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  Introduction

  
  




Money never sleeps, and neither does the network that moves it. At 4:47 in the morning, London time, the servers under Canary Wharf hummed through their nightly reconciliation, oblivious to anything but numbers. Three thousand miles of fibre-optic cable connected the City to Frankfurt, to Tokyo, to New York, and none of it cared what season it was or who was in power or whether anyone was watching. That indifference was the point. That indifference was what made the whole scheme possible.

Six months earlier, in a rented office above a shuttered patisserie in Aix-en-Provence, a man named Antoine Dumont had opened a spreadsheet and started building a weapon. It wasn’t made of explosives or nerve agent. It was made of shorted stock positions, energy futures, and a piece of malicious code small enough to fit on a USB stick. Dumont didn’t believe in flags or gods or revolutions. He believed in liquidity. He believed that fear, properly timed, was the most efficient generator of wealth ever invented, more reliable than oil, more reliable than gold, because fear could be manufactured on a schedule.

His plan was elegant in the way that only truly amoral plans can be. Compromise the industrial control systems that fed data to Britain’s National Grid. Trigger cascading blackouts across the country’s population centres at the exact moment the London markets opened. While engineers scrambled and news anchors panicked and ordinary people sat in the dark wondering if this was terrorism or an accident or the end of something larger, a syndicate of pre-positioned traders would make billions betting against the very companies whose failure they’d engineered. No bombs. No martyrs. Just a country brought to its knees by a spreadsheet, and men in expensive suits getting richer while the elderly lay shivering in unheated flats.

He called it Phase Noir, and he had assembled, with considerable care, a group of specialists to make it happen: two Ukrainian former signals officers who understood SCADA architecture better than the men who’d built it, a South African logistics expert with a talent for moving equipment across borders unnoticed, and a small cell of ideologically motivated foot soldiers recruited from the embers of a defunct separatist movement, useful precisely because their fingerprints would point investigators in entirely the wrong direction. Dumont called his creation Le Vrai Groupe d’Accès. The Access Group. It sounded almost bureaucratic, which he liked. Terror worked best when it didn’t announce itself as terror.

What Dumont did not know, could not have known, was that eight hundred kilometres north, in a converted townhouse off Vauxhall Cross, another kind of rot was already spreading through the organisation whose job it was to stop him.

His name does not appear yet. It will not appear for a long time. That is deliberate, because for years he had made himself invisible in the most dangerous way an intelligence officer can: by becoming indispensable, admired, and trusted absolutely. He had briefed prime ministers. He had recruited sources who were still alive today because of decisions he’d made under fire. He had sat beside grieving widows of murdered officers and meant every word of comfort he offered them.

And for the better part of a decade, he had been selling his service’s secrets to whoever paid the most.

Not out of belief. Not out of revenge. Not because a hostile power had turned him with blackmail or ideology, the way the training manuals said it was supposed to happen. He did it because he had run the numbers once, quietly, on a wet Tuesday in his study, and concluded that loyalty, like everything else, had a market price, and he had simply decided to charge it.

Two operations were about to collide. Neither side knew the other existed. And somewhere in the space between a terrorist’s ledger and a traitor’s offshore account, a young MI6 officer named Kate Hendricks was about to have the worst year of her career, and the only version of the truth that would let her sleep again.




This is that story.
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The courier’s name was Julien Rocard, and he had made the same run across the Vieux-Port fourteen times without incident, which was exactly the number of times required for a man to become careless.

DGSI had been watching him for six weeks, ever since a informant inside a Corsican shipping syndicate mentioned, almost in passing, that a low-level fixer in Marseille had started moving something other than cigarettes and knockoff trainers. The surveillance team, run by a wiry, unsmiling officer named Élodie Marchand, had photographed Rocard meeting with three separate criminal networks in a fortnight. That alone wasn’t unusual. Marseille ran on overlapping networks the way other cities ran on trams.

What was unusual was the satellite phone.

“He’s never carried one before,” said Thierry, the surveillance tech, watching the feed from a rented flat overlooking the Quai du Port. “Encrypted handset, off-the-shelf commercial grade, but somebody’s flashed custom firmware onto it. That’s not cheap and it’s not local.”

Marchand didn’t look up from her coffee. “Then we take him tonight.”

They took him at eleven forty, in the underpass near the Fort Saint-Jean, two plainclothes officers stepping out of a delivery van before Rocard had time to reach for anything more dangerous than his phone. He didn’t fight. Men who move forged passports for a living rarely do; they’ve done the maths on resisting arrest long before it happens; the sentence for smuggling documents is a fraction of the sentence for putting a police officer in hospital.

