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Proof of Life
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Ibiza

Most years it was Phoebe Chadwick who got the ball rolling, usually in late January, when the weather was at its gloomiest and the streetlamp outside the window of her Bloomsbury office burned for days on end without a break. Phoebe was a senior project coordinator for a respected but perpetually underfunded international relief organization. Her work, while rewarding, left her forever short of financial resources herself. Her three closest friends all had piles of money. Sophie Maxwell worked for a Magic Circle law firm, and Ella Burns did something dubious in the City. Beautiful Alice Winter got her money the old-fashioned way. Alice had married it.

It was not the way they had planned it when they were at Cambridge. Back then, when they were afire with youthful zeal, they swore they would avoid the trappings of wealth and material comfort. They were going to put their costly educations to good use, help others, make a difference. Only Phoebe, after earning a prestigious first in global economics, had lived up to her word. Sophie had planned to be a human rights lawyer but ended up looking after the interests of corporations instead, including Ella’s appalling bank. And Alice? She was going to be a crusading journalist, perhaps write a novel or two, but all that changed when she met Edward. Now she was a boldface name in Tatler. The it girl.

They had taken another vow before leaving Cambridge, that every summer they would spend a week together somewhere delightful with no spouses or offspring or significant others present, just the four of them. That promise they had somehow managed to keep, though it was Phoebe who inevitably saw to the planning. She shoul-dered this burden with the blessing of the others. If she could organize an airlift of food and medicine into Darfur, they reckoned, she could arrange something as ordinary as a weeklong stay in the South of France.

They had holidayed there twice, first in Saint-Tropez, then, two summers later, in the Luberon, in the same yellow villa where they had filmed that movie. They had done Venice and Tuscany, of course, and no fewer than three Greek islands. Looking for a change of pace, they had spent a week cycling across Switzerland, a dreadful mistake. Patagonia had been spectacular but exhausting, the yoga retreat in the Himalayas an unmitigated disaster. So disastrous, in fact, that Phoebe feared the trip might be their last. This year had to be perfect; otherwise they might drift apart. Alice was already floating away, held aloft by Edward’s billions. Text messages went unanswered for days, phone calls went straight to voicemail. Even Ella, who was closest to Alice, sometimes had trouble reaching her. Phoebe had all but given up trying.

Her work intruded—an outbreak of severe famine in the Central African Republic—and it was officially spring before she had a spare moment to think about the trip. After considering and rejecting several options, she settled on Iceland. Yes, it was cold there in June, but there were glaciers and volcanoes to explore, and the spa at the Blue Lagoon was to die for, or so Phoebe had been reliably informed. She made preliminary inquiries, drafted a proposed itinerary, and forwarded it to the others in a group text. Sophie was game, but Ella groaned. The ever-delinquent Alice waited ten long days before responding. She did so with a call to Phoebe’s mobile. Her voice sounded postcoital.

“Sorry, darling Phoebe, but I’m afraid dreary Iceland simply won’t do. We’re going somewhere very warm and obscenely glamorous. But don’t worry, I’ll take care of everything.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, Pheebs, that this year’s trip is on me.”

“I can’t possibly allow you to pay for my holiday.”

“Trust me, I’m not.”

Alice refused to divulge their destination or offer any description beyond her original very warm and obscenely glamorous. Phoebe packed accordingly and, as instructed, presented herself at the London City Airport Jet Center at 4:00 p.m. on the second Friday of June. Accompanied by Sophie and Ella, she boarded a waiting Bom-bardier Challenger 605. Alice was seated in the passenger cabin, one golden leg crossed suggestively over the other. She looked as though she were returning from a holiday rather than embarking on one.

“Where are you taking us?” asked Phoebe as she accepted a glass of champagne from the cabin attendant.

“Definitely not Iceland,” replied Alice. “Good heavens, Pheebs! What on earth were you thinking?”
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Their destination turned out to be a Bond-villain fortress of glass and stone perched atop a cliff on the northern coast of Ibiza. There were six bedrooms, three adjoining sitting rooms, a media room, a game room, a hotel-style fitness center and spa, and a staff of four, including a chef from one of the hottest restaurants in Paris. At the base of the cliff, reached by a treacherous footpath, was a rocky cove with water the color of lapis lazuli. Evidently the cove had a name—Cala something or other. When spoken by Alice it sounded like the most exotic place in the world.

Their schedule, to the extent they had one, revolved around the consumption of food and alcohol. Lunches were lengthy wine-soaked affairs served on the shaded terrace. They passed the late afternoons poolside or dozing in their rooms—Phoebe’s was the size of her flat in Notting Hill—and at half past nine each evening they drove to dinner in an open-top Mercedes Cabriolet. Alice always paid the bill with that flashy black credit card of hers. Then she would drag them to a nightclub for a few hours of ear-shattering music and dancing. Inevitably they would run into a member of her crowd from London. She posted selfies on her many social media feeds. Her legion of followers swooned with envy.

