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        ‘I am the way into the city of woe.

        I am the way to a forsaken people.

      
        I am the way into eternal sorrow.’

        — Dante Alighieri, Inferno (tr. by John Ciardi)
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      ‘What was that?’ says Shelley Armitage as she starts to load the food trolley.

      They’ve been in the air for a few hours, and this is the second food service. They are en route to Shanghai with a Boeing 777 300 full of business types and tourists. It takes just under twelve hours from London.

      ‘Just a bit of turbulence,’ says Jay. ‘Nothing to worry about, love.’ But Jay’s dark brown eyes look down the cabin and search for the nearest hatch. He stares outside at the darkening sky.

      Shelley finds the gorgeous black steward’s affectations a little grating and doesn’t really appreciate being called ‘love’ by someone she hardly knows. But she lets it slide, because she wants a chance to do long-haul again and she knows this team will report on how she handles the journey, passengers and especially her interaction with the crew.

      ‘It feels like we’re turning,’ Shelley says.

      ‘I’ll find out,’ says Jay.

      He calls the cockpit from the galley phone. The line rings and then the co-pilot, Carl Bennett, picks up the receiver.

      ‘Have we changed direction?’ Jay asks.

      ‘Yeah. A slight blip,’ Carl says. ‘The captain says it’s nothing to worry about.’

      Jay hangs up. ‘Everything’s fine,’ he tells Shelley.

      But it isn’t.

      The in-flight manager, Angie, comes looking for them. ‘You’ve got to keep everyone calm. Feed them, but if they ask, say we are detouring because of weather.’

      ‘Why are we changing course?’ asks Shelley.

      Angie frowns. ‘Instructions from below. It’s most irregular. I’ll keep you in the loop when I know more.’

      Angie walks away leaving Jay and Shelley to take care of the evening meal in economy. They serve in efficient silence.

      ‘I was just watching the flight map,’ says a man in a seat over the wing, ‘and we seemed to have changed direction.’

      ‘It’s nothing. Just a slight deviation. We’ll be back on course shortly,’ Shelley says, her face a professional mask.

      She gives him his food tray and moves on to the next passenger without further explanation.

      The seatbelt signs go on, followed by the pilot announcing that all crew are to take their seats.

      ‘What’s happening?’ asks a woman coming out of the toilet.

      ‘Just turbulence,’ Shelley says automatically. ‘Please return to your seat.’

      She pushes the food trolley back to the galley and stows it. Then she sits beside Jay who is already strapped in.

      ‘I don’t like this,’ he whispers.

      By then Shelley’s face is blanched white. She clenches her hands in her lap and stares at the partition wall between them and the cabin they are serving. She is regretting taking this flight already. It had seemed such a good idea when her supervisor rang and said that they were a crew member down. She’d never been to Shanghai and it was on her bucket list. Plus, she wanted to be offered other exciting long-haul locations. After all that’s why she’d become cabin crew in the first place.

      The plane plummets, free-falling through the sky as though in a vacuum. For a second Shelley thinks that the engines have failed.

      Jay grabs her arm. ‘What the fuck?’

      Cries of fear erupt in the passenger cabin.

      ‘This is your co-pilot. Please remain calm. We are experiencing unusual turbulence…’

      The plane levels out and cruises as if nothing has happened.

      Shelley and Jay look at each other, knowing that this isn’t true. The sudden drop in altitude is something that they have never experienced before; they are both scared. The phone beside their seat lights up and Shelley reaches for the receiver. She and Jay press their ears against it.

      ‘What’s happening?’ she asks.

      ‘You know that scenario that we all said could never happen?’ Angie says.

      ‘What?’ asks Shelley.

      ‘Someone has taken over the onboard computer.’

      ‘It’s not possible,’ says Jay.

      ‘Are we going to crash?’ gasps Shelley.

      ‘We are being rerouted,’ Angie says. ‘Hang in there. Make sure no passengers go walkabout. The pilot says keep calm, we’re okay for now.’

      Angie hangs up and Shelley and Jay are left feeling hopeless. The fate of all on board is in the hands of someone unknown.

      ‘But how?’ asks Jay.

      ‘This is… Someone has hacked into the system. All they need is an iPad or an Android tablet,’ Shelley says, remembering some training she’d been given when fear of hijack was at its worst.

      ‘But that would mean the security code was compromised…’ Jay says. ‘It would have to be … one of us.’

      Shelley unbuckles her seat belt. ‘I have to go to the cockpit,’ she says. ‘Keep an eye on the passengers.’

      ‘No. Don’t…’ Jay says but Shelley is already halfway through the cabin before he can unbuckle.

      Shelley passes through economy and premium, ignoring the passengers who call to her for reassurance. At the end of the premium cabin, she sees two other flight attendants strapped in as the pilot had ordered. One of them looks at her, an unspoken question on the woman’s face.

      Shelley smiles and nods. ‘We’ll be back on track shortly,’ she says.

      Then she walks towards the business-class cabin, passes through and goes straight into first where she expects to find Angie. The passengers in this cabin are all lying flat on beds, asleep and unaware of the possible threat to their lives. Shelley finds Angie’s crew seat empty.

