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      The rear wheels of the Mercedes slid, and Mohamed fought the wheel to avoid crashing into a traffic island. He retained control, but only just. The rain-drenched streets of London were eerily empty at this hour. As the car sped through the deserted streets, Mohamed wiped the ever-building sweat from his brow and tried to calm his hyperventilating breaths.

      He shouldn’t be here. He should be at home, tucked in bed beside his wife. Instead, he raced dawn’s rise to do the unthinkable. How had events spiralled so far out of control? Only hours before he’d been celebrating the triumph of his career. Now he was ruined. Dishonoured. A criminal.

      Fighting for control of the vehicle, Mohamed took the turn onto The Mall at speed. The new-model Mercedes did its best to counter his erratic steering, but technology could only assist so much. The car fishtailed unsteadily before righting itself. He was driving too fast. He knew that. But he couldn’t slow down, not with the cargo he had. Not with what was at stake.

      Speeding through a red light at Whitehall, Mohamed saw the towering Houses of Parliament and Big Ben loom before him. This country was so proud of their hallowed bastion of democracy. It stood immovable and regal. It was in stark contrast to what would happen if he were discovered. His own country would fall apart like a house of cards. He could not let that transpire.

      Screeching onto Westminster Bridge, Mohamed did his best to quiet his panicked breathing. He told himself to focus. No matter what, he had to succeed. His world had been shattered, but he could salvage it—but only if he kept his head.

      The sight of water calmed him. It reminded him of home. Of safety. It reminded him of a place far from here.
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      Gregory should have been asleep hours ago, but his co-worker, Justin, hadn’t turned up for work—the slack gamer bastard. Good old reliable Gregory had been forced to pull a double shift, again.

      Gregory was saving for a house deposit with his girlfriend, Aisha, so it wasn’t all bad. But damn, he was as exhausted as an insomniac zombie.

      His warm bed beckoned. Not long now. He doubted ten hours at the wheel of a garbage truck would be anyone’s idea of a good time. If it was, they certainly weren’t someone he wanted to hang with. You don’t need that kind of mental in your life. Thinking of what constituted a good time guided Gregory’s sleep-deprived mind to Aisha again. Nothing would be finer than slipping into their bed right now.

      With a start, Gregory shocked himself alert. He’d closed his eyes for a fraction of a second and tumbled into a microsleep. Blinking several times did nothing to ease the lethargy overwhelming him. Gregory realised he had to get off the road. He was dead at the wheel.

      Turning the big truck towards Westminster Bridge, Gregory tried to work out how long his shift had left. As best he could make out, it was somewhere between half an hour and a week. He needed coffee.

      Waiting at the lights to turn onto Westminster Bridge Road, Gregory willed his eyes to stay open. The city seemed so empty. A thin veneer of rainwater coated the road, reflecting the street lights. The rhythmic beat of the blinker echoed in the cabin, lulling his drowsy mind. As soon as the light turned green, he accelerated.

      The car came out of nowhere.

      It careened through the intersection, seemingly oblivious to the red light. Gregory stamped his foot on the brakes, but the garbage truck was too big and cumbersome to stop suddenly. The driver of the Mercedes slammed on the brakes too late, and the car spun. It kept bowling towards the truck.

      Gregory closed his eyes and braced for impact.
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      PC Genevieve Williams heard the screech of tyres. She’d just finished her patrol along Queen’s Walk and was about to make her way across the river to HQ when she heard it. It was never a pleasant sound. She instinctively waited for the howl of twisted metal.

      The garbage truck had turned with the lights and proceeded into the intersection. The maniac in the Mercedes must have run the light. The driver realised too late and tried to stop, but it was useless.

      The thud of metal on metal was horrific. The truck collided with the rear side panel of the Mercedes, sending it spiralling across the asphalt. The slick road only aided the car’s chaotic spin. Chunks of plastic and metal were strewn in all directions, and the rear boot flew open as the car continued to whirl across the bridge.

      The driver’s side of the Mercedes hit the curb with such force its opposite wheels were thrust into the air. A flesh-coloured object was hurled from the boot. It sailed through the air for what seemed like hours, then hit the footpath with a wet, meaty slap and slid, coming to rest against the bridge railing.

      After three years on the force, PC Williams was no rookie, but it took several seconds of post-collision silence for her mind to process what had just happened.

      A garbage truck and an expensive luxury car had just crashed into one another, and in the process a completely naked body had been flung from the boot of the car and now lay motionless on Westminster Bridge.

      Scrambling for her whistle, PC Williams blew frantically. The garbage truck was closest. She hoisted herself onto the running board and peered into the cabin.

      “Are you alright, sir?”

      The driver was dazed, his gaze unfocused. “Yeah, yeah I think so.” His watery eyes turned to the crumpled car. “Check on them. Oh god.”

      Already moving, PC Williams ran to the driver’s side of the Mercedes and yanked the door open. The driver was a middle-aged man with a Mediterranean complexion. He had a cut above his eye, but he was alive.

      “Sir, are you okay?” Stunned silence was the only reply. “Sir, you’ve been in a traffic collision. Are you alright?”

      Receiving no response, PC Williams left the car and approached the most worrying of persons involved. Lying on the wet footpath, illuminated by the city, the naked male body lay prone. He wasn’t breathing. Genevieve suspected he hadn’t for some time—possibly hours. In her few short years on the force, she’d seen her share of dead bodies. This one wasn’t fresh. The pallid complexion told her that autolysis had already taken hold. The skin was loose, there were early signs of bloat. This person’s death hadn’t been caused by the crash. Something else was at play.

      Grabbing her radio, PC Williams called it in. She had to secure the scene and needed every available officer. Dispatch assured her they would be there in minutes.

      The driver of the Mercedes staggered from his car. Without looking in PC Williams’ direction, he stumbled away from the crash site, heading down the long stretch of Westminster Bridge.

      “Oi, you’re under arrest, mate,” Genevieve shouted. “Stay where you are.”

      The man continued to totter away, either oblivious to her warning, or ignoring it. She chased after him. Rounding on the dishevelled man, PC Williams halted his advance by shoving a palm into his shoulder.

      “Sir, I’m arresting you for traffic violations and in connection to the dead body you were transporting in your vehicle. You do not have to say anything, but it may harm your defence if you do not mention—”

      “Diplomatic immunity!” The man became animated, as if suddenly aware of his situation.

      “What?”

      “Diplomatic immunity!” He was practically shrieking. “You cannot arrest me. I am a diplomat. I am the Turkish ambassador to the United Kingdom. You cannot arrest me.”

      Genevieve shook her head. “That’s a dead body, mate. You can’t claim—”

      “Diplomatic immunity!”

      “Yeah, exactly. You can’t claim that.”

      “What?” The man shook his head.

      “What?”

      The diplomat frowned in confusion. “What, what?”

      Genevieve sighed. It was going to be a long night. “You’re not going anywhere, sir, diplomatic immunity or not. Go stand over there.”

      The man realised the futility of refusal and complied. Genevieve called dispatch and asked to be connected to her superior.