By Tuesday morning Phoebe needed a vacation from her vacation—and perhaps from Alice as well. She slept late, then logged on to the villa’s Wi-Fi network and returned a few emails. It was approaching one in the afternoon by the time she went in search of the others. Sophie and Ella were waging war on the red clay tennis court. Alice was stretched topless on the sunbaked tiles at the edge of the pool, one foot dangling in the water, so beautiful she scarcely looked real.

Phoebe sat down on a chaise longue and drew a book from her bag. Alice stirred, took note of Phoebe’s presence, and closed her eyes again. “What are you looking at?” she asked.

“Your breasts, if you must know.”

“Lovely, aren’t they?”

“Scrumptious.”

“They can be yours for twenty-five thousand quid.”

“I dare you to post a photo of them online.”

“Tempting, but Edward might not approve.” Alice turned onto her stomach as though suddenly self-conscious and raised a hand to her brow. “What are you reading?”

Phoebe showed her the cover. It was an old P. D. James mystery.

“The killer is Julius Court,” said Alice. “Apparently he was in business with some rather awful people from Marseilles. Heroin, I believe. He leaps to his death from the cliff near Toynton Grange after shooting Dalgliesh in the shoulder.”

Phoebe set aside the book with a sigh. “When are you going to write yours?”

“My novel? I haven’t a spare minute,” replied Alice without a trace of irony. “Besides, what would I write about?”

“A girl named Alice Winter.”

“Who would want to read a book about me?”

“Everyone, I imagine.”

She rolled those liquid blue eyes of hers. “It can be a crashing bore, you know.”

“The Royal Enclosure at Ascot?”

“All of it, Pheebs. It’s the same bloody crowd night after night with a slightly different seating arrangement. Your life is far more interesting than mine.” Lowering her voice, she added, “All you need now is a husband.”

“Are we going to have this conversation again?”

“You’ll be forty soon.”

“I realize that.”

Phoebe was the oldest of the foursome and thus would be the first to cross the dreaded threshold. She was also the only one yet to wed. Sophie and Ella were married to equally successful men and both had the requisite two children, though Ella was carrying on a torrid affair with a man from a rival bank. Alice had Edward, of course, but they were childless. At moments like this, Phoebe thought it was for the best. Alice would make a terrible mother.

“Are you still seeing what’s-his-name?” she asked drowsily.

“Jean-Marc?” He was a doctor from Médecins Sans Frontières whom Phoebe had met in Sierra Leone. For two years they had been involved in an on-again, off-again relationship. Phoebe informed Alice that she and Jean-Marc were currently off-again.

“Perhaps I can introduce you to someone.”

“I doubt any of your posh friends would have much interest in someone like me.”

“It wouldn’t hurt if you occasionally tried to enjoy yourself.” Alice trailed a fingertip over the surface of the pool. “Incredible, isn’t it?”

“This house?”

“It’s a finca, Pheebs.”

“It must have cost a fortune.”

“Must’ve,” agreed Alice, and rolled onto her back. Phoebe read her P. D. James novel for a few minutes more but soon lost interest. Alice had spoiled the ending.
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Phoebe had read not long ago that “The Second Coming” was the twentieth century’s most frequently quoted poem, especially the bit about things falling apart. Yeats had been writing about a world in crisis, an approaching age of disorder, but Phoebe thought his prophetic words could be applied to long-standing friendships as well. Eventually the center cannot hold. Sooner or later some revelation is at hand. For Phoebe it occurred that evening when she attempted to pay the check at a pricey beachside restaurant on the eastern side of the island. Alice, who had drunk more wine than usual, placed her black credit card on the tray with a crooked smirk and said, “Don’t be ridiculous, Pheebs.” Then she extended an arm and snapped a selfie. The flash of the phone’s camera was like a lightning strike.

Ordinarily Phoebe overlooked Alice’s childish social media habit, but not tonight. She too had drunk an extra glass of albariño with dinner. The time had come for an intervention.

“Must you always do that?” she asked.

“You wouldn’t understand, Pheebs.”

“Who would?”

“It’s about personal branding.”

“Sounds painful.”

Alice’s gaze was as pitiless as the sun. “Fuck you, Pheebs.”

Things went from bad to worse later that evening at a nightclub appropriately called Precipice. Phoebe declared it atrocious, and Alice predictably took offense. What followed was their worst quarrel since the night Phoebe had nearly pushed Alice off the Magdalen Bridge. The row intensified during the drive back to the villa and concluded with slammed bedroom doors and a final exchange of vulgarities. Sophie the lawyer attempted to negotiate a settlement, but Ella, perhaps sensing a break was inevitable, kept to a safe distance. Phoebe had no doubt that Ella had already chosen sides.