The phone went to the DGSI’s technical directorate within the hour. It took the cryptography team four days to break the encryption, and what they found wasn’t a smoking gun. It was worse than that. It was a handful of fragments, deleted messages recovered from unallocated memory sectors, incomplete, unattributed, and maddeningly vague.

*Phase Noir confirmed for window.*

*National Grid access still pending Ilyenko.*

*Meeting Aix 14th. English will attend. Do not use real names.*

Marchand read the transcript twice before she picked up the secure line to her section head. “I want eyes on whoever shows up in Aix on the fourteenth,” she said. “And I want to know who Ilyenko is.”

Six hundred miles away, in an office with a view of nothing more interesting than the Thames and a stretch of scaffolding that had been there for eleven months, a desk officer named Priya Anand read the DGSI liaison summary twice and felt the particular cold settle in her stomach that came from recognising a pattern before anyone else in the building did.

*National Grid.* *English will attend.*

She walked it down two floors to the Counter-Terrorism desk, where a broad-shouldered officer named Marcus Yeun was eating a sandwich over a keyboard he was actively getting mayonnaise on.

“You need to see this,” Priya said, and something in her voice made him put the sandwich down.

Yeun read it in silence. Then he read it again. “Christ,” he said. “Get me Whitfield.”

Gerald Whitfield arrived within the hour, unhurried as always, a cardigan under his suit jacket despite the June heat, reading glasses pushed up into thinning grey hair. He had the unhurried manner of a man who had seen every version of a crisis at least twice, and it was precisely that manner that made people trust him with the ones that mattered. He read the transcript standing up, his lips moving very slightly, a habit from his early years as an analyst that he had never quite broken.

“Ilyenko,” he said finally. “Run it against the Ukrainian signals defectors list. And I want a name for whoever’s coordinating a meeting in Aix that includes British nationals discussing our own electrical grid. That is not a coincidence I am prepared to sit on.”

Nobody in the room, not Priya, not Yeun, not the three junior analysts who filed in over the next hour to help build the picture, thought to wonder why the Deputy Director of Counter-Intelligence Support had walked down to a Counter-Terrorism briefing so quickly, or why he seemed, if anything, faintly relieved that the crisis had emerged this way rather than another.

Kate Hendricks was in the gym on the ground floor of Vauxhall Cross when her phone buzzed with the message that would end her ordinary life for the next several months. She had been an MI6 field officer for nine years, six of them in hard postings, and she had learned to read the difference between a text that meant *call me when you can* and one that meant *drop everything.* This was the second kind.

She showered in four minutes, was in Yeun’s office in eleven, and was looking at Marchand’s transcript, translated and annotated, within twenty.

“Aix-en-Provence,” she said. “Fourteenth. That’s five days.”

“That’s five days,” Yeun agreed. “We need a team on the ground before then, low profile, diplomatic cover if we can get the Paris station to sort it fast enough. And we need to know who these English are.”

Kate looked up. “You’re sending me.”

“I’m sending you,” Whitfield said, from the doorway, where he had been standing long enough to hear the last exchange. He smiled, the same warm, slightly tired smile that had steadied a hundred nervous officers before their first hard posting. “You’re the best surveillance officer this building has produced in a decade, Kate, and you speak French like you were born in Lyon. Go find out what Phase Noir means. And be careful. Whatever this is, it smells like money, and money makes people do things ideology never quite manages.”

She would remember that line later, turn it over in her mind more times than she could count, and wonder how a man could say something so true while meaning something so different by it.

She packed that night in the small flat off Kennington Road she’d owned for six years and lived in for maybe eighteen months of it, cumulatively, across the whole time she’d owned it. There was a photograph on the bookshelf of her father, dead nine years now, in the fisherman’s jumper he’d worn every winter of her childhood in Whitby, and she looked at it for a moment before she zipped the case shut, the way she always did before a hard posting, a small private ritual she’d never told anyone about because it embarrassed her slightly, the sentimentality of it, the need for a dead man’s approval before she did something dangerous.

He’d wanted her to be a solicitor. He’d have hated this life, the lying to friends about what she did for a living, the relationships that dissolved under the weight of unexplainable absences, the particular loneliness of being good at something almost nobody in her life was allowed to know she was good at. But he’d also been the one who taught her to read a room before she read a book, to notice who stood where at a party and why, a skill he’d developed running a small shipping insurance business and never once imagined would end with his daughter photographing terrorists in a French vineyard.

Whitfield had recruited her out of a graduate scheme nine years ago, had seen something in a shy, watchful twenty-four-year-old that the rest of the assessment board had marked down as insufficiently assertive, and had fought, by his own
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