      “Guv, you might want to come down here. I, ah, I’ve got a bit of a situation.”

      “What kind of situation, Williams?”

      “The headline kind.” She looked at the prostrate body on the bridge. “You might want to start waking some people up.”
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      “Who drives around with a body in their boot?” asked Paul Cavendish, Head Spec Ops at MI6.

      “Idiots?” Bishop suggested helpfully. He watched his boss carefully. He was agitated, but there was something else at play.

      “Well, idiots obviously,” Paul replied, annoyed, “but more specifically, why would the Turkish ambassador be driving around at 4 am with a dead body in his boot?”

      “Maybe he’s a big Weekend at Bernie’s fan?”

      Paul glared at Bishop evenly. “Perhaps. Then again, perhaps you’re due for a posting in Myanmar.”

      “Right you are, boss.” Bishop nodded at his superior.

      Paul’s face broke into a familiar smile, which Bishop returned. He enjoyed his boss’s humour. It was a fine way to start the day. The two sipped tea in Paul’s office at Vauxhall Cross, discussing the early morning’s events.

      Every major, and quite a few minor, government departments had been thrown into a political shitstorm that social media had dubbed the “Body on the Bridge Incident”. Bishop was less than impressed at the inventiveness of that one. So far the ambassador had remained tight-lipped, and the body hadn’t been identified.

      MI6 were involved purely from an intelligence standpoint. They had no authority to work within UK borders unless the State Secretary granted immunity under the Intelligence Services Act. Given the unknown state of affairs, that seemed unlikely. The best they could manage was relying on the good graces of other departments to keep them involved.

      The ambassador’s claim for diplomatic immunity was problematic. The whole thing was a political nightmare. Technically, City of London police could arrest him, as diplomatic immunity only extended so far, but they’d chosen not to, at least for now. He was being held without charge, but the clock was ticking. They could only hold him for twenty-four hours. If charges weren’t laid, he’d be on the first plane out, and the whole thing would forever remain unsolved.

      The likelihood of an official arrest increased as more and more politicians and experts were interviewed on morning TV programs. Bishop could see the pressure building. Soon there would be outright calls for the ambassador to be held accountable for whatever crime had been committed. In the interim, Metropolitan Police were in possession of an unidentified, but politically charged, corpse.

      “So where do we come in?” Bishop asked.

      As much as he enjoyed his chats with Paul, his boss never had a casual discussion without some sort of agenda. The fact that the topic of conversation was the Westminster Bridge incident meant Bishop was to be involved in some shape or form.

      “This has international consequences, obviously,” Paul raised his teacup. “Turkey’s government is on a knife edge at the moment. Whatever this is may be used for leverage by foreign governments—or perhaps that’s what caused it in the first place. Who knows? Regardless, we need answers.” Paul looked up and raised an eyebrow. “And that’s where you come in.”

      “Is it now?” Bishop folded one leg over the other. Here we go, he thought. “And how exactly would I come into it?”

      “I’ve arranged for you to have a little tête-à-tête with the ambassador in question. Demir is his name.”

      Bishop realised he shouldn’t have been surprised. As a domestic matter, this would fall within the purview of London Police; MI5 at a pinch, if it had international ramifications. MI6 would be far down on the list of agencies able to shove their weight around. There was no doubt Paul had pulled some strings to get Bishop a seat at the table.

      “Where is he now?” he asked.

      “Lambert Estate, just outside of Buckinghamshire.”

      “Fancy.”

      Paul nodded. “It was deemed too gauche to throw him in a local cell with Knuckles McGinty and Jimmy the Seat Sniffer.”

      “Positively progressive by the Met,” Bishop observed. “Or were they afraid of reprisals?”

      Paul pondered the question. “Probably a bit of both, to be honest. You’ll have half an hour with him. This is purely ceremonial. No need to perform an interrogation like Kandahar.”

      “I still maintain he deliberately ran into my fist, the little bugger.”

      “Many times, if I recall correctly.”

      Bishop shrugged. “When do I leave, boss?”

      “It’s teed up for two hours from now, so you’d better get your skates on.”

      Bishop checked his watch. Buckinghamshire was about an hour away. Readying himself to leave, Bishop examined his boss more closely. “You look a bit worse for wear, if you don’t mind me saying.”

      “Why would a superior mind his subordinate telling him he looks dreadful?” Paul chuckled to show there was no malice, then sighed. “Nancy has a new friend. She invited her around for dinner last night and things got messy. My god, those Australians can drink. Lovely girl, but I foresee she’s going to be trouble.”

      “Australian, hey? Can’t say I’ve ever had an Australian girl.”

      “If last night is anything to go by, I highly recommend steering clear.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind.”

      Paul tilted his head. “Never an Australian? That surprises me. I would have thought you’d have coloured in the map of the world with your countless conquests.”

      Doing his best to appear offended, Bishop held a splayed hand to his chest and, with the innocence of a choirboy, said, “I take umbrage to that, good sir!”

      An eye roll was Paul’s only response. Both men knew Bishop was no male vestal virgin. His skills with the opposite sex had been used many times to entice informants to supply critical information. They may have been traitors, but they were satisfied traitors. Using sex as a weapon wasn’t something Bishop was especially proud of, but he had obtained indispensable intelligence for the United Kingdom. Besides, no one had been killed, and he always made sure the informer was well taken care of. In more ways than one.

      He didn’t need a therapist to tell him his proclivities had bled into his personal life. Unable to commit to more than a one-night stand, he was aware he had an abject fear of commitment. Not that he wasn’t enjoying himself in the process. He was a young man. He had many seeds to sow before the idea of settling down even appeared on the horizon. Regardless, he knew it was something he would be forced to confront one day. He just hoped it wasn’t soon.

      The two men exchanged a hearty handshake and Bishop bid his superior farewell.

      “And Charles,” Paul said, seemingly as an afterthought, though Bishop had the feeling it was anything but. “Take care to ask the ambassador if there are any outside pressures MI6 could, let’s say, assist with. Never a bad thing for His Majesty’s government to be owed a favour by a representative of a foreign power.” His features grew slightly darker. “It’s purely a hunch, but I have an inkling this will have far greater implications than just one little ambassador’s indiscretion.”

      “Will do, sir.”

      There it was. No matter how casually Paul had approached the subject, there were larger machinations at play. Bishop wouldn’t be involved unless MI6 were worried. And if MI6 were worried, everyone should be.
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      The gravel driveway crunched under the tyres of Bishop’s brand-new black Audi. The gardens of Lambert Estate were so cultivated and moulded they were almost unreal. Too well-shaped, too verdant. It was as if an American had dreamed up what they thought an English estate should look like. The outlying forest soon gave way to lush manicured lawns, which led to a quaint, picture-postcard manor. It was like a scene from the lid of a shortbread tin.

      Bishop parked and walked slowly towards the manor. He counted three armed police officers roaming the grounds, all wearing tactical vests over their crisp uniforms. Each carried Heckler & Koch MP5SFs. They weren’t taking any chances.