Morning brought a brief truce, but only because Alice left the villa to do a bit of sightseeing, or so she said. It was early evening when she finally returned. She brushed past Phoebe as though she were invisible and went to her room to dress for dinner. Sophie engaged in a few minutes of shuttle diplomacy to determine whether a rapprochement was possible, but Alice made it clear she had no interest in making peace. Phoebe defused the situation by announcing that she would be dining alone at the villa. The chef made her coq au vin, which she consumed while reading the rest of her novel. The perfect evening was spoiled by the photograph that appeared on Alice’s Instagram account shortly before midnight. The caption might have read Fuck you, Pheebs.

The thought of spending another three days trapped in a villa with a resentful Alice held little appeal. One of them had to go. Because Alice had insisted on paying for everything, Phoebe was the logical choice. She spent a final night in her luxurious room, and in the morning, while the others were still sleeping, she took a taxi to the airport. Her flight to London departed at midday. As the plane gained altitude over the northern coast of the island, she spotted golden Alice lying on the tiny beach of Cala something or other. Then the plane plunged into a cloud and Alice was gone.
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Devon

If anyone was to blame for what happened next it was Julian Isher-wood, a respected dealer of Italian and Dutch Old Master paintings and éminence grise of the London art world, a portion of which convened each afternoon at the bar of Wiltons to celebrate their triumphs or, as was more frequently the case, drown their sorrows. During one such gathering—it might have been early May, though the precise date was of little consequence—Julian lent his ear to Niles Dunham, a learned curator from the National Gallery known for his infallible eye and unfailingly pleasant demeanor. On the afternoon in question, however, Niles was uncharacteristically cross.

“My Botticelli exhibition,” he explained.

“The one you’ve spent six months planning?”

“Yes, that one, Julie. My esteemed director has decided to cancel it.”

“Sir Avery has something against Botticelli?”

“Sir Avery has no money.”

“Deplorable,” declared Julian.

“A sad state of affairs,” agreed Niles.

But such was life in Britain in the age of austerity. Faced with soaring budget deficits and shrinking tax receipts, His Majesty’s Government had slashed funding for the arts to the bone, leaving London’s great museums to fend for themselves. A recent renovation of the National Portrait Gallery had been carried out almost entirely with private donations. Small museums in the shires were hanging on by their fingernails.

“Is there no chance he might reconsider?” asked Julian.

“None whatsoever. As far as Sir Avery is concerned the case is closed.”

“And what if you were to raise the funds yourself?”

Niles cast a despairing glance down the crowded bar toward tubby Oliver Dimbleby, a thoroughly disreputable dealer from Bury Street. “I’d rather spend an evening discussing Oliver’s latest sexual conquests than go hat in hand to wealthy donors.”

And there the affair might have ended, with a Botticelli exhibition that was not to be, had Julian not resolved to take matters into his own hands. He broached the subject with his partner, a brilliant American named Sarah Bancroft, and Sarah encouraged the endeavor, though she was confident it would come to nothing. Still, it might provide Julian with a project to occupy his copious amounts of spare time. These days his contribution to the management of Isherwood Fine Arts was largely ceremonial. He rarely set foot in the gallery before noon, and by one o’clock he was sitting down to lunch at one of London’s better tables, usually with female company. The bar at Wiltons was typically the final stop of his busy day. Sarah’s as well.

But how to go about raising the millions of pounds required for the exhibition? Julian supposed he could call in a few favors and twist the odd arm, but like Niles Dunham he recoiled at the very thought. Better to throw a fundraiser, he decided. But not some stodgy affair with lukewarm prosecco and wilted canapés. It would have to be something splashy and perhaps a touch over the top, the art world bash of the season. He had a venue in mind, a grand estate near the sea in Devon owned by a longtime client. Much to Julian’s delight, the client agreed to host the event and foot the bill for the food and drink. All that remained was a bit of eye candy, an art world celebrity who would move the needle and draw a crowd. Sarah already had someone in mind. Julian thought it a marvelous idea, as did Niles Dunham.

“The question is, will he agree to do it?”

“Could be a tough sell,” admitted Julian.

“I hear he bought a cottage out in Cornwall.”

“Gwennap Head, to be precise.”

“Cornwall is rather close to Devon, you know. Right next door, in fact.”

“Don’t worry, Niles. I’ll be sure to include that in my pitch.”

In the end it was Sarah who made the request. As expected it was met with considerable resistance, but she nevertheless managed to break down his defenses. As for the format, she suggested a heavily scripted interview with a friendly reporter. He reminded her that there was no such thing.

“What about Amelia March of ARTnews?”

“I’d feel better if you handled it.”

“I couldn’t possibly.”

“You used to work as an undercover operative for the Central Intelligence Agency. Something tells me you can impersonate a journalist for a few minutes.”

