate Pearson’s disappearance—and to stay out of your way. Hopefully, Pearson will turn up alive—safe.”

Swift didn’t sense any conviction behind these last words. She wanted to protest her own press-ganging into this mess, but knew it wouldn’t be any good. Her section chief’s mind was made up.

“Who’ll be my contact in Hong Kong?” Swift asked. “Chung or one of Pearson’s other go-betweens?”

Stuart replied, “This is a solo assignment, Jemma. You’re going in blind.”

“What?” said Swift.

Stuart continued. “If Chung finds anything on her side of the investigation, we’ll let you know, and vice versa—whatever you discover will be relayed to her. We’re doing our damnedest to contain this situation within both the Middle East and Far East Controllerates, but it’s an uphill battle. Rumours are already swarming around Vauxhall Cross. We don’t yet know how much Chinese Intelligence knows, and since they already have suspicions of their own about Fielding, we’ll have to assume you’ll be tailed as soon as you touch down in Hong Kong. You’ll be too hot for our intelligence officers and contacts out there. Consequently, Tom thinks it would be safer if you avoided making contact with any of our MI6 personnel.”

“Safer for whom?” was Swift’s pointed response.

Hornbeck responded to Swift. “As Ms Stuart said, Beijing is curious about the hotel Fielding was staying in Hong Kong, which may suggest they already know he was British Intelligence. If that’s the case, they’ll be doubly interested in whoever turns up to claim his body. But without just cause, they’ll be forced to maintain their distance. A woman travelling to Hong Kong alone, to repatriate her partner’s remains, will attract less suspicion if she doesn’t start visiting destinations of no direct relevance to her visit. The same applies if she doesn’t receive any unusual visitors either.”

Swift bristled at being referred to in the third person. Stuart interjected, “You must understand, Jemma, we can’t afford to lose any more intelligence officers.”

Hornbeck continued. “Chinese Intelligence will want to check you out and learn as much about you as possible. Until they can prove you’re an MI6 operative, you’ll be granted a certain amount of latitude. That means you can visit the last place Fielding stayed, in Hong Kong…” Swift was surprised when she happened to notice Stuart’s restless eye movement and jaw muscle flex at Hornbeck’s last comment. She continued to watch the woman. Stuart looked over at Swift—was aware of Swift studying her. Stuart quickly returned her attention to Hornbeck. Hornbeck went on. “Tell them it’s a grieving process thing—not an unfair demand for a partner to make. They’ll understand. Check for any improvised dead drops—see if he did stash something away—and in the process possibly pick up a lead.”

Stuart added, “As you’re well aware, it’s Beijing which manages Hong Kong’s foreign affairs now. Don’t give the Chinese authorities any excuse to interfere with your activities out there. It’s Jean-Pierre’s judgement that we treat the Chinese with kid gloves.”

At the mention of his name, Futrelle spoke. “It would be sensible to handle the Chinese tactfully. We don’t want this debacle to blow up into a full-scale diplomatic incident. Don’t want to upset Beijing at this delicate time. Britain’s economy is in a precarious position as it is. Another global financial downturn is looming. Britain’s economic future may depend on Chinese beneficence. Since the Cold War ended, China has sought to trade with the rest of the global community as an equal. We ought to give her the proper respect she deserves.”

“Deserves?” Swift responded. “Respect is earned, Mr Futrelle, not bought.”

Futrelle leaned forward in his chair. “It must be apparent to you by now, Ms Swift, this is China’s century.”

Swift quickly countered, “By what metric do you make such an audacious claim, Mr Futrelle? Japan was up for the same crown in the 1980s. Now, it’s a financial basket case. Where would Britain be now if we’d said in 1939 the twentieth century belongs to Nazi Germany? The best-laid plans of mice and men often go awry. You are familiar with Whitehead’s fallacy of misplaced concreteness, I take it? Perhaps
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