      Inside, he met with the lead protection officer, an officious woman by the name of Underwood. She was a stern sergeant who seemed immune to Bishop’s charm. He liked her immediately. She led him to a delightful sun-drenched conservatory at the rear of the house.

      The ambassador sat in a lounge chair, taking in the garden view while drinking what appeared to be an espresso. He seemed cosy, sipping away in a warm scarf. In the distance, by the far garden, a uniformed officer patrolled, a black bulletproof vest over his white shirt.

      Underwood left with a curt nod.

      “Good afternoon, Ambassador.” Bishop offered his hand.

      The ambassador didn’t take his eyes off the garden panorama. “Where are you from? The department of sanitation and passive-aggressive parking signs?”

      “MI6.”

      The ambassador turned, surprised. He sat up straight. His face said, this is more like it.

      Though he was more alert, there was wariness in his eyes. He nodded for Bishop to sit. “So many people have come to ask me questions, I’m considering hiring myself out as a fortune teller.”

      Bishop gave him a friendly frown. “I’ll give you a fiver if you can tell me who wins the four o’clock at Ascot.”

      “Jezebel’s Revenge, but it’s only three to one, hardly worth your time.”

      He was smart, Bishop surmised. And funny. Good, he could work with that.

      The ambassador assessed him, from his expensive haircut to his Salvatore Ferragamo shoes. “Are you sure you’re a spy? You look more like a catwalk model.”

      “Most definitely a spy, sir. My name is Bishop. It seems you’re in a bit of a pickle.”

      Ambassador Demir raised an amused eyebrow. “You have a talent for understatement, Mr Bishop.”

      “One of many. You should see my karaoke.”

      “There’s no need to try and captivate me with your charm.” There was a hint of condescension in the ambassador’s voice. “I am an ambassador, my role is to engage people on a personal level. I know how to win their trust, to find out what we can do for one another.”

      “It seems you have a greater need for my assistance than I do yours at the moment, if you don’t mind me saying, Ambassador.”

      “Ooh, very good. Excellent. A reaffirmation of my dire situation with an offer of a lifeline. You have some experience in this, I see. It is a shame it will all be for nought, I’m afraid. But still, good going.”

      “And why would it be for nothing?”

      The ambassador leaned forward and gave a cheerless grin. “Because I will soon be dead, Mr Bishop.”

      “Look, I know the food here is not what you’re accustomed to…”

      “No.” The ambassador shook his head. “Perhaps you are less experienced than I thought. That was not the time for a humorous quip. We’ve moved past the initial amiable trust exercise, you’ve reinforced the lifeline, now this is where you offer to do your best to get me out of this mess.” He tutted. “Perhaps I would have been better off with the department of sanitation and passive-aggressive parking signs.”

      Bishop could see why the ambassador had risen to one of the most important postings his country had. He was shrewd, knew human behaviour, could negotiate unflinchingly and did it all while maintaining an affable persona. He was good. But Bishop had a counter to his years of diplomatic experience. The truth.

      “Very well, let’s speak plainly shall we, Ambassador Demir? To put it bluntly, you’re fucked. You’ve been caught transporting a dead body in your own car. Your refusal to disclose who it is or how it got there means you’ll be charged with murder. In such cases, diplomatic immunity means less than a warm cup of piss in hell. You’re screwed, and no amount of arrogance is going to change that. Right now, I’m your only ally. I suggest you talk to me before I send in the real Department of Sanitation.”

      Bishop could see the cogs in the ambassador’s brain whirling. His dire situation was not aided by his posturing. Surely he understood that? It was mere hours before he would be charged. Once that occurred, he’d be hauled into custody and humiliated before the press and his country. Perhaps his bravado was a last hurrah, the final act of a public servant before he was stripped of his status.

      Then again, perhaps not.

      There was something in Demir’s manner that seemed at odds with a man at the end of his career, a man facing disgrace. There was a Zenlike calmness to him that went beyond acceptance. It was like the serenity of a death-row inmate consuming their final meal. There was more going on than Bishop realised. Time to find out what it was.

      “Ambassador, perhaps before they clap the handcuffs on, you might want to tell me what’s going on. I may be able to help.”

      A bitter laugh escaped Demir’s lips, surprising them both. The ambassador explained. “I’m afraid no one can help me, Mr Bishop. My family, my wife, my children, they will also pay the price. But perhaps…” His eyes clouded over in contemplation. “Perhaps you could do something about those who have sealed my fate.”

      “Sealed your fate? I’m sorry, I don’t understand.”

      The ambassador waved a dismissive hand. “I had a meeting. A secret meeting. Not officially sanctioned by my government, but, well, let’s just say it was encouraged, yes? This meeting, it would not strictly be against UN guidelines, but it would certainly be viewed as,” he tilted his head, “distasteful. It was with a trader, a merchant of ordnances. He was the man discovered on the bridge.”

      “He was an arms dealer?”

      “Among other things.” Demir leaned forward, as if suddenly aware that others could be listening. “We were not trading arms last night, no money was exchanged, nothing of the sort. In fact, we were celebrating.”

      “What were you celebrating, Ambassador?”

      A bitter cackle. “The highlight of my career, or so I thought. I’d successfully parleyed a seat at the table. I’d honestly thought there was every chance we would miss out, but I negotiated hard, used every trick I knew, and we got in. I was elated. We had prepared for this for months and it had paid off. I suggested we celebrate, and he agreed. I was giddy as a schoolgirl, as the saying goes.” Despite the positive words, the ambassador’s demeanour remained sour.

      “But something went wrong?”

      Demir nodded. “At my behest, we moved to a Turkish bath, to celebrate, yes? As is the way of things, we drank, we ate, but appetites were not, shall we say, sated.” His expression turned grim. “We engaged the services of a prostitute.” The ambassador’s eyes drifted to the garden in the distance. “Things became… enthusiastic, out of hand. In the commotion, the dealer slipped.” The ambassador turned to Bishop, his eyes pleading. “Please believe me, it was an accident. A tragic, unfortunate accident. I shared no hatred with this man. In fact, he had supplied the means to help my country a great deal. It was a mishap, one that ended tragically.”

      “That’s why he was naked? The arms dealer in your boot?”

      Again, Demir bobbed his head.

      “The girl, where is she?” Bishop asked.

      Confusion crinkled the ambassador’s face. “What girl?”

      “My apologies for the clichéd assumption.” Bishop cleared his throat. “The prostitute.”

      “He will remain quiet. He can be trusted. If he survives at all.”

      Ignoring that ominous statement for now, Bishop pressed on. “Why didn’t you just contact the dealer’s employer and advise of the terrible accident?”

      “You don’t know these people!” Demir bellowed, suddenly agitated. “There is no such thing as ‘accidents’. There are no mistakes. You can’t seek mercy from these people.”