And with that the deal was done. Sarah and Julian drew up the guest list, and the invitations went out. They included the name of the event’s star attraction, all but eliminating the possibility of a last-minute cancellation. He left his cottage near Gwennap Head at four in the afternoon on the third Saturday in June and, accompanied by his beautiful Italian-born wife, set off for Devon. He was confident that one way or another he was making a dreadful mistake. As the saying went, no good deed goes unpunished, especially where his old friend Julian Isherwood was concerned.
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What’s the worst possible thing that could happen tonight?”

“The world might come to an end.”

“Short of that,” said Chiara.

Gabriel considered his answer. “I suppose one of the valets could scratch my new Range Rover.”

He had taken delivery of the vehicle the previous afternoon. His young daughter, an aspiring climate militant, was appalled by his decision to purchase a petrol-powered behemoth rather than something small and green. He had rationalized his decision by pointing out that for nine months each year the Allon family resided in an apartment overlooking the Grand Canal in Venice, where they utilized public transport or moved about the city on foot. Furthermore their newly renovated Cornish summer cottage was fitted with solar panels that provided most of their electricity. All things being equal, Gabriel was as carbon-neutral as a man could be.

“I was referring to your appearance at this evening’s gala,” said Chiara.

“I just know I’m going to regret it.”

“You might actually enjoy yourself, you know.”

“Impossible.”

“Try, darling. Give the audience a glimpse behind the curtain.”

“At what?”

“The real Gabriel Allon.”

“Can you imagine?”

“It would definitely be a night to remember.”

The real Gabriel Allon was now regarded as the world’s finest restorer of Italian Renaissance paintings, a distinction bestowed upon him after his recent restoration of a newly discovered portrait by Leonardo da Vinci. But he had spent most of his career living and working under an assumed identity created for him by an intelligence service headquartered in Tel Aviv. Julian Isherwood had been complicit in his decades-long deception, and Sarah Bancroft had been one of his most effective weapons. Sarah knew all of his dirty secrets. And for better or worse, Gabriel knew hers.

He cast a sideways glance toward Chiara, who was examining her appearance in the vanity mirror. Her hair was dark and riotous, with shimmering highlights of auburn and chestnut. Her eyes were the color of caramel and flecked with gold. The strapless evening gown she wore left little to the imagination.

“You should probably return your eyes to the road,” she said. “Otherwise you might have an accident.”

“Don’t think it hasn’t crossed my mind.”

Chiara recited the imaginary headline. “Renowned art conservator injured on the A30.”

“Slightly injured, thank goodness. But regrettably he was forced to cancel his appearance at a gala fundraiser at Wickham House.”

“Was the conservator’s wife injured?”

“Not a scratch.”

“Leaving her capable of nursing the conservator back to health?”

“I’m afraid so.”

“Physical therapy?”

“Several hours a day.”

Chiara raised the visor. “Poor you.”

“Is this the sort of thing I should talk about tonight?”

“Your boundless sexual needs? Probably not.”

“What about the time I killed that dirty bomber outside the gates of Downing Street? Or the time Sarah shot that Moscow Center assassin in Zurich? I think the audience might find that interesting.”

“I suppose you could tell them about Zizi al-Bakari.”

“What about Ivan Kharkov?”

“I’d leave Ivan out of it,” said Chiara. “Ivan was a real downer.”

And then there was the night he had killed the second-in-command of the PLO in front of his wife and children in Tunis. Or the night a bomb exploded beneath his car in Vienna—the night that was different from all others. But all that was in his past now. He was no longer Israel’s angel of vengeance, he was the director of the paintings department at the Tiepolo Restoration Company, the most prominent such enterprise in Venice. Chiara was the firm’s general manager. Which meant that, for all intents and purposes, Gabriel worked for his wife.

He headed southward toward the sea along a series of narrow Broads, through Bridge End and Bantham Cross and South Milton, and slowed to a stop at an imposing stone gate at the stroke of 7:00 p.m. A line of luxury motorcars stretched along the gravel drive, at the end of which stood stately Wickham House, originally built in 1681 by a member of the House of Commons, currently owned by Edward Knight, a billionaire real estate baron and collector of Old Master paintings.

An attendant in a royal blue windcheater directed Gabriel toward an empty space on the green lawn. He pulled on his suit jacket and escorted Chiara toward the entrance of the manor house. Her stiletto-heeled pumps added ten problematic centimeters to her already statuesque frame. She gave him a downward glance.

“Well?” she asked.

“Something tells me you’re going to be the center of attention this evening.”

“No chance of that, darling. Wait until you get a look at our host’s wife.”

“And how shall I refer to her? Lady Knight?”