      She picks up the phone and rings the cockpit again. This time, no one answers.

      What is going on? She turns to the cockpit door and picks up the interphone. She calls the cockpit but there’s still no answer. She knocks on the door, breaking protocol, but she’s feeling concerned that something is wrong.

      ‘Captain?’ There’s no response from inside.

      She turns and starts to make her way back through the cabin.

      Air rushes through the plane and the oxygen masks drop down onto the sleeping business-class passengers. Shelley grabs the nearest seat and holds on. Further back down the plane, screams of fear take up again. No reassurance comes from the pilot this time. The yells continue. Shelley knows what is happening, even though this has never occurred on a flight before in all of her ten years as cabin crew. Someone has opened the middle exit door and the air is being sucked out of the plane. Shelley hooks her arm around the seat, then she pulls the nearest oxygen mask over her face. She holds on tight until the outside air fills the cabin and the pressure equalises with the outside.

      ‘Stay in your seats!’ she yells.

      None of the first-class passengers move. The plane pitches left. Shelley yelps as she is almost thrown from the seat. The plane levels out again and while she catches her breath, she looks around the cabin at the sleeping passengers. Letting go of the armrests of the seat she is in, she reaches for the nearest person: a businessman that Angie had pointed out to her earlier as a regular on this flight. She shakes his shoulder roughly. His arm falls down over his arm rest, limp. He doesn’t wake.

      Drugged, she thinks. Or dead. A surge of fear rushes up inside her. The person who’s opened the door in the middle of the plane is behind this. She pulls off the oxygen mask and stumbles back towards the premium economy cabin. The air is thin, but breathable. Her eyes dart over the business-class passengers, who are also silent. She’s shocked that she hadn’t noticed this on the way through.

      She has to get to Jay and enlist his help. They need, also, to get into the cockpit and find out what the fuck is going on.

      ‘Jay!’ she yells.

      Then, as she reaches the exit, she sees the door wide open. Jay and Angie are poised near it.

      ‘For God’s sake!’ she yells over the noise of the rushing air. ‘Who did this?’

      Angie glances over her shoulder at Shelley. She is holding an android tablet and is typing something into it. On her face is a portable oxygen mask.

      ‘Keep calm, Shell,’ says Jay. ‘It’ll all be over soon.’ There is no sign of his inflected voice. He is cold and impersonal.

      Back in the premium cabin the passengers are quiet. Their screams of fear have been abruptly silenced.

      ‘What’s fucking happening?’ Shelley yells. She is close to hysteria.

      ‘You should have stayed in your seat,’ Jay says.

      Shelley approaches the door. She is trembling and then she notices the packs strapped around Jay and Angie’s shoulders and she knows they are parachutes. Not regulation as they don’t have them on board.

      ‘You two did this…’

      In the galley Shelley sees the slumped body of one of the passengers. Her eyes dart from one to the other of her colleagues; panic makes it impossible for her to think. Then Angie grabs Shelley’s arm and yanks her towards the open door.

      ‘Why?’ Shelley asks.

      ‘Because we can, love,’ Jay says as Angie pushes Shelley out of the plane.

      Shelley’s last scream is snatched away by the howling winds as she vanishes into the clouds scudding below the crippled aircraft.
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          Michael

        

      

    

    
      ‘Come in, Mike,’ says Ray.

      I see that they are waiting for me. My former colleagues, Ray Martin, Bethany Cane and Leon Tchaikovsky, are sat at the briefing desk.

      ‘Take a seat,’ Ray says.

      ‘I’ll stand,’ I say.

      ‘Mike, we aren’t your enemies,’ Beth says. ‘This is a very difficult situation for all of us.’

      I’ve been on gardening leave for the past six months, waiting to learn my fate. Over that period I’d told them everything I knew in several debriefings. How the Network had raised me through surrogate parents and it was Ray who’d given me the final piece of the puzzle, revealing that the man I’d always known as ‘Uncle Andrew’ was in fact my biological father. Andrew ran the Network until he was shot, after I’d executed a sting on their assassin school. A place we now referred to as the House of Killers, or sometimes merely Kill House. As time went on, I remembered my whole sorry story. Including the brainwashing and how the Network had turned me into a sleeper agent. An agent that Andrew Beech had used as his own personal spy in MI5.

      ‘I just don’t know what more I can tell you,’ I say now.

      The memories, though fully returned, aren’t as detailed as I had hoped. Something happened after we left the Network’s house in Alderley Edge – a huge mansion disguised as a private school where they housed the abducted children whom they reared as assassins: my mind regressed. I slipped back inside myself and lost some of that gained knowledge as another piece of Beech’s awful conditioning kicked in.

      Archive had brought down that appalling training house of Beech’s, freeing the children that had been taken and groomed. But we all knew this was just one of many such places globally and was a drop in the ocean when it came to the mechanisms of the Network.

      Even so, I’d given Ray enough information that MI5 and Interpol had been able to use it to disrupt another house. Though, at the time, I wasn’t privy to what they’d actually found, or how much chaos they’d wreaked on the Network, I still knew that they had halted Beech’s plans for a time. The Network, for now, had been forced to cover their tracks in Europe, as well as the UK.

