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Prologue

Jinan Military Region, China

FOUR A.M. STILL DARK. A single long blast of a whistle. Within ninety seconds every member of the cadre was out of bed, dressed and standing stiffly to attention. The doors burst open with the instructors already waiting outside, yelling commands. A green Shacman lorry stood nearby on the parade ground, its exhaust fumes turning blue in the cold, pre-dawn air. This unit of the People’s Liberation Army had no name; officially it did not even exist. It was known, only to a very few, as Project 49.

The lorry pulled up at the edge of the sports ground, under the blazing glare of the arc lights. The men, all in peak physical condition, dismounted and queued in silence to be weighed and measured by a team of officials in white coats with clipboards. Unsmiling nurses in surgical gloves handed out flasks for their urine samples and stuck labels on them as they were returned. The men were taken six at a time, led in batches to the start point, the course measured out precisely, right down to the last centimetre. Exactly one kilometre. No more, no less.

The first grey light of dawn was beginning to creep over the horizon as the final group completed the course and were ordered back onto the truck. The officials gathered to one side in a huddle, their voices hushed and conspiratorial as they pored over the results. The timings were uncannily close together. Twenty-four men had run that course this morning and all were within touching distance of the standing world 1000-metre record. The slowest, at two minutes and twenty-five seconds, had just beaten the women’s world record.

But there would be no Olympic podium for the men of Project 49, no hand-on-heart moment of public glory as the national anthem was played to a packed stadium. Instead, these young men were destined for another purpose and the world would never know their names.
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Lambeth Bridge, London

EIGHT THIRTY ON a Monday morning and the traffic into central London was grindingly slow. Few people queuing to cross Lambeth Bridge that day noticed the tourist in the baseball cap and trainers, standing on the pavement beneath the plane trees, as he held out his smartphone for a selfie. If the traffic had been moving even slower they might have noticed he was taking a video, grinning broadly into the multiple lenses as he mouthed a silent piece-to-camera. Nothing unusual about that: tourists did it every day in London.

But what no one could see was that he wasn’t filming himself at all. With a rock-steady hand and specially installed high-resolution lenses, his phone camera was focused on the steady stream of men and women behind him as they walked briskly up the steps of a large, imposing building, then disappeared behind heavy doors. Ten minutes was all it took. Enough time to record the faces, movements and gait patterns of sixty-two employees of Britain’s Security Service, better known as MI5, as they arrived for work at Thames House. Other people would be back on other days, in different guises and from different vantage points, to carry out similarly discreet ‘captures’ on their phones. But before the eleventh minute ‘the tourist’ was already off the scene, vanishing into the crowd of pedestrians walking up Horseferry Road before the camera operators inside the building picked him out as suspicious and sent a pair of armed policemen to investigate.

By mid-morning ‘the tourist’s’ phone was inside the Embassy of the People’s Republic of China on Portland Place. By lunchtime its contents had been edited, catalogued and sent on securely to the databases of the Ministry of State Security in Beijing. There it would be cross-matched with the already growing data, biometric and otherwise, held by China on the thousands of people who worked for Britain’s three intelligence agencies. Beijing was particularly interested in those likely to travel overseas, those who worked for MI6 or GCHQ, who might one day arrive in the People’s Republic pretending to be something they were not. If the scanners at Immigration didn’t catch them out there were always other ways, like their hotels, for example, where a simple voice recording at check-in would reveal if their voice patterns were already on the Ministry’s records.

Getting an agent or an officer into a hard intelligence target like China had become a whole lot trickier in recent years. But it was not impossible.
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Hong Kong International Airport

STAY CALM AND BREATHE. Dr Hannah Slade repeated the mantra in her head, over and over again, as her place in the queue inched forward, moving ever closer to the immigration officers’ booth. She could see them sitting side by side behind the glass: white shirt, black tie, pale blue facemask, their hands moving quickly over their computer keyboards as they scanned in each passenger.

What if …?

No. Stop it. She wasn’t going to allow herself to think like that. Hannah Slade knew there was almost zero chance that the People’s Republic of China would have her details on record as anything other than what she was: a full-time climate scientist and researcher at Imperial College London. It was all there in the university records office if anyone cared to check. But that wasn’t quite the full story, was it? Because as well as holding a PhD in human geography and environmental science Dr Slade was also a ‘collector’, someone who, very occasionally, MI6 could call on, sparingly, only in exceptional circumstances, to send into a country incognito for a highly sensitive mission. Which meant she must never be seen or photographed in the company of an intelligence officer, let alone darken the doors of Vauxhall Cross, that sandstone and green monolith on the south bank of the Thames that served as the headquarters of Britain’s Secret Intelligence Service. That was the way it had always been, ever since the first approach they had made to her in the month after she graduated. There were meetings, of course, there had to be, but always somewhere anodyne and anonymous like a park or a café. So Hannah Slade was totally off the books. Not even her departmental head at Imperial College had the slightest notion of what she got up to on her leave breaks.