“Winter,” replied Chiara. “Her name is Alice Winter.”
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Wickham House

The London art world and its mistress had descended on Edward Knight’s grand terrace. Gabriel plucked two glasses from a passing tray, champagne for Chiara, sparkling water for himself, and searched the crowd for a familiar face. After a moment he spotted Julian Isherwood tilted precariously against the balustrade, chatting with Niles Dunham. He took Chiara by the hand and started toward them, but Amelia March appeared seemingly out of nowhere and blocked their path. Gabriel was surprised to see her. He had been assured the event would be closed to the press.

“What are you doing here?” he asked.

“I was invited.”

“By whom?”

“Tonight’s hostess.”

“Where is she?” asked Chiara. “I’d love to meet her.”

“So would I, but Alice has yet to make an appearance. Neither has her husband, for that matter.” Amelia drew a reporter’s notebook from her handbag. “Might I trouble you for a quote, Mr. Allon?”

“On what particular subject?”

“Your presence here this evening.”

“My remarks are entirely off the record. And if you so much as print a single word of them in your magazine, you will lose a very valuable source.”

Amelia went in search of other prey, and an enormous man with snow-white hair and a crimson nose took her place. “You’re him,” he blared, pumping Gabriel’s hand. “I’m Montagu, by the way.”

“What do you do, Mr. Montagu?”

“It’s Lord Montagu, if you must know. And I don’t do much at all.” He turned to Chiara. “Is this lovely creature your wife?”

“My bodyguard, actually.”

“Dangerous business, art restoration?”

“It can be.”

His lordship beckoned her ladyship, who brought along two other couples, and soon Gabriel was surrounded and under siege. At last he felt the soft touch of a female hand and, turning, found himself gazing into the flawless face of Sarah Bancroft. She looked ravishing in her black cocktail dress.

Gabriel kissed the proffered cheek. “Did your husband let you out of the house dressed like that?”

“He’s out of town.”

“Not again.”

“I’m afraid so.”

Sarah’s husband worked for a clandestine department of the Secret Intelligence Service that carried out politically sensitive black operations. Service regulations forbade him from discussing any aspect of his work with his American wife. She never knew where he was, when he was coming home, or when he might be leaving again.

She escorted Gabriel and Chiara across the terrace and into the warm embrace of Julian Isherwood. He looked at the glass in Gabriel’s hand with an expression of mock horror.

“Sparkling water?”

“I have to keep my wits about me for the interview.”

“Nonsense, petal. Have a glass of the Bollinger instead. I think you’ll find it’s a performance-enhancing drug.”

Niles Dunham hailed a waiter and exchanged Gabriel’s mineral water for a glass of champagne. “I can’t thank you enough for agreeing to do this,” he said. “Needless to say, I am forever in your debt.”

“Other way around, Niles.”

“I have something for you, if you’re interested.”

“If you could afford my services, we wouldn’t have to hold this fundraiser. Besides, I’m booked for at least a year.”

“Who’s first?”

“I am,” said Sarah. “A lovely Grand Canal scene by Bellotto.” Niles rolled his eyes.

“You disapprove of Bellotto?”

“Chocolate box.”

“Nonsense.”

A murmur went through the crowd, and heads began to turn. “Is that Alice?” asked Chiara.

“No such luck,” replied Gabriel.

It was only Olivia Watson, the former fashion model who now ran a wildly successful contemporary art gallery in King Street. Gabriel knew Olivia’s dirty secrets too.

“Bitch,” whispered Sarah over her drink.

“Now, now,” said Gabriel.

“Did I miss something?” asked Niles.

“Long story,” replied Julian, his tone cautionary.

A chime sounded, summoning the guests to dinner.

“Saved by the bell,” said Gabriel.

Sarah frowned. “Unless the lovely Ms. Watson and I happen to be seated at the same table.”

Niles leaned close to Gabriel. “Do tell.”

“Sarah’s husband once had a brief but passionate affair with the lovely Miss Watson.”

“You’ll pay for that,” breathed Sarah.

“Is there anything else I should know?” asked Niles.

It was Chiara who answered. “Sarah was once madly in love with my husband.”

“Well, well,” said Niles. “The plot thickens.”

They joined the procession from the terrace into the cavernous great hall. A dozen large paintings adorned its walls, mainly French baroque and neoclassical. The place cards were arranged in alphabetical order along a lengthy rectangular table. Gabriel and Chiara were seated at table one, Sarah at table two. Olivia Watson, after locating her place card, headed for the nether regions of the vast chamber.

“Crisis averted,” said Chiara.

“For now,” replied Gabriel.

Table one had nine place settings instead of ten. Gabriel was seated between the heiress of a brewing dynasty and a well-preserved countess from Kent. The countess, while grasping Gabriel’s hand, appraised him with no small amount of surprise.

“I thought you would be taller,” she announced.

“I hope you’re not disappointed.”