      ‘The shrink you gave me says it’s self-preservation,’ I tell them now. ‘I didn’t know I was a sleeper. I don’t want to remember being that person. You get that, right?’

      ‘Sit, Mike,’ Ray says again. ‘We didn’t call you here to give you a hard time.’

      I succumb to the invitation and take the spare seat at the end of the table. They look at me. I see curiosity and something else. A mix of fear and distrust. It comes off Beth and Leon like a bad smell. From Ray … nothing. Not even the empathy he sometimes tries to convey. For which I have at times been grateful.

      ‘It’s time to change things. This situation, the gardening leave, can’t go on for ever,’ Ray says.

      ‘I guessed as much,’ I say. So, this is it. I’m going to be cut loose. I’ll never work in MI5 again, let alone anywhere else with security access. I can’t say I blame him. It’s the way of the world we inhabit and I’m a liability.

      ‘We want you to come back to work,’ Beth says. ‘Naturally you won’t have quite the same … status.’

      I think I’ve misheard her. ‘What? Come back?’

      ‘If you want to,’ says Leon.

      ‘I don’t understand,’ I say.

      ‘Michael, you were recruited for Archive because you have a very special skill set. Your profiling is second to none. You’ve been a reliable agent,’ explains Ray.

      ‘But … Beech? I was put here as a mole…’

      ‘Andrew Beech had nothing to do with your recruitment here. Our finding you was purely through trusted intelligence. It just happened to be lucky for the Network. Mike, we’ve spent the last few months trying to bring these bastards down and we are close, but not close enough. Your assassin, Neva, she’s nowhere to be found and neither is the former headteacher of the Network’s kill house, Olive Redding. Both of whom could tell us a great deal.’

      ‘However, you managed to expose another link. Janice Brayford’s Preparatory School is now closed down, though where that headmistress, Denton, scarpered off to is also anyone’s guess. She was clearly involved in the disappearance of Amelie Arquette. Probably working with Simone Arquette at the time. Of course, we don’t know this, it’s just some of the pieces we’ve managed to put together,’ explains Leon.

      Simone Arquette was a willing recruit of the Network and many years ago she’d done a deal with Beech, gaining wealth and success for her unwitting husband, all for the price of their only child. But when Amelie was passed onto the Network to become a future assassin, they didn’t know the child had a heart defect. Unbeknownst to Simone, and Beech, Amelie didn’t survive the early stages of conditioning. After that another child was brought into the house to replace her. This one was later called by the codename Neva. And Neva had been the catalyst that took down Beech, revealed my sleeper status and brought my whole life into question.

      ‘Which means,’ Ray says, bringing my mind back to the present, ‘the Network are still functioning despite our strikes on the properties we found connected to Beech Corp. And we haven’t done nearly enough damage.’

      I’m surprised at this sudden sharing of information about their investigation. Ray has been very circumspect about his findings until now. I accept it as being linked to their decision to bring me back into the fold.

      ‘It’s called the Network for a reason,’ I say, dropping into my old habit of analysis. ‘Someone was always going to take over from Beech.’

      ‘True,’ says Beth. ‘But they are still in chaos. There’ve been no assassinations that we can attribute to them over the past few months. Equally we still haven’t been able to solve a few previous killings. Beech was clever about that kind of paper trail at least.’

      ‘Maybe that means we’ve unbalanced them enough,’ Ray continues. ‘But I don’t think so. We’ve not heard the last from them. This organisation was too slick. It will be only a matter of time before we again see evidence of their movements.’

      ‘But going back to your earlier point, I don’t know about Olive Redding, but Neva didn’t know much more than me. She didn’t even know where the house was. I remembered and I took her there. Neva was searching for her own answers.’

      ‘Olive should be our focus then,’ Beth said, ‘and you’ll help us find her, won’t you, Mike?’

      ‘What can I do that you haven’t already done to trace their remaining people?’ I ask.

      ‘You can give us insight,’ Ray said.

      ‘I don’t know any more than I already told you. My access was limited. It was like I was two people living in one body. All the information I gained once Neva broke the conditioning is fragmented. Beech knew what he was doing on that score, though I think he was ready to share more with me.’

      ‘The thing is,’ Ray says, ‘you’re the closest thing we have to catching up with Beech’s foot soldiers and possible replacement. All we ask is that you give it a try.’

      ‘And my security access?’

      ‘Limited,’ says Leon. ‘For now.’

      I frown.

      ‘We want you to comb over the files we found in the house. A lot of the information was redacted in the files and doesn’t mean much to any of us, but we are hoping that enough is there to jog your memory,’ Leon continues.

      I don’t comment that they are giving me grunt work. Boring information searches that a lesser operative – correction Security Agent (those two things are a main source of confusion for me now) – would do. I know I’ll be tied to my desk, monitored and probably be viewed with general disgust and distrust. But what else can I do? My whole life was Archive and until Neva came into it, I was happy just doing my job.

      ‘All right,’ I say. ‘I’ll look. Does this mean I’m back on the payroll?’

      Ray laughs. ‘You’ve never been off it!’