      “But you’re the client. It’s you who gives them the money for goods. Why would you be afraid of that? How can they have so much power that—”

      “They hold all the power!” Taking a moment to calm himself, the ambassador went on. “We realised this long ago. These are not mere merchants, selling us a box of cheap Chinese pistols. If you say no, or do not purchase the volume they offer, they will supply the other side twice as much, and you will pay in blood and death. I represent my country, Mr Bishop. You find my dealings with these people unsavoury, I can see it in your eyes. I do not care for your condescension. But these people, you do not trifle with. They will come after your entire family, your friends. They will slice open the throats of every single person you love until they get what want. You ask how I can be afraid? I will tell you. Once you cross paths with these people you will do as they say until your death. Kuolema can snap his fingers and you are dead. That is why I am talking to you now. I will be dead within the day. My family, dead. Everyone I know, everyone I love, dead.”

      “That’s a lot of death.”

      “You mock me? You think I exaggerate, Mr Bishop? You think I revel in the fact that everyone I care most about in this world will soon be dead? I just want it over.”

      The ambassador became more agitated as he went on. The reaction seemed genuine, but for the life of him, Bishop couldn’t comprehend anyone who could instil such fear. Certainly not someone he’d never heard of.

      Bishop did his best to appear sympathetic. “If this will happen as you say, why not warn them, put them under protection?”

      “Kuolema does not care about protection. He cares not for anything that stands in his way. I represent my country. I am esteemed among my peers. I hold power, the ability to influence my government and others around the world. That is nothing. Nothing at all. Not to these people. Theirs is a world of shadow, a splinter of an idea. They are wraiths, Mr Bishop. How do you catch a wraith, a ghost? You can’t.”

      “That’s very dramatic.”

      “As is death. We have a saying in Turkey, Mr Bishop. Ne ekersen, onu bicersin. One who sows wind will reap hurricanes. With all the resources you no doubt have, I caution you not to cross these people unless you are certain. In all likelihood you will lose. Your family will lose. Those you care for most in the world will lose.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind.” Fortunately, there were very few people Bishop cared for, and even less who cared for him. “Who is this Kuolema?”

      “No one knows. He is the head of the organisation, or so it is thought. We sent three of our spies to find out if he really existed. None returned.”

      “What were you buying? The thing you were celebrating in the bathhouse?”

      “An invitation.”

      “To?”

      “An auction, Mr Bishop. An auction. I was to leave the day after tomorrow. The auction is only four days from now; we were cutting it fine. That is what we celebrated, my enrolment in the auction.”

      “And where is this auction?”

      “Marrakech.”

      “In Morocco?”

      “No, the Marrakech just outside Liverpool. Of course Morocco.” The ambassador scowled, but went on. “The auction is run by a Mr Temple. A Frenchman with a villa there, I believe.”

      Far in the distance, Bishop heard the distinct pop of gunfire. It was far away, but its presence was alarming. He doubted the security detail would be undergoing target practice with a subject so close. He heard shuffling in the house. Others had noticed too.

      More gunfire sounded, now accompanied by urgent shouts. It grew louder.

      “What’s that?” Bishop asked, more to himself than to Demir.

      “Consequences, Mr Bishop. Consequences. Kali is here.”

      “The goddess? I should have shaved and put on a clean shirt.”

      Demir ignored the quip. “I don’t fear god, little man. I fear them.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Kali is an organisation. Kuolema is the head of Kali.”

      “An arms-dealing organisation named after a multi-armed deity? Someone overdosed on irony.”

      More gunfire could be heard; it grew louder. Guards rushed about, confusion smacked across their faces. Bishop could read their thoughts. How had a routine babysitting assignment gone to hell so suddenly?

      Underwood rushed into the room, pistol out, face red. “The control room’s gone dead. Officers aren’t answering their hails. We’re under attack.”

      “We need to get him out of here.” Bishop nodded towards the ambassador.

      “No, we need to protect him, not take him out in the open.” Underwood’s face was calm, but a tremor in her voice betrayed the fact that she was rattled.

      Arguing wasn’t going to help, but Bishop knew he had a better chance of saving the ambassador if they moved now. Unfortunately, he wasn’t the one in charge.

      In contrast to Underwood’s quiet anxiety, Demir projected a serene pretence of being at peace with the world. He glanced at the MI6 agent and shrugged. “Consequences, Mr Bishop. I suggest you make peace with whatever divine being you choose. You shall be meeting them very soon.”

      Bishop scanned outside. As if on cue, the police officer by the far garden fell forward. He didn’t move again.

      Underwood saw it too. “Shit! We’re down to three. We need to—”

      Officer Underwood’s words were cut short by a smash of glass. A red welt appeared in the centre of her forehead as the back of her skull was blown out. She collapsed in a silent pile on the plush carpet.

      Demir’s Zenlike calm shattered as he leapt out of his chair. Grasping the back of his head, Bishop forced the diplomat unceremoniously to the floor behind the couch, where they offered no direct line of sight to wherever the sniper was positioned.

      “Stay down.” Rolling over to Underwood’s corpse, Bishop took her pistol and tucked it into the back of his pants. He figured he’d need the additional rounds. “If this is your Kali friends, Ambassador, they’re very good at what they do.” Bishop counted the rounds and checked the two exits to the room.

      “My god, man!” the ambassador cried. “That woman was just killed in front of you. Do you not care?”

      Demir had certainly broken loose from his calm acceptance of only moments before. The act had never fooled Bishop.

      “She was a professional. She would want me to perform my duty and protect her charge. And that’s what I intend to do…” Bishop yanked Demir’s head down as he moved to peer over the back of the couch. “Provided he does everything I say.”

      “It won’t make a difference, you know. Kali will kill us both.”

      “Well, see, I’ll have to disagree with you there.” Bishop pulled back the hammer of the pistol. It was purely for effect. “I’m in a god-killing kind of mood.”

      Taking a moment to close his eyes, Bishop ran through the logistics. He recalled the configuration of the manor he’d passed through, the distance to his car, which pocket contained the keys, the number of bullets in both guns, and what objects could be used as weapons when the bullets ran out. Everything else was chance.

      “Why—” The ambassador recoiled from the spy. “Why on earth are you smiling, man?”

      Not aware that he had been, Bishop ignored the question. “Stay behind me. Don’t pause, don’t dally. You do, you’re dead. Don’t get too close, I need to be able to move freely when we encounter trouble. You do, you’re dead. If I tell you to do something, either you do it that second—”

      “Or I’m dead?” the ambassador asked with disdain.

      “You’re a smart man. Let’s go.”
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      Crouching low, Bishop and the ambassador made for the door that Underwood had come through. Ducking behind furniture, they avoided any clear line of sight from the garden. Their pace was careful but rapid; the longer they took, the better position their enemy would be in. And Bishop wasn’t about to supply any advantage to an adversary.

      Reaching the back of the open door, he held up a hand to halt the ambassador. Demir walked straight into his palm. Bishop shot him an irritated look and shook his head. He opened his eyes wide, as if to say, pay attention.

      From the hallway came the soft patter of footsteps. Looking the ambassador up and down, Bishop leaned over and removed his scarf. Demir opened his mouth but remained silent. From a nearby coffee table Bishop picked up a pencil. The ambassador regarded him as if he were mad, but Bishop held a finger to his lips as he watched a shadow pass the crack of the open door.

      It didn’t take long. The barrel of the submachine gun came through first. Bishop waited agonising seconds until the rest of the weapon appeared, its holder cautious. Wise. But not wise enough.