So now here she was, heart thumping, as the immigration officer beckoned her forward to his booth, gesturing for her to look straight into the camera. She had been to Hong Kong before, long ago, as a teenager, visiting her older sister when it was still a British colony and expatriate British officers strode around in lime green uniforms. But that was a holiday and this was different. Very different. ‘We cannot stress enough,’ they had told her back in London, ‘just how critical this operation is, Hannah. What you are about to do for us in Hong Kong is … well … let’s just say it’s going to have an immediate effect on Britain’s national security.’

‘Purpose of visit?’ She realized with a start it was the second time the immigration officer had asked her this question.

‘Oh, er, yes, sorry. A conference. I’m here for the climate-change conference. It’s being held at …’ He held up his hand and nodded, stamped her passport and waved her on. She was through.
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Taiwan Strait

IT WAS A combined maritime Task Group, intended to send a strong message to Beijing. Three warships from three nations, all thousands of nautical miles from home, under the command of a seasoned US Navy two-star rear admiral. From the UK: HMS Daring, a Type 45 destroyer, designed and equipped for air defence. From the US Navy’s massive Seventh Fleet: one of the new DDG(X) guided missile destroyers, armed with an array of hypersonic missiles. And from Australia: HMAS Warramunga, an ageing Anzac-class frigate out of Fleet Base East, Sydney.

The mission was widely advertised in advance, with China’s People’s Liberation Army Navy duly notified through all the right channels, and prompting a predictably angry response. This was billed by Washington as a ‘Freedom of Navigation’ exercise, a joint demonstration by members of the AUKUS defence pact – Australia, the UK and the US – of their right to sail unimpeded through international waters, from the South China Sea, past the self-governing island of Taiwan, northward up into the East China Sea. A robust response, said the joint press release, to China’s recent attempts to restrict the movement of international shipping in the region, notably its recent live-fire exercises in the seas surrounding Taiwan.

‘A dangerous and irresponsible provocation’ was how the People’s Daily described the AUKUS naval patrol in the official newspaper of the Chinese Communist Party, the CCP. ‘The peace-loving people of China reject the military presence of neo-imperialist nations in this region,’ it said. ‘They must understand that such incursions will carry consequences.’

Up on the bridge of HMS Daring, the Officer of the Watch picked up a pair of Zeiss Marine 7x50 binoculars and stared hard at the horizon. They had company. For the past several hours they had been shadowed at a discreet distance by warships of the People’s Liberation Army Navy. Daring was at a state of heightened, but not maximum, alert, known in the Navy as defence watches. The Ops Room, the beating heart of any Royal Navy warship, was fully closed up, its occupants watchful and wary as the Task Group steamed northward through one of the biggest potential flashpoints on the globe.

It was one of those bleached, tropical days when everything – the sky, the sea, the hazy cloud – all appeared white, bled dry of all colour, as the sun beat down from directly overhead. But Daring was the lead ship in the Task Group and Lieutenant Chris Bailey, the Officer of the Watch, was not interested in aesthetics. He was focused instead on the objects at some distance off their port bow.

‘I count three PLA surface vessels,’ he said to the bosun’s mate beside him. ‘Ops – Bridge.’ He spoke into the intercom connecting him to the Principal Warfare Officer down in the Ops Room. ‘What have you got?’

‘Four surface,’ came the response. ‘Plus one maritime patrol aircraft airborne. Looks to be a Shaanxi KQ-200.’

‘Any contact?’

‘None so far. But we’re in our lane and they’re in theirs. We’re maintaining course just east of the median line. We’ve got Taiwan fifty-two nautical miles to starboard and the Chinese mainland just over fifty-four nautical miles off our port side.’

‘Happy days then.’ Lieutenant Bailey put down the binos and turned to ask for someone to bring him a fresh coffee from the galley. But he never got to make that request.

‘Officer of the Watch – port lookout!’ The shout came from the bosun’s mate, a young able seaman, his pale complexion still blistered from the tropical sun on deck. ‘Large flash seen on fo’c’s’le of Chinese warship,’ he called.

‘Jesus Christ!’ exclaimed the navigation officer next to him. ‘They’ve just launched a missile!’
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Hong Kong

THE KOWLOON BAY International Trade and Exhibition Centre could have been almost any exhibition centre anywhere in the world. A vast and shiny complex built on the shores of Kowloon Bay, it was right next to the site of Hong Kong’s old Kai Tak airport, where the planes used to come in so low over the apartment blocks their wheels almost took the washing lines down with them. Hannah sat in the last but one row of the 702-seat tiered auditorium, her phone on silent, clasped in her hand. This was only the first day of the climate conference and already she had handed out nearly half the business cards she had brought with her from London.

She glanced down as her phone softly vibrated with an incoming text. She read it twice, memorized the contents and deleted it. She got up, mouthing apologies to the other delegates as she squeezed past them. Then she was striding quickly across the thick beige carpet and out through a side door. The cloying heat and humidity of a Hong Kong afternoon enveloped her the moment she stepped outside. Squinting against the hazy sunlight, she summoned one of the red and white taxis lined up outside, climbed into the back seat and spoke briefly to the driver. As they moved off into the traffic she noted the number plate of the car behind, just to make sure it was not still there when she got out at the other end. A little trick they had taught her one afternoon on one of their strolls through Kensington Gardens.