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      I am back in my old office. I have a new password for the computer, and limited access to files. I’m not surprised by this; I had been, after all, obtaining information that I’d then been passing onto the Network, even though I wasn’t aware of doing so. I’m certain that the computer now has spyware that will monitor my every keystroke.

      On my desk is a pile of folders, all of which contain information found at the Network’s house in Alderley Edge. For a moment I remember the place. The school-like smell and appearance didn’t detract from the fact that this building was little better than a Nazi-style camp that turned innocent children into killing machines.

      I open the top folder and find it is Olive Redding’s. There is a picture of Olive as a small child. She’s holding the hand of someone who is not in the photograph. Olive’s eyes are drained of emotion, but she is not yet the woman that I saw at the house. This depicts the early stages of conditioning that all of us had been through. A shirking of common childhood needs, and the empty void that was left was then filled with the Network’s dark conditioning.

      I recall the radicalisation methods. Used so often by political and religious terrorist groups. My MI5 training taught me how this was done, but I had been unaware that I had been subjected to it. We were a cult of sorts, taught … no, programmed … to obey, and fight to the death if necessary. And in my case: kill on command with no regret. But did I believe the message the Network had implanted during their subversion? No. And even during the brainwashing I never believed. That was why their work failed. They did not find ‘common ground’ with their young assassins. They did not persuade us that our enemy was bad and deserved what we dished out. What they taught us was fear. Fear of them, not the agencies they set us against, but of failure and the repercussions that would bring.

      In the folder, Olive’s training notes are nothing different from the countless others taken by the Network. I was a child of the house, though not full time, and trained to ‘forget’ my conditioning rather than embrace and live it. I knew them, but I didn’t. I had lived my whole life – cookie-cutter parents and all – as though I were a normal person.

      My psychology degree hadn’t prepared me for the total mind-fuck that learning I wasn’t ‘normal’ became.

      I make some observations on my laptop about Olive’s file. They want to find her. She knows so much that can help them bring down the network, but Olive, like Neva, was trained to hide. I’m sure this won’t be easy.

      I close Olive’s file and stare into space. My head hurts from concentrating, but also because of the trauma of being back in Archive.

      What would Neva think of this situation? Bringing her to mind creates even deeper pain. I haven’t seen her since that day she helped me rescue the children and bring down the house. She had slipped away amidst the chaos, never to be heard from again. I wonder now if she found Olive and received the answers she sought. Were the two of them together, enjoying their retirement? Part of me likes to imagine this. Neva: safe, happy and no longer a killer. She deserves a life of her own: we all do.

      I decide I need coffee. I stand and walk around the desk and then out into the central office where Beth is working diligently at her desk. Seeing me she drops her screen saver onto the monitor, hiding whatever it is she’s working on from me. I don’t question it, but I feel a jolt of sadness at the distrust. Beth and I had always worked well together. Now she looks at me with different eyes.

      ‘I’m going for coffee; do you want one?’ I ask.

      Beth shakes her head. ‘No thanks. I’m finishing early today. School play to go and see.’

      I nod, pleased at this casual sharing of personal information. Beth’s children are growing fast and like any mother, Beth must want to be part of it.

      I say nothing more as I head off to the coffee machine. Passing Ray’s office on the way, I see Leon and Ray in close conference.

      ‘It’ll be fine,’ Ray says. ‘We’ll keep a close watch on him.’

      Ray sees me then and gives me a small wave. Leon looks over his shoulder, startled by my sudden appearance. Despite their ‘welcome back’, things are not going to be the same at Archive, and it will be unrealistic of me to expect them to be.

      I fetch my coffee as Leon comes out of Ray’s office. He closes the door, and walks away, back towards the main office area. He doesn’t look at me.

      I sit at my desk and sip the coffee. This is the most awkward I have ever felt in my work environment.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          Neva

        

      

    

    
      She’s wearing a hard hat and a bright red jacket as she walks around the construction site, clipboard in hand. No one looks at her, and so Neva, with her newly acquired workwoman disguise, exits via the crew entrance area.

      She walks down the hill, passing Michael’s apartment. The work taking place nearby is a convenience she couldn’t have planned but has taken advantage of. No one notices her, blatant and obvious in this gaudy coat. She’s a working person. Instantly forgettable. The jacket guarantees that no one will remember her face.

      She sees Michael return and watches as the obvious tail on him parks up his motorbike. Michael sees him too, though he isn’t blatant in his observation as his eyes flick to the youth and then immediately away again. The tail is a total amateur. So conspicuous in his attempt to be invisible. Every well-trained spy knows how to hide in plain sight. Neva is a master of being so obvious that she isn’t seen.

      She’s been trying to pluck up the courage to see Michael for the past few weeks. She stayed away from London for the best part of six months. But she hasn’t forgotten Michael and never will. Their origins are indelibly linked, and their past is something that neither of them can escape from.

      Michael’s apartment is more than likely bugged, and she shouldn’t approach him there. They never leave him alone as they monitor his movements day and night, as though they expect him to run at any moment. She wouldn’t blame him if he did. This is no life. Neva can see that the grip MI5 has on Michael is not that different from the sway the Network had on them both. It requires conditioned loyalty and the belief that you are doing something important.