      Bishop grasped the hand guard of the gun, thrusting the barrel upwards. With his other hand he shoved the pencil behind the trigger and flicked the safety on. The would-be assassin grunted and came into view. Bulky build, three-day growth and a series of scars across his face. Thug personified.

      The thug fought to gain control of the weapon, trying to wrestle it free from Bishop’s grasp. The MI6 agent released his grip, and the thug rattled the gun in frustration as it refused to fire. Bishop looped the ambassador’s scarf around his pistol until it was fully enclosed, then gripped the thug’s head and raised the pistol to his neck. He fired once.

      The muffled shot severed the thug’s spinal column and his life. He dropped to the ground limply. Bishop unfurled the scarf and offered the impromptu silencer to the ambassador, who stared wide-eyed and slowly shook his head.

      Dropping the scarf to the floor, Bishop jerked his head, indicating for Demir to follow. He had no idea how many obstacles stood between them and freedom. At a guess, there had to be at least six, given they were able to take out four unsuspecting police. Possibly more. He’d held the element of surprise over his first victim, but that wouldn’t last. They had to move.

      Carefully stepping into the hallway, Bishop swept the area with his gun. Clear. He nodded his head, and Demir followed. Both men trod carefully.

      The hallway was too open, with long stretches of no cover. They had to move quickly, but that meant making more noise. It was a balancing game.

      Given time, Bishop would have admired the ornate Georgian hallway. But that wasn’t on his mind just then. Survival was.

      At the halfway point they passed a hallway stand. Without missing a step, Bishop picked up a bright green decorative glass bauble, slipped it into his pocket and kept moving. The ambassador gave the MI6 agent an odd look but said nothing.

      Ahead, Bishop heard the slow, measured creak of a door opening. The police would never be so careful, so Bishop could only surmise it was an unfriendly arrival. He forced his tense body to unfurl. He had to be loose. He had to be ready.

      Yanking Demir by the collar, he pulled him into the nearest room. It turned out to be a library. No additional weapons in here, unless they intended to bore the Kali to death with Kierkegaard.

      On the opposite side of the hall was a door to what seemed like a parlour of some sort. Extracting the ornamental bauble from his pocket, Bishop crouched into a baseball pitcher’s stance. Demir’s mouth dropped open. He seemed to believe Bishop had finally slipped into madness.

      Throwing the pitch across the hallway, the bauble found a hard surface in the parlour and smashed with an unholy crash. With the ambassador crouched behind a desk, Bishop found a dark corner with a direct line of fire across the hall. Pistol raised, he took an upright Weaver stance and waited. Agonising seconds ticked away.

      The footsteps in the hallway were cautious. Bishop heard faint rustles of fabric; probably the sound of hand gestures indicating what would happen next.

      They were trained and patient. So was Bishop.

      The first intruder slithered up to the parlour doorway, KRISS Vector submachine gun pointed skyward. That was some serious hardware for one little ambassador. Moments later his compatriot joined him, issuing a reassuring nod. Turning to face the wall, they readied themselves to pounce.

      The two had less facial scarring than the previous intruder Bishop had encountered. All had hard faces, like ex-military. Fair complexions, but deeply tanned, like they’d seen a lot of sun over extended periods.

      They were about to burst in, all guns firing. Too aggressive and prone to high casualties for Bishop’s liking. Aware they could move at any second, he acted.

      The first shot took out the intruder closest to the door, destroying the back of his head. A second quick tap through the centre of his back guaranteed the kill. The second intruder had time to react and swung around to face Bishop, shocked smeared across his features.

      The movement meant Bishop’s headshot missed its mark. Instead of a clean centre of the forehead round, it entered his cheek, dislodging his jaw in an agonising injury. He screamed in pain, clutching his severed body part. A further bullet to his heart ended the agony.

      The element of surprise was now blown. Anyone around the house would have heard the shots and come running. They had to move. No time to search the bodies, no time to untangle the weapons strapped underneath them.

      With a flick of his thumb, Bishop motioned for the ambassador to follow. They entered the hallway on high alert, searching for further threats.

      As Demir stepped over the prone corpses, he whispered, “That was not honourable, Mr Bishop.”

      “Perhaps an honourable man would care.” Bishop observed both ends of the hall. “I wouldn’t know.”

      No point in being stealthy anymore, the two men charged down the hallway towards the front entrance. Bishop updated his mental calculations. He’d taken down three. There were anywhere from one to ten more obstacles before them. He hoped for the former.

      Nearing the grand entrance, Bishop’s eye caught a shadow that fell across the front window. Another intruder held his KRISS submachine gun as he swivelled his head towards the garden, watching for threats. He was looking the wrong way. A carefully timed bullet through the window crumpled his now-lifeless body.

      Bishop whispered, “It’s glass. Who uses glass for cover? I have to wonder who trained these people—Helen Keller?”

      The ambassador wisely chose not to answer. They were at the front door. It was now a game of odds. With four down, their chances were improving, but there was no way of telling if the odds were in their favour. There was only one way to find out.

      Bishop flung the door open and counted to six. He stepped out, pistol at the ready. Having taken down the front of house guard, they were fortunate, but it wouldn’t hold. The ambassador followed Bishop’s shadow and they slowly made their way across the portico, scanning for foes.

      The fallen intruder by the window lay sprawled on the garden bed, his submachine gun glistening in the sun. Bishop had counted his bullets; his pistol was out.

      He turned to the ambassador. “Do you know how to fire a gun?”

      “I have seen it in the movies.”

      “I’ve seen tap dancing in the movies, that doesn’t make me Fred Astaire. I’ll take that as a no.”

      Before they could reach the machine gun, a huge shadow fell across the garden. From around the corner of the building a massive hulk of a man stomped towards them. The other intruders had been well-muscled, but this guy was something else. Angry disposition and arms like felled trees, he looked like he crushed skulls in his spare time.

      Demir stepped back from the approaching behemoth. “Good lord.”

      The giant of a man aimed his own submachine gun at them. The pistol in Bishop’s hand was empty, and he couldn’t reach the dead guard’s machine gun without being cut down. Bishop held up his hands and took his finger from the pistol’s trigger.

      Sizing up the intruder, Bishop smirked. He tossed his pistol aside and raised his fists in a boxing stance. “Let’s settle this like men, shall we?”

      The man-mountain grinned.

      The ambassador’s mouth flapped open. “Are you mad? Look at the size of him!”

      The man-mountain placed his submachine gun on the grass. He stood tall and cracked his neck, limbering up.

      The MI6 spy shook his head. “Lunatic.”

      Bishop reached around and extracted Underwood’s pistol from the back of his pants. The man-mountain’s mouth gaped open and he lunged for his weapon. Too late. Bishop landed three shots in quick succession, one head, two chest. Each found their mark, and the huge man collapsed onto the grass, dead eyes open.

      “That’s for Underwood.” Turning to Demir, Bishop said, “Let’s go.”

      They jogged towards Bishop’s car.

      Between panting breaths, Demir grimaced. “Like I said, not honourable, Mr Bishop.”