“I’m sure you’re the one who’s disappointed, Mr. Allon. After all, you have to sit next to a septuagenarian noblewoman instead of the marvelous Alice Winter.”

“Have you seen her?”

“Not yet. Apparently she’s running late for her own party.”

Gabriel glanced across the candlelit table toward the empty chair next to Chiara. “So is her husband, it seems.”

“Know him?” asked the countess.

“Can’t say I do.”

“He’s terribly rich.” She lowered her voice. “Much richer than the heiress to your left.”

“What does he do, exactly?”

“I believe he buys and sells property.”

“Sounds fascinating.”

“Evidently he owns most of Sussex.”

“I never realized Sussex was for sale.”

“Everything is for sale in Britain these days, Mr. Allon.”

The waitstaff appeared with the first course, and a plate was laid in front of Edward Knight’s empty chair. He appeared a moment later, a tall, lean figure of perhaps sixty with a handsome sun-bronzed face and a shock of gray hair that hung over the collar of his costly but carelessly worn suit. Unlike every other man in the room he was tieless, neckwear being optional for those of limitless resources. With apologies for his lateness, he sat down and introduced himself to Chiara. They exchanged a few words, then Edward Knight met Gabriel’s gaze across the table and nodded once in greeting.

“Good of him to finally grace us with his presence,” said the countess beneath her breath. “But he seems to have misplaced his wife.”

“I wonder where she could be.”

The countess tucked into her smoked salmon. “Don’t worry, Mr. Allon. I’m sure Alice will turn up sooner or later.”
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Not five minutes after taking his seat, Edward Knight drew a mobile phone from the breast pocket of his suit jacket and raised the device to his ear, eliciting a quiet tut-tut of rebuke from the countess. The conversation was brief and, in Gabriel’s opinion, unpleasant, for it cast a shadow that lingered on Knight’s face for some time after. As the waitstaff were clearing away the first course, an underling appeared at his elbow, a sleek and slender creature, late thirties, perhaps, with fashion-model features and a head of coiffed and gelled blond hair. He whispered something into Knight’s ear, and the wealthy businessman was suddenly on his feet. “Forgive me,” he said to no one in particular, “but I’m afraid my wife has taken ill.” And with that he was gone again.

“Poor Alice,” said the countess. “I do hope it’s nothing serious.”

Edward Knight did not return for the main course—it was rack of lamb served with a gorgeous Pomerol—or for the remarks by Sir Avery Ramsay, the National Gallery’s director. The event, he announced, had raised nearly ten million pounds, more than sufficient to fund the most important Botticelli exhibition in a generation. Niles Dunham delivered a mercifully brief lecture about the artist and his work before introducing Gabriel and Sarah. For forty-five minutes they held the audience in their thrall. Sarah never once strayed from her prepared questions, but Gabriel went much further than he had intended. Chiara watched his performance as though wondering which carefully hidden secret he would reveal next. Three tables away, Amelia March scribbled in her notebook without cease.

The interview concluded with a time-lapse video of Gabriel’s restoration of Portrait of a Young Woman by Leonardo da Vinci, made from the still photographs he had taken at the conclusion of each day’s work. The first image showed the painting in a fully stripped state, the last in its current condition. The audience rose to its feet and roared its approval. Gabriel, as he stepped from the stage, felt as though the weight of the world had been lifted from his shoulders. It was, he thought, long overdue.

Amelia March accosted him first. “You were brilliant,” she declared.

“How accurate are your notes?”

“Verbatim in places.”

“In that case, print whatever you like,” said Gabriel, and started across the crowded room toward Chiara. Reaching her proved a challenge, for at every turn there was another hand to shake, another compliment to accept. She waited until they were back in the Range Rover and bound for Cornwall to deliver her review.

“It was definitely a night to remember.”

“The real Gabriel Allon?”

“And then some.”

“A shame about Alice, though.”

“Yes,” said Chiara. “She really did throw a lovely party.”
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Gwennap Head

To call the Allon residence at Gwennap Head a cottage was a misnomer. In truth it was a substantial nineteenth-century farmhouse set upon fifteen of the most picturesque acres in the south-west of England. Adjacent to the main dwelling, reached by a flag-stone walk, was a refurbished outbuilding that Gabriel had converted into his studio. Its floor-to-ceiling windows gazed across a meadow of purple thrift and red fescue. The towering lighthouse atop Wolf Rock, so named for the howling sound of its deadly gales, shone nine miles out to sea.

On the morning after the Wickham House fundraiser, he set off along Cornwall’s famed Coast Path toward Penzance, a rucksack over one shoulder, Irene and Raphael at his side. For twenty minutes, as they made their way along the sea cliffs, he was subjected to a litany of complaints regarding one Cecily Newton, the delightful, mild-mannered Cornish girl from Sennen Cove who had looked after the children the previous evening.

“She was mean to us,” insisted Irene.