      The man on the motorbike looks around; his eyes skim over her, barely registering. Yes, a total novice. A real spy would be looking for someone who wasn’t hiding. A real spy would look at her – a woman in a man’s work jacket – first. But the disguise was not for a professional, it is for the general public and the useless amateur that sits bored outside Michael’s apartment.

      Michael goes into his building. It’s unlikely that he will leave again until morning.

      Making her mind up to approach him, Neva crosses the road, passing the youth on the motorbike. He’s staring blatantly at the door to Michael’s apartment block. He doesn’t notice as Neva heads around the back of the building.

      Down the alley she places the clipboard on top of a dumpster. Earlier in the day she’d tampered with the lock on the back door to the building to save herself time if she did make up her mind. She’d also checked if the stairwell was being monitored by a security camera and it wasn’t. This makes her approach simple. Now she pulls it open and steps inside.

      She takes the back stairs two at a time. As she begins to climb the flight to Michael’s floor, she sees a figure standing by the door at the top. Michael looks down at her.

      ‘Good disguise,’ he says.

      ‘It didn’t fool you though,’ she smiles.

      She reaches the landing and they look at each other.

      ‘I wondered when you’d show up,’ he says. ‘It’s been months…’

      ‘They watch you all the time.’

      ‘I know.’

      He reaches for her and Neva lets him take her in his arms. They hold each other for a long time. It’s comforting and warm. It tells them both more about each other than words can. Neva is the first to pull away, but even then, she is hesitant.

      ‘I’m working back at Archive. They want me to help track Olive,’ he tells her.

      ‘And how is that going?’

      Michael shrugs. ‘They don’t trust me.’

      ‘Naturally.’

      ‘I can’t stay here long. They monitor everything and I’m sure they know exactly how long it should take me to reach my apartment. You’ve taken a risk coming here right now. They’d love to get their hands on you.’

      It is her turn to shrug. ‘I came to warn you.’

      ‘What about?’

      ‘There’s movement in the Network. They are rallying. New leadership has emerged.’

      ‘And where does that leave you?’ he asks. ‘Are you going to work for them again?’

      ‘I killed my handler to get away. Why would you even ask me that?’

      The tension in the air has more to do with their sexual awareness of each other than the conflict his question raises. She knows why he has to ask. There will always be a question of trust between them, despite everything they have shared. How could it be otherwise?

      ‘Michael, you have to be careful,’ she warns. ‘They may come for you. Beech wanted you to take over from him – they’ll believe you know too much and have betrayed them. The Network are your enemy now more than ever.’

      ‘One thing I do recall is how to deal with anyone who does come after me.’ His voice is cold.

      Neva doesn’t enjoy his new lack of innocence. His obliviousness to the Network was always attractive, as was his apparent naivety. All of that has gone, along with his belief in his former life and childhood. She keeps her face blank and doesn’t let her emotions show. She’s not sure why, but his words sadden her.

      ‘Where have you been hiding?’ he asks her.

      ‘It doesn’t matter.’

      ‘Do you know where Olive is?’

      ‘No. I want to get my hands on her more than you do. She knows who my real parents are,’ Neva says.

      Michael digests this information before replying, his voice low and carefully moderated. ‘Why do you want to know who they are?’

      ‘If they sold me to the Network, I’ll kill them.’

      ‘I understand your need for revenge,’ Michael says. He places his hand on her forearm, stroking her through the thick work jacket. ‘But if you find Olive, let me talk to her too. I need answers just as much as you do.’

      Neva goes into his arms again. She wants to be held. The smell of him is intoxicating, male, warm, a musky scent that belongs exclusively to Michael. She squeezes her eyes shut as his arms tighten again around her.

      They don’t speak. There is an inexplicable bond between them that neither of them understands. Neva wants to voice it, but the intense pain chokes the words from her throat. How can she tell him seeing him brings such grief? This is why she’s stayed away. This is why she hesitates to be close. She wants him in her life and she’s sure he feels the same. They don’t need to say anything to know this. Voicing it will only confirm the total impossibility that it could ever happen. Love, romance, relationships are not for people like them.

      Michael releases her this time.

      ‘Tell me you’re safe then, wherever it is you’re staying.’

      ‘As safe as I can be,’ she says. ‘Safer than you.’ Then on impulse she says, ‘Leave here. Come with me.’

      ‘The only thread of normality I have is my work. It’s the only thing that is real.’

      Neva doesn’t tell him that she believes nothing is real – not even Archive in the end.

      She turns then and begins walking back down the stairs.

      ‘Goodbye, Michael,’ she says, and her words sound final.

      ‘Wait!’ he says.

      He joins her on the stairs, pulling her to him. They kiss for the first time in months. It’s urgent and passionate but still so new to them both.

      ‘Stop,’ she says pulling away. ‘We can’t be together. Not unless—’

      ‘What will it take?’

      His question shocks her. How can he even think this is possible? Despite her own erratic emotions, feelings she is still struggling to process, Neva can’t lie to Michael: one of them has to be that oh so distant voice of reason.

      ‘Michael, we’ve never been further apart than now. Secrecy was what we had. Maybe the wrongness of “us” was what made it so attractive.’