      “Do me a favour when we’re driving out of here? Check your pulse. If you still have one I’d kindly ask you to shut it, thank you, Mr Ambassador.”

      Unsure if he had terminated the last of the intruders, Bishop took no chances. They took a weaving course towards the Audi, ensuring no one could get a clean shot. Keys in hand, he unlocked the car and they were in.

      Before the ambassador had time to put his seatbelt on Bishop started the car and took off. The ambassador was flung against his door. Zipping down the gravel driveway, Bishop thought of relaxing, but it was too soon. First he had to get the ambassador to safety.

      Who were these goons? Who the hell had the balls to murder police in broad daylight? Was it the mysterious Kali arms dealers Demir had spoken of? They must think they’re untouchable if they thought they could kill police and ambassadors without consequence. No foreign government would ever be so provocative. It would be considered an act of war.

      Perhaps it was.

      Safety first. Then questions. Vengeance soon after.

      Reaching the end of the driveway of Lambert Estate, Bishop prepared to swing the powerful car onto the road. The polite use of an indicator seemed inappropriate, given the circumstances.

      The sound was deceptively small, like the plop of a dropped egg. But the spray of blood across the windscreen told Bishop the ambassador had been shot. Mid-turn, Bishop lost control of the vehicle. The Audi’s wheels slid out on the gravel and when they hit asphalt, the car went sideways.

      The world tumbled before Bishop’s eyes. Flipping violently across the road, the car crunched and flew apart as it rolled three times before smashing into the far embankment, upside down.

      The interior of the overturned car was all airbags, flying glass, powder and pain. Blood flooded Bishop’s vision. His own, he guessed, but he had no idea from where. Agony consumed him, but he didn’t know the source of that either.

      Beside him, the ambassador’s lifeless eyes stared blankly into some unknown void.

      Bishop’s vision was blurred, like he’d put on someone else’s prescription glasses. He fought the oncoming blackout. He lost.

      The world went dark.

      Blurred vision returned. How long had he been out? A second? An hour?

      Outside, all Bishop could see was the driveway he’d just left.

      He coughed blood. It gurgled in his upside-down throat.

      Blackness.

      Then Bishop saw the bottom half of a figure striding down the driveway.

      Blackness.

      He snapped to consciousness. The figure was close now, across the road. He could see their full height. The figure stood tall, grey hood over their head, face obscured. In their hands, a sniper rifle.

      Bishop struggled with the seatbelt above him, his hands slick with blood, unable to release him from his inverse position.

      Blackness.

      With his last remnant of strength, Bishop’s bloody hand reached for the belt release, his fingers like spaghetti. Shades of black stabbed into his vision. His fingers refused to work. His unfocused eyes could see the hooded figure taking aim. There were shouts. Tyres skidded. Bishop coughed blood.

      Everything went black.
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      The chirp of birds woke him.

      He lay beneath crisp white sheets in a crisp white room. Hospital.

      Planting his fists on the bed, he pushed himself upright. It was a mistake. The room spun and Bishop’s vision blurred once again. He collapsed back into the soft pillow.

      “Woah there, cowboy.”

      A middle-aged nurse rushed towards him, placing his hand on Bishop’s shoulder. “You’ve been in a car accident, mate. Best take it easy for a bit, yeah?”

      With a nod, Bishop continued to lift himself from the hospital bed, ignoring the advice.

      The nurse placed a surprisingly firm hand on his shoulder. “Heard you were a tough one. Listen, you’re not going anywhere, mate.”

      Bishop pushed against the hand, attempting to shrug it off, but the nurse was having none of it. He pushed the spy back.

      “I’ll take a blood test, and I can be really bad at finding a vein.”

      Opening his mouth, Bishop released a hoarse wheeze. “That’s not much of a threat.”

      The nurse raised an eyebrow. “Then I’ll do the same with a catheter.”

      The two men stared at each other for the longest time.

      Bishop frowned. “Maybe I’ll stay here for a bit longer.”

      “Excellent choice, sir.”

      Letting loose an arid cough, Bishop flopped back into the bed. His mouth was drier than a long Saharan summer.

      The nurse checked his chart. “Water’s fine, hang on.”

      He filled a plastic cup from a water jug. Bishop downed it in one gulp and held it up for a refill.

      “You’ll wet the bed.”

      Bishop turned to see Paul enter. He wore his usual immaculate suit, but an unusual expression of concern. The nurse gave him a nod and left quietly.

      “Where am I?” Bishop croaked.

      “Barts. St Bartholomew’s. Thought you’d like to be somewhere near home.”

      Bishop finished another cup of water. “The ambassador’s dead.” It was a statement, not a question.

      Paul nodded. “They took out five police officers along the way. The Home Secretary is screaming blue murder. I can’t blame her. This is tantamount to—”

      “An act of war?”

      “Precisely.” Paul pulled up a chair. “What do you recall?”

      Bishop gave a rundown of events, providing Paul with all the details he could remember.

      “The one thing I don’t get is why was I spared?”

      “What makes you so special?” Paul gave a slight smirk. “I hate to tell you, my old chum, but I don’t think you are.”

      “I have a contact list in my phone that’ll tell you otherwise.”

      Paul rolled his eyes, no stranger to Bishop’s justifiable boasting. “No, I mean whoever the sniper was, he was scared off by the locals. They heard the car crash and came running. If you hadn’t made it to the road we wouldn’t be having this quaint little chat. My guess is there were too many locals to pick off, so the shooter scarpered.”

      “The intruders’ bodies at the mansion. Any IDs yet?”

      “That’s the trouble. There aren’t any.” The surprise must have been evident on Bishop’s face. Paul went on. “No assailants were found in the mansion or in the grounds. The downed police, the ambassador and your sorry arse were all that was left. Well, there were several pools of blood. I suspected they were your handiwork.”

      “No evidence, no leads?”

      “None. Except now we have your statement. MI5 and the Met will want you to repeat all that, of course. They’ll most likely give you a medal, I suspect.”

      “Sod the fucking medal, give me the son of a bitch who did this. All I need is a soundproof room, a few hours, a filleting knife and some pliers.” Bishop recognised the anger burning inside him. The dead police and the ambassador’s lifeless stare swirled before his eyes. “Do we have anything on an arms dealer called Kali?” He explained what Demir had told him.

      “We’ll look into it.” Paul blew out a lungful of air. “I hope it’s not a new player. We thought we were doing so well on that front.”

      Bishop tilted his head inquisitively.

      Paul went on. “In the last year or so we believed the illegal arms trade had decreased. A few high-profile dealers have either publicly retired or disappeared. Can’t say we’ll miss them terribly. Interpol have been taking credit for the downturn.”

      “Or maybe someone has taken over, and they’re better at concealing their tracks.”

      “That’s an unpleasant thought.”

      To distract himself, Bishop stretched and examined his arms.

      As if reading his mind, Paul said, “Nothing broken. Some internal haemorrhaging, but nothing too vital. Some rest, some medication, and you’ll be on your feet in a few days.”

      “You get me out of here today, Paul.”