“Was she really?”

“Cruel, even.”

“I rather doubt that. In fact, it sounds to me as though you’re upset that you weren’t invited to the fundraiser.”

“It wasn’t nice to leave us at home alone.”

“You weren’t alone, you were with Cecily. But please speak English while we’re in Cornwall.”

“Why?”

“Because it’s quite possible that you will attend university here in England, and you have to learn to speak English without such a pronounced Italian
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Proof of Death
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Irreconcilable Differences
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The Dead Zone




Author’s Note

Ransom is a work of entertainment and should be read as nothing more. The names, characters, places, and incidents portrayed in the story are the product of the author’s imagination or have been used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, businesses, companies, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

There is indeed a large dwelling near Cornwall’s Gwennap Head, but Gabriel Allon and his family do not spend their summers there. Visitors to the Lizard Peninsula hamlet of Gunwalloe should not expect to find the Corner Market or a bakery owned by the enchanting Vera Hobbs, for neither establishment exists. The rest of the remarkable region is, for the most part, accurately rendered. While it is true that cellular service can be spotty outside the larger towns, I granted myself a certain license to suit the needs of my story. Guests of the Land’s End Hotel should have no problem making a phone call while dining in the restaurant, though barring an emergency they should simply enjoy the breathtaking view instead.

Sadly the dire financial condition of Britain’s public art museums portrayed in Ransom is entirely accurate. The National Portrait Gallery did indeed rely largely on private contributions to carry out a recent renovation, and the names of large donors now grace the main courtyard and an important wing. The National Gallery, for its part, is attempting to raise £95 million to pay for renovations on its iconic building overlooking Trafalgar Square. When the museum resolved to add Orazio Gentileschi’s The Finding of Moses to its collection, it had no choice but to undertake a yearslong slog to raise the necessary funds. The monumental painting now hangs in Room 31, along with works by Correggio, Tintoretto, Rubens, and Van Dyck.

The Venetian cityscape by Bernardo Bellotto depicted in Ransom is invented, but Bellotto made many paintings like it, including View of Verona with the Ponte delle Navi, which fetched £10.5 million in July 2021 at Christie’s in London, a record price for the artist. Needless to say, the gavel was not wielded that evening by Simon Mendenhall because suntanned Simon, like the rest of the madcap menagerie of London art world figures who grace the pages of Ransom, is entirely fictitious. I once again offer profound apologies to the management of Wiltons restaurant. Rest assured, I have tried to convince Julian Isherwood and his friends to find another watering hole, but they regard the very idea as blasphemous. Besides, given their well-earned reputation for debauchery, I’m afraid no other reputable establishment would have them.

There are numerous real estate investment firms in the United Kingdom, but the Knight Group Ltd. of Berkeley Square is entirely fictitious, as is the conduct of its founder and his beautiful wife. There is no Magic Circle law firm known as Ambler & Rose, no London-based international aid organization known as Global Relief UK, and no silent donor service known as the Secret Sharer, a name I borrowed from Joseph Conrad. HSBC, the British bank that employs the fictitious Ella Burns, was fined a record $1.9 billion by US regulators in 2012 for laundering more than $881 million for Mexican and Colombian drug cartels. One should not attempt to open an account at Bank Josef Bänzinger & Co. on the Bahnhofstrasse in Zurich because, thankfully, no such financial service firm exists. Nor is there a Swiss corporate security company known as Sentry Global, though there are others like it, including the outfit hired by Credit Suisse in 2019 to illegally surveil the head of its wealth management division. The ensuing scandal, which became known as Spygate, would play a key role in the bank’s eventual collapse.

There is indeed a grand house on London’s Prince of Wales Terrace that has fallen into disrepair, but the owner is not the fictitious Russian oligarch Dmitri Savin. Deepest apologies to tiny Luxembourg for using its beautiful embassy in Wilton Crescent as the setting for the novel’s climactic sequence, but given the circumstances, a private residence wouldn’t do. For the record, the sausage rolls at the Ginger Pig are consistently rated as among the finest in London. And yes, at the time of this writing there was a popular bar in Covent Garden called Tequila Mockingbird.

Devotees of the late P. D. James surely noticed that I borrowed elements of The Black Tower for the penultimate scene of the novel, an ending foreshadowed when Alice Winter thoughtlessly spoiled Phoebe Chadwick’s poolside reading material. I also borrowed the title of The Skull Beneath the Skin in my description of Colonel Valery Fedorov’s desperate appearance. Imagery from The Great Gatsby like-wise found its way into my typescript, especially in my depictions of the art world gatherings at Wickham House. Sarah Bancroft, while reminiscing with Gabriel over drinks at Wiltons, borrowed a line from Tender Is the Night, as she often does.