      ‘Are you saying it wasn’t real?’ he says through clenched jaws.

      ‘No. I’m not saying that. It was real. Is real. But the Network haven’t gone. Archive still pull your strings and…’ She tapers off, unable to continue because the truth when spoken is harder to accept than when it is explored inside her mind.

      Michael studies her face. ‘Say it. Whatever it is. You can’t hurt me more.’

      ‘The past will always catch us up. Unless we bring the Network down once and for all. But we could run from it. Together. If you were willing.’

      ‘Thank you,’ Michael says.

      ‘What for?’

      ‘The reality check.’

      Neva explores the ache that’s growing inside her, as she anticipates what’s coming next. But their story must play out, no matter what the result. She doesn’t believe in destiny: she believes in her own impetus. Even so, not everything is within her control.

      ‘I can do so much more if I have Archive resources to fight them with,’ he says. ‘Though nothing appeals to me more than leaving with you. But it’s not possible. We’d have a lifetime of looking over our shoulders. Do either of us really want that?’

      Neva sighs. She is tired. Michael has voiced their reality and now neither of them can ignore it. Her body aches and a dull sickness lurks in the pit of her stomach. She doesn’t understand this new pain. It hurts almost as much as the day she broke away from the Network and sucks the life from her in the same way.

      ‘I have to go into my flat or they’ll get suspicious,’ he says. ‘Will I see you again?’

      She turns and hurries back down the stairs without answering.

      The sound of her footsteps echoes in the stairwell. She is aware of Michael watching her until she is out of sight.

      Back outside, Neva retrieves the clipboard and makes her way out to the main street, striding quickly away from the man on the motorbike, who is now puffing on a vape as he continues to stare at Michael’s front door.

      Down the street she pauses. She’s aware of the knife in her wrist holster. She glances back at the stupid youth. She could kill him, just for the hell of it. After all, she is the converse of heaven and death still means nothing to her. She feels the ebb and flow – the urge to kill – surging through her veins in a rush of adrenaline. Her blood sings in her ears, an unnameable melody that calls to the darkest, deepest depths of her being. Her never forgotten mantra plays around her consciousness, while calming her subconscious: I am death. And she acknowledges that, in the end, there is no escaping from this final eventuality. Why not take more down with you before the inevitable?

      Her body moves of its own volition and she takes a step towards the novice as though she’s being carried on an irresistible tide.

      But no. She stops. She has to be smart and not draw attention to Michael, or herself.

      For the moment.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          Michael

        

      

    

    
      I enter my flat with a sense of dread. Despite the warmth of the day and the heat of the apartment, stifled as it has been with the windows securely fastened throughout the day, I feel cold. But this chill is far from physical.

      I open the windows now, walking through the lounge, passing on to the kitchen and ending up in my bedroom, which is the hottest room in the place. There isn’t a breeze tonight and the air is slow to circulate as the evening draws in.

      My apartment is in central London and I’ve lived here for years, never craving any other life. Until now.

      I feel suffocated. My chest aches and the shallow breaths I take burn as though I’m inhaling the direct heat of the sun. But it is not the heat or the imagined chill that creates this pain. It is the dull twinge of abject sadness.

      I’m miserable as I pull off my tie, and peel away the white shirt that is damp with sweat.

      A shudder ripples down over my skin as I strip and head for the bathroom and a cool, refreshing shower that should make me feel a little more comfortable. Physically anyway.

      Neva is on my mind as I come back into the bedroom, and the thought of her being here in my bed again won’t leave. I can smell her still, the slight scent of perfume, the aroma of salty perspiration. Delicious and clean on her skin. The taste of her mouth too still lingers on my lips. I’m not given to poetry and declarations of love. Could I ever even say that to her? I’m not sure what it is I feel. She’s inscrutable, unattainable. Even when I’m holding her, I don’t know what she’s thinking. I don’t believe she can ever truly be mine.

      I dry my body and pull on a pair of boxers, and then I walk out of the bedroom. In the kitchen I pour myself a cold beer from the fridge, a habit that has become all too frequent since I’ve been home on gardening leave.

      I mull over the sudden change. So, I’m back in at Archive – well, partly anyway. Is it a coincidence that Neva has returned to me now?

      I try to push away the suspicion. What is the point of worrying about motive? We all have our own agendas.

      My phone rings and I glance at the screen, seeing Mia’s name flash up. My sister. I feel a clench of regret and guilt. I’ve been distant from her, trying to keep her out of this as much as possible. Mia must never know that our whole lives have been a lie.

      ‘Hey, Sis,’ I say, answering.

      ‘I thought you were going to leave me hanging there!’ Mia says. ‘How you doing?’

      ‘I’m fine. How are you?’

      ‘I’d be better if you could find time to come and visit. See your niece. She’s almost four months old and changing by the day.’

      ‘Sorry,’ I say. ‘Work commitments.’

      Mia sighs. ‘What’s happening, Mike? I thought you were on gardening leave?’

      She knows a bit, a story I’d spun her about a security breach. Accusations that had put my job in jeopardy. Ray had agreed to the story to cover all of our backs and to keep Mia ignorant of the work I had done with Archive and our connection with the Network.