      “I’m not sure that’s …”

      “Today.”

      It was generally ill-advised to raise one’s voice with a superior, but at that moment Bishop didn’t give two shits about decorum.

      “I’ll see what I can do.” Paul frowned at the request, but Bishop sensed there was more to his reaction. Perhaps a sense of pride that one of his own was so dedicated to the Service. If Paul felt that, it was fine, but he was wrong. It wasn’t the job that fired Bishop. It was the thought of revenge.

      “This anger… you seem so driven by all this.” Paul seemed embarrassed, a rare occurrence. “Is it magnified, perhaps, because of Tessa?”

      Bishop was taken aback. “How is this even remotely connected to her?” He realised too late the antagonism in his words.

      “It’s been two years—exactly two years. I remember, because exactly one year ago we were sozzled under a pool table in the Kings Arms. I thought perhaps the anniversary of her…”

      “Dumping me and throwing my heart in a blender?”

      “Yes, that.” Paul was never comfortable talking about emotions. “I thought it might be playing on you.”

      Bishop hadn’t realised it was the anniversary. In this instance his boss was way off. Had it only been two years? He’d spiralled into one-night stands without consequence or emotional entanglement. He closed himself off to any hint of intimacy. Over time he had built a solid ice wall around his heart to keep it from ever being hurt again. It had worked, but at a cost. The loneliness was the worst. Especially when he had a naked woman in the bed beside him and knew he’d never see her again. Tessa had hurt him like no one ever had, but she wasn’t the one who had stoked this particular fire.

      He needed to change the subject. After a deep sigh, Bishop shook his head. “Who the hell has the power to kill an ambassador under the protection of the Metropolitan Police?”

      Paul’s face was gravely serious. “That’s what you’re going to find out.”

      Listening to the sound of morning traffic outside his window, Bishop sighed. “What happens next?”

      “We get you to Marrakech.”
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      She was a woman men would have gone to war over in times past.

      Bishop did his best not to stare.

      Marrakech Menara Airport was architecturally striking. It made a grand first impression with its abundance of natural light, tastefully mixing modern and Moroccan styles. As Bishop sat in the airport bar, he ignored the remarkable space. Instead, he watched the woman walking down the causeway carrying a brown wide-brimmed hat and pulling her luggage. She stopped to talk with a porter, her long blonde hair swishing with even the slightest head movement.

      Airport bars were the same the world over. Why had the Irish pub become the be all and end all of international travel? Why anyone would fly to Africa only to decide they absolutely needed to down an overpriced Guinness was beyond Bishop. But there he sat, propped up at the bar, indifferently taking in the passing parade as passengers flitted from one destination to another. Until she walked by.

      Outside was a dry heat, but it was nothing compared to what the woman in the sundress projected. She had a casual confidence, but it wasn’t fuelled by her beauty. There was far more going on underneath the flawless skin. That was why Bishop was smitten from afar. Attractiveness only entertained for so long. When a woman had depth and intelligence to match, he found it hard to resist.

      But resist he did. He was on a mission. His attention turned to an international rugby match on the pub’s big screen. Wallabies versus the Springboks. After a disastrous lineout, the Springboks turned the ball over for a try. The Aussies were goners. When he glanced across the concourse again, the woman was gone. Just as well. There was too much at stake for distractions. Though there was nothing wrong with the occasional daydream.

      While Bishop took a sip of his ghastly beer, a chubby, sunburnt gent with a garish shirt and even louder body odour flopped down two barstools away. He hefted an oversized cabin suitcase onto the seat between them.

      When Bishop eyed him struggling with the case, the large gent gave him a puckish grin. “Spent a bit too much at the bazaar, I’m afraid.” He had a South African accent.

      “Easy to do. Any haggling tips?” Bishop asked.

      “Keep your wife at home.” The man gave an uproarious laugh.

      Not finding the chauvinist remark remotely amusing, Bishop returned to his people-watching. The South African ordered a Miller Light and practically inhaled it.

      But he wasn’t South African. The two had traded the required code phrases to confirm their identities. The man was there to pass over the case containing Bishop’s weapon and surveillance pack.

      In a hushed tone, the man said, “I’m surprised they chose such a blunt instrument for this assignment.”

      Bishop maintained his disinterested expression. He was careful not to peek at the other man, staring ahead. He didn’t know this agent, nor did he know where his regular station was. He understood it wasn’t Marrakech, because there was no station chief in the entire country. Whoever this was, he had a hide to insult a fellow agent he’d just met. Worse, an agent he’d just armed.

      The trouble was, he was right. Bishop was a blunt instrument. As he’d mused back in Paul’s office, his missions were either seduction or bloody wet work. This mission was neither. Was Paul preparing him for something greater, or was the operation of so little consequence it didn’t matter who they assigned?

      “A blunt instrument is still an instrument.” Bishop sipped his beer. “It will get the job done.”

      In the reflection of the glass fridge across the bar, Bishop saw the man sneer. “A hammer sees everything as a nail.”

      “True. But you can still hammer a nail after you bludgeon a man to death with it.” Bishop risked his cover by giving the man a quick sideways glance before gazing forward again. “Or torture a man by breaking every bone in his hand until he splutters what you need to know. The hammer will get the job done.”

      The other agent grunted. “I fly out in an hour. You won’t need anything else.”

      It was a statement, not an offer.

      Bishop shrugged. “Charmed.”

      He plodded off, leaving Bishop with the tab for his drink. Bishop wasn’t sad to see him go. It appeared he had a reputation. He wasn’t entirely happy about that.

      Finishing his beer, the MI6 agent left a pile of dirham on the counter and headed towards the exit, new bag in tow. The outside heat was a pleasant sultry surprise after the chilled confines of the airport. Dodging the ride spruikers offering transport into Marrakech, Bishop headed towards the taxi rank. As a spy, he’d learned long ago that any of the non-official drivers could be an enemy. The randomness of selecting the next taxi diminished the likelihood of running into any representative of the opposite side—in this case, Kali. At least, that was the theory.

      The airport was only 10 kilometres from the centre of Marrakech, so it wouldn’t be long before he could check into his hotel. The five taxi bays were empty, the long metal barriers designed to herd queues of waiting passengers seeming overly optimistic. Two uniformed airport staff waited to shepherd the crowd—Bishop—to the next available vehicle. He was the line. With no choice but to wait, Bishop rocked on his heels.

      He’d probably have to get used to waiting. It was questionable that there was an enemy to confront at all. The only source of intelligence was the ambassador, and he was dead. It was completely possible that Demir had been deceived, or even that he had lied. If the mission turned out to be a complete waste, maybe Bishop could try and find the blonde to console him.

      “Hi.”

      Bishop turned to see a brown wide-brimmed hat. Underneath was the stunning blonde, with the bluest eyes he’d ever seen.

      “Speak of the devil.”

      Amusingly taken aback, the woman replied, “I’m sorry?” She had an upper crust English accent.

      “Forgive me.” Bishop composed himself. “I meant to say, good afternoon.” He flashed the wide grin that had served him so well in the past.