The Amsterdam and Helsinki drone incidents portrayed in Ransom are fictitious, but Copenhagen Airport was the target of a major drone incursion on the evening of September 22, 2025, that resulted in continent-wide travel delays and disruption. In the days that followed there were drone sightings at three other Danish civilian airports and at Denmark’s primary base for fighter aircraft. Prime Minister Mette Frederiksen placed the police and military on the highest state of readiness and reportedly considered activating military reservists. When European leaders convened in Copenhagen the following week for an emergency meeting, Danish security officials were so concerned about the possibility of a drone attack that they borrowed anti-drone kits and other assets from their European allies. French president Emmanuel Macron dispatched some thirty-five specialists to help secure the summit.

The Danish defense minister described the drone incursion as a “hybrid attack” carried out by a “professional actor” but stopped short of assigning blame. Still, the minister’s carefully chosen words would suggest that he believed the perpetrator undoubtedly had a Moscow address—perhaps Khoroshevsky Highway 76, the head-quarters of the Main Directorate of the General Staff of the Armed Forces of the Russian Federation, better known as the GRU. If that was indeed the case, it was in all likelihood the work of Unit 29155.

The very existence of the elite unit was first revealed in the autumn of 2019, when European security and intelligence officials reached the unsettling conclusion that Vladimir Putin’s Russia was actively waging a clandestine shadow war against the West. In the lexicon of the Kremlin it was hybrid warfare, a blend of subversion, sabotage, assassinations, election interference, cyberattacks, and information and propaganda operations. The goal of this secret war is nothing less than the destruction of the NATO alliance and the liberal Western order, which Putin regards as a threat to Russia’s very existence. GRU Unit 29155 has no other mission.

Lately Unit 29155 has been in the business of punishing western European countries that have provided military and economic assistance to Ukraine. The travel bans and sanctions imposed on Russian citizens after the onset of the so-called special military operation have indeed required Unit 29155 to change its tradecraft and tactics, but that has not slowed the tempo and audaciousness of its operations. A report prepared by the Center for Strategic and International Studies found that the number of Russian sabotage attacks against western Europe increased fourfold during the first year of the war in Ukraine, then tripled again during year two of the campaign. Most were directed against transportation targets, followed closely by attacks against industrial targets, pipelines, undersea cables, and other critical infrastructure. Many of the attacks have been carried out not by line GRU officers but proxies and criminals, who have proven less than reliable. Richard Moore, who served as the director-general of Britain’s Secret Intelligence Service from 2020 to 2025, has said that Russia’s intelligence services have “gone a bit feral, frankly, in some of their behavior.”

In perhaps the most shocking incident, the GPS navigation system of the plane carrying EU president Ursula von der Leyen failed during a flight to Bulgaria, requiring the pilots to resort to paper maps to land the aircraft safely. EU officials wasted little time in pointing the finger of blame at Russia, which denied any involvement. Regardless of whether it was an assassination attempt, Vladimir Putin surely would not have shed a tear if the EU president, a steadfast supporter of Ukraine, had died in a mysterious plane crash.

It would be far easier, though, to murder a meddlesome political leader—or opposition figure or investigative journalist, for that matter—with a drone. It need not be a moth-sized microdrone armed with a lethal nerve agent; a small Black Hornet drone with an explosive payload would do just fine. The drone could kill a president or prime minister as she stepped from her official car or while she relaxed in the walled garden of her residence. If such an assassination were planned and executed skillfully, it would be difficult to determine conclusively who was responsible. In the words of my Danish spy chief Lars Mortensen: “Welcome to a world gone mad.”

Western European intelligence officials and political leaders have watched the Russian sabotage activity with increasing alarm—and with the growing realization that Europe might soon find itself in something more than a shadow war with Russia. “Conflict is at our door,” NATO secretary general Mark Rutte said in December 2025. “We must be prepared for the scale of war our grandparents or great-grandparents endured.” Whether Europe would wage such a war with the help of the United States, NATO’s most powerful member, remains an open question. After all, in January 2026 eight NATO countries deployed troops to Greenland to defend the Danish territory against a threatened invasion by another member, an ignoble first in the long history of the most successful military alliance the world has ever known.

In chapter 37 of Ransom, I describe the French president, the German chancellor, and the prime ministers of Denmark and the United Kingdom as the leaders “of what was once fondly known as the free world.” It is fair to ask, though, whether “the free world,” or even “the West,” still exists. The collapse of the postwar liberal order was brought about by too many factors to list in this small space, but one element cannot be denied: For more than two decades a vengeful and revanchist Vladimir Putin, with the help of his intelligence services, has worked tirelessly to destroy the old order and replace it with one led by Moscow. Perhaps it is time, as my fictitious British spymaster Graham Seymour suggests, to take the gloves off and launch a hybrid war against Russia—with stealth and low cunning and, yes, a touch of wickedness. Turnabout, as the old saying goes, is fair play.
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