      ‘She’s innocent in all this,’ I had told him. ‘And pregnant. Why drag her in? Does she really need to know that our parents weren’t who they said they were?’

      Ray had agreed after a great deal of begging on my part. I think he didn’t see any point in ruining her life as well. And so they’d kept Mia out of it, and she’d never know about the surveillance she was under. At least, I hoped she wouldn’t.

      ‘Well, I’m back at work,’ I say. ‘All is okay.’

      ‘You’ve been reinstated? That’s great news!’

      We talk for a little longer. Mia babbles about the new baby, Freya, and about her husband, Ben, whom I’ve always got along with. When we hang up, she sends me several pictures of Freya. Looking at them compounds my guilt and breaks something inside me. I’m not as strong as I once was, but I’m getting better. Freya is a reminder of all I feel I have lost with the newfound knowledge of my origins.

      The reason I haven’t been to see her yet is that I’m afraid to get attached to Freya. She and Mia are my true family. Just as surely as I had been trained to be a killer and spy, I was sure that Mia had been groomed as a breeder for the Network. Even though she’s unaware of it. If we hadn’t closed the kill house, my little niece could have ended up there in a few years’ time. Unbeknownst to Mia she is only my half-sister, and not my maternal twin. We were both lied to, subjected to conditioning and sent out into the world as sleepers by the man who’d sired us. I find myself wondering if Beech had any redeeming qualities at all. Would he have really taken Freya from Mia in the future? Could he have subjected his granddaughter to the torture of the house? I’ll never know the answer but suspect that he would have. He hadn’t shown any remorse about doing it to me – his son – after all. Or any other child for that matter. Bastard.

      I put down my phone on the kitchen table and look around the apartment. This place has never felt less of a haven. Within hours of my return, I’d found the surveillance that Archive had put in while they had me under lock and key (for my own safety they said) while we debriefed.

      In the bathroom there is a microphone secreted along the light above the mirror. In the bedroom I’m wired for sound via a microphone placed by the window. In the living room and the kitchen, they have camera surveillance. Micro pieces of tech, no bigger than a fly, which are placed in appropriate positions. At least they have afforded me some privacy when I’m naked.

      I go back into my bedroom and pull on a pair of chinos and a T-shirt. Then, taking my wallet and keys, I leave the apartment and head towards the tube. The ‘obvious’ tail watches me, while he talks into his shirt. By the time I reach the station, another follower has tagged on and travels with me on the train to Soho.

      My favourite sushi restaurant is here and ignoring the woman following – at least she’s a bit savvier than the last one – I go inside and sit at the bar.

      I reach for salmon and avocado maki rolls. My favourite king prawn tempuras soon follow along with teriyaki chicken. Hungry, in need of comfort, I eat my fill.

      Outside my tail watches from across the street. I continue to ignore her. I order Asahi beer and sip it as I study the offerings that go around on the conveyor belt.

      The restaurant is busy and I cast my eyes around the room, assessing whose company I’m keeping. There is a young Japanese couple sitting by the window, a family of four close by who talk too loudly to each other. Then there is a man sitting on his own in the corner. I feel a little sympathy and camaraderie with him as I eat my lonely dinner, but I’m out of sync with the world.

      Eventually I have had enough. I call the waiter over and hand him the empty plates and I pay my bill. Then I leave and walk the streets for a while.

      My mind won’t settle on anything important, but Olive Redding’s file floats behind my eyes. Information. Sentences giving detail of who and what she was. Talking about a child as an asset. Disgusting. Vile. The unredacted detail of the torturous process of conditioning. My stomach roils now at the thought.

      The parents… Olive’s parental details had been redacted, but the names had been missed on one of the pages. Her real name was Georgia Stanners and her father was Lord Stanners! I make a mental note to ask Beth tomorrow if she has seen and pursued this information. I’m kicking myself that I hadn’t picked up on it earlier: maybe it wasn’t there at all and I am imagining it. The shock of being back in Archive can be blamed for this, plus I haven’t been working for six months, no wonder my skills are rusty.

      It’s after nine when I get home. I try not to think about Neva as I go to bed, determined to be in the office by eight the next morning. Besides, retiring early will end this interminable evening.

      Going out has done me some good though. It’s freed my mind, relieved a little tension. I’m itching now to get this investigation underway and to regain my stripes and the respect of my colleagues. However long that might take.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

          Michael

        

      

    

    
      Dressed in a smart suit, new shirt and tie, I’m the first in the next day. I go straight to my office and open Olive’s file. There it is: her real name, I hadn’t imagined it. A quick search on the internet reveals something about little Georgia’s disappearance. It’s odd that this one isn’t linked to other missing children of that era, and I hadn’t seen her appear in the names Beth originally listed when we first started to look at these cases.

      As I begin writing up a report to add to the file, it feels as though I have my mojo back. I hadn’t realised quite how much I’d missed being productive during my weird hiatus. Now, I am excited and motivated as I scan the other files, looking for similar information of other children that had passed through the house.

      ‘Hi,’ says Beth from the doorway. ‘You’re early.’