      The woman could have powered the entire continent with the intensity of the smile she gave him in return. It was spectacular. Up close she was even more striking than he would have thought possible.

      “This is a little…” She was embarrassed, which Bishop suspected was a rarity. “I was wondering if you’d like to share a cab to Marrakech. You know, single woman, travelling alone and all…”

      The use of the word cab meant she’d either spent time abroad or watched too many American TV shows.

      “What makes you think I’m remotely trustworthy?” Bishop gave her a roguish grin.

      “You dress far too well to be too much of a creep.”

      “Ah, but surely they’re the ones your mother warned you about? A well-dressed wolf is still a wolf.”

      “My mother never warned me about a man who wears a Gieves & Hawkes suit.”

      Bishop nodded, impressed. “You seem well-versed in fashion, Miss…?”

      “Astrid Spencer.” She extended a hand. “You’d be most amazed at what I’m well versed in, Mister…?”

      Bishop shook her hand. Her grip was delicate, but firm. “Langford. Tyler Langford.” He gave his mission alias. “I have a feeling I would not be at all surprised by what you are well versed in, Ms Spencer. Not at all.” He took a pleasant moment to gaze into her dazzling eyes.

      “You want taxi?” one of the uniformed airport staff asked.

      “I was actually waiting for tickets to the Cirque du Soleil,” Bishop replied, “but a taxi would be lovely, thank you.”

      Astrid laughed. It wasn’t a girly giggle, but a mature, full-throated laugh. She didn’t cover her mouth by way of apology, as some women did. She owned it. She found it amusing, responded and found it nothing she should apologise for. Bishop was smitten.

      The attendant waved his arms to flag a taxi.

      Turning his attention to Astrid, Bishop tilted his head downwards. “I would love to share a taxi, but alas, I’m not going your way. I’m heading away from the city to Essaouira for some much-needed R and R. I must say I regret my life choices at this very moment, but there you are.”

      Astrid made no attempt to conceal her disappointment, but politely nodded. “Such a shame, Mr Langford. I dare say our trip would have been a most pleasant one…”

      In a flurry of hand movements, the two unformed airport staff waved at an approaching taxi as if it would somehow drive on by if not hurriedly flagged down. It pulled to a stop before them and Bishop opened the door for Astrid.

      She handed the airport staff a few dirham and cast Bishop an impish smile. “To thoughts of what may have been, Mr Langford.”

      As the taxi drove off she gave him a wink. Bishop turned to the two airport workers, who gawped at him as if he was the stupidest man alive. He very well may have been.

      Another thing Bishop had learned as a spy was that when something seemed too good to be true, it probably was. Normally, Bishop preferred the role of the predator. In his past life, the non-spy one, he’d quite enjoyed being the prey too. But not now. The life of a spy meant he had to be wary of being approached. The lovely lady’s invitation may have been innocent, but he could never be sure. It was the doubt that made him politely decline. In espionage, the unknown got you killed.
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      The drive into Marrakech was uneventful. Bishop’s driver, Amare, was a good-humoured family man who knew all about the city. He was unaware, however, of any auction or villa owned by a Frenchman called Temple. They spoke of the upcoming World Cup for the remainder of the short trip.

      Checking into the luxurious Mandarin Oriental under the name of Langford, Bishop was shown to his room. Once he’d tipped the porter for showing him where all the perfectly visible light switches were, he locked the door behind him.

      When he opened the case he’d been slipped at the airport, he found an envelope on top of the foam-packed weapons and gear. Extracting a single piece of paper from it, Bishop saw that it held a series of squiggles and dots. He activated his mobile phone and opened the cloaked MI6 app. The meaningless scratching on the page morphed into words.

      

      Welcome, Bishop. We have investigated further and can confirm there is a villa owned by one Lucas Temple. Immigration has him currently out of the country, but I wouldn’t rely on that. He claims to be a geologist, but we can find no qualification to support this claim. Below are the exact coordinates. Due to lack of local agents, no surveillance has yet been conducted. We have no information on an auction, nor do Five Eyes. No unusual activity, no additional chatter on undesirable channels.

      Your report expected daily at 17:00 local time. If extraction needed, best case scenario would be six to eight hours, so I suggest not getting involved in any sticky situations. You’re basically on your own. Good luck, try not to get shot.

      PC

      

      Paul’s mix of stern authority and flippancy amused Bishop. So there was an actual Temple. Perhaps this mission wasn’t a wash after all. Shame, he’d been looking forward to chasing down the blonde, who could have been anywhere in the sprawling city. Alas, King and Country beckoned.

      Bishop burned the paper in the kitchen sink, then went to the bathroom to wash off the slick coating that always came from travelling. He shaved and dressed in more appropriate warm weather attire. The linen suit and patterned shirt were a pleasing mix of formal and relaxed, suiting his cover of a well-to-do tourist. Suitably refreshed, he made his way to the bank of elevators.

      After pressing the down button, Bishop went through the next few hours in his mind. Conduct surveillance on Temple’s villa, reconnoitre the surrounding area, gather intelligence where possible. Sensing someone approaching, he did his best to appear a casual holidaymaker while preparing for any eventuality.

      “You must have an absolutely terrible sense of direction.” The voice was silky smooth.

      Bishop turned to see a tall, slim figure standing beside him, sunhat in hand, a light muslin shawl over her tanned, flawless skin. Astrid had a towel under her arm, dressed for the pool.

      He hadn’t prepared for this particular eventuality.

      There was a ping, the doors opened and the pair entered the empty elevator.

      “Essaouira is that way.” She pointed to the right and raised a playful eyebrow. “About 200 kilometres.” Her face was practically saying, talk your way out of this one, chum.

      “My plans changed,” Bishop said, good-humoured.

      “You don’t say?” Astrid attempted to scowl, but soon broke into a smirk. “I’m not used to being brushed off, Mr Langford.” She took a moment, as if rolling the idea around in her head. “I must say, it’s an interesting experience.”

      “Let me make it up to you.” Bishop spoke without thinking it through, which was a rarity. What was it about this woman? “I have some errands to take care of this afternoon. Perhaps I could buy you a cocktail in the lounge, say six o’clock?”

      She pursed her lips. “Fine. But if you stand me up again I’ll hunt you down and make you pay. I paid for a whole six months’ worth of karate lessons, so you’d better watch out.”

      “How many classes did you attend?”

      “Three, so you’d better turn up or else.” She thrust a fist in his face. It was as terrifying as a bunny nibbling on a carrot.

      Bishop held up two palms. “Whatever you do, don’t hurt me. I’ll be there. Scout’s honour.”

      “Ever been in the Scouts?”

      “Not even three times.”

      The elevator doors opened on level two, where a sign advised that the pool was to the left. Astrid stepped out of the elevator and turned to Bishop. As the doors slid closed, she waggled her fist and screwed her face up adorably.

      Bishop chuckled and shook his head. She certainly had a way about her, but he was still cautious. He had to be. She was just a little too perfect. Meeting her again could be a coincidence. Then again, he could have been made.

      Yet he had invited her for a drink. If Astrid was an enemy agent, he didn’t want to
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