      ‘I remembered something,’ I say as I drop back into our old working habits. ‘All the real names are redacted but Olive’s was missed on one page.’

      ‘Really? Let me see,’ says Beth.

      When she reads the information and my notes, she shakes her head. ‘Just shows you how overworked we’ve been. None of us saw that, Mike!’

      ‘Someone should go and speak to Lord Stanners,’ I say. ‘Though he will be fairly old now. It was thirty-odd years ago when she went missing.’

      ‘If we have this information then Olive certainly knew who she really was. Maybe we can pick up her trail through them.’ Beth turns to leave then she pauses, looking back at me. ‘Welcome back, Mike. We’ve missed you.’

      Beth goes away and I consider her response to the information. Did she pretend she hadn’t seen it in order to make me feel useful? I have the uncomfortable suspicion that I’ve just been patronised.

      I try not to think about it as I take more care reading the other documents and I find three more names buried in the notes. These children are all from varying generations.

      A girl referred to as ‘Jewel’ was formerly known as Elizabeth Denver, a young man called ‘Drake’ was born Dennis Proctor and a final boy with the codename ‘Anchor’ was originally Stefan Oliver. Jewel is the youngest of the three and is the same age as Neva. I wonder if they trained together.

      I open up Beth’s notes on Amelie Arquette’s suspected peer group – the same that Neva was given over to. There are seven children that went missing that year under similar circumstance. Elizabeth Denver’s name is not among them. I know from Ray that Amelie Arquette didn’t survive the first few weeks of conditioning, and it was at this point that Neva was brought into the house and I first met her. There are no photographs of Elizabeth Denver in the file, and I wonder if she, like Neva, was a replacement for another child. The folder doesn’t mention anything, at least the unredacted parts don’t. What’s under those definitive blocks of black I just don’t know.

      I lift one of the sheets up to the light and look through it. Sometimes the redacting is insufficient to totally obscure what was beneath. But these are solid and are photocopies anyway, so any evidence of the original content is long gone.

      Curious, I spend some time reading the achievements of all three of these operatives. Drake and Anchor were particularly brutal in the execution of their assignments. I make notes on this to share with the team and then I go in search of Ray to discuss my findings. There is no further mention of Jewel.

      Ray, Leon and Beth are all together in Ray’s office. They have a slide projected on the screen, which Beth closes down from her computer when I rap on the open door.

      ‘Sorry if I’m disturbing you,’ I say and I can’t help the slight resentful tone that slips into my voice as I stare at them.

      ‘That’s okay, Mike. My door is always open to you,’ Ray says.

      ‘I’ll come back later when you’re free, but I wondered if you had anything else for me to look at in the meantime?’

      Beth stood and went to the filing cabinet behind Ray’s desk.

      ‘The next lot are here,’ she says, removing a handful of folders from the cabinet. ‘Did you find anything useful in the others? I told the guys about Olive…’

      ‘A few more names came to light that could be leads,’ I say. ‘I’ll add them all to my report. One in particular is interesting. No photos in the file. Same year group as Neva.’

      ‘Great. Here are some more files we found in Beech’s office.’

      Feeling dismissed, I take the files back to my office. Behind me I see flickering light from the screen as Beth puts the slide back up for the three of them to discuss as I walk away.

      I should be happy that I’m back at Archive but instead I feel like an outsider. I don’t know if things will ever be normal again.
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          Neva

        

      

    

    
      Neva shuts down her encrypted laptop and stares at the blank wall of her basic hotel room. She’s been searching for information on a missing plane. Zen Airline flight 723 was carrying 299 passengers and 12 crew on its way to Shanghai. A Boeing 777 300. The situation resembles the disappearance of Malaysia Airlines flight 370 some years previously. In that instance it was a Boeing 777 200 bearing 227 passengers and 12 crew. While the plane was never found, several theories were bandied around about its disappearance. Neva knew what those hypotheses were because she’d taken particular interest back in 2014.

      The disappearance of the Malaysia Airlines flight had been made very public, and yet, strangely, the Zen one has not. Instead, it seems to be hushed up, with very little online about it and no real information. Just a sequence of complaints and legal attempts to get the airline to assume some sort of responsibility for the disappearance of all those people. Even the press has been strangely silent on it, but Neva knows that often those in power and with great wealth will simply buy the press’s silence through their contacts with the various billionaire owners.

      Neva closes the lid of the laptop and stands. She had resolved to stay away from Michael but now feels she has to approach him again. It’s a concern that he has rejoined his former colleagues and returned to work at Archive, even though such a circumstance will grant him access once more to information that could help her. But would he jeopardise himself again for her sake?

      She boards the tube near Michael’s work and, dressed as an inspector for TFL, she inspects tickets, scans oyster cards and debit cards up and down the track. Then she waits on the platform at Michael’s station until he arrives. As he boards the train, Neva enters his carriage and works her way towards him. She notes the tail – another snot-nosed youth barely out of school and keeps her back to him. She reaches Michael two stops before he’s due to depart, and as she asks for proof of payment, she slips him a note. He recognises her but keeps his face straight, palming the note and pushing it into his wallet along with the card.

      Neva exits at the next stop and walks away.
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