But the briefing for this operation had been rather more thorough. And ominous. It was a ‘collection’ job, a pick-up from an agent, then a flight on to Singapore and home. But there were risks. They had been very clear about that. If she was caught with the data in her possession she was on her own, no diplomatic cover, no gunboats to the rescue. His Majesty’s Government would deny all knowledge. Hannah would be looking at a lengthy jail sentence somewhere on the mainland with no chance of an early release unless there happened to be someone in British custody for whom Beijing was willing to trade her. Was she absolutely sure she still wanted to do this? they asked. There was no obligation, no pressure, no outdated waffle about some higher cause. Just a simple statement, delivered by a middle-aged woman in a charcoal grey jacket on a bench beside the Serpentine. ‘If you do this for us, Hannah, you will in all likelihood be saving an awful lot of lives.’

China had already been labelled ‘a strategic threat’ to UK security in the Government’s recent Integrated Review. Delivering his annual public speech, the MI6 Chief had made no secret of the fact that China now took up more of the Service’s time than anything else, even Russia.

To say that the agent she would be meeting was well placed would have been an understatement. ‘Blue Sky’ – every operational agent was assigned a codename – was a senior military scientific adviser to the Central Committee of the Chinese Communist Party. Recruited more than two years ago at a conference in Singapore, Blue Sky had the most extraordinary access to the very epicentre of military decision-making in Beijing. After painstakingly careful development by a team of fluent Mandarin speakers based in Vauxhall Cross he was now providing London with top-grade CX, jargon for the raw intelligence that comes straight from an agent before it is cross-checked and assessed by the reports team.

Contact with Blue Sky was intermittent. It had to be, for his own safety. China’s all-seeing Ministry of State Security took a dim view of traitors and their careers tended to finish with a single bullet to the brain in some dusty prison courtyard out of public sight and hundreds of miles away from their now disgraced and newly impoverished families.

Hannah had asked the obvious question at that pre-mission briefing beside the Serpentine. ‘Why can’t your agent just send you the data electronically? Why do you need me to collect it in person? I mean, I’m not saying I won’t do it, I’d just like to know why.’

Charcoal Jacket had had a ready answer for that one: it was exactly what she’d been expecting Hannah to ask. ‘Because we simply can’t take that risk,’ she had replied. ‘You probably know this already, but for some years now the Ministry of State Security has been rolling up the CIA’s entire network of agents in-country. We’re talking dozens of human informants arrested and interrogated. And, yes,’ she paused, sucking air through her teeth, ‘there have been some executions. So how did China manage to do this? By breaking into what our friends in Langley thought was a totally secure means of communication. But it was internet-based using the dark web, and Beijing found a way in. They’re bloody good at that, I have to admit. So, one by one, they were able to lift all the right people by back-tracing them to everyone who’d logged into what was supposed to be a secure account. Even turned some of them into double agents.’

‘But you operate on a different system?’ Hannah had replied.

‘Exactly. We ring-fenced our operations to be completely separate from the Americans. You can call it old-school if you like, but we must be doing something right because the fact is our agents are still in place, still delivering the goods and theirs are … well …’ She left that sentence unfinished. ‘Which is where you come in, Hannah. I’m now going to take you through how you’re going to get Blue Sky’s data securely out of Hong Kong without being detected. I need you to listen really, really carefully to what I’m about to tell you.’
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Onboard HMS Daring, Taiwan Strait

IF THE OFFICER of the Watch had not had his back turned at that precise moment he might well have been the first person on the bridge to spot the brilliant flash erupting off their port bow. But it fell to one of the most junior members of the ship’s company to raise the alarm. Able Seaman Ben Collins already had his binoculars trained on the Chinese warships when he spotted the missile launch a full three seconds before it was picked up and tracked by the Ops Room.

There, the Principal Warfare Officer, the PWO, had to make a snap life-or-death decision. Was the missile a threat to the ship? Was it aimed at them? Was Daring or its accompanying vessels under attack or was this a warning shot across their bows? Because if the missile had been launched with intent to harm, the Ops Room had mere seconds left to react and activate the ship’s suite of defensive measures while the crew took evasive action. Royal Navy Rules of Engagement are classified but they include, in extremis, the option to open fire on the source of the threat. Underact and you put the safety of the entire ship and its crew in jeopardy. Overact and you risk starting the Third World War.

‘Air threat warning red!’ The voice of the PWO rang out across the cramped and tense Ops Room. It was followed immediately by his next urgent announcement: ‘Captain to the Ops Room.’ Under the subdued lighting of this low-ceilinged room, onboard the Royal Navy’s state-of-the-art air defence destroyer, the men and women in their dark navy blue overalls stared intently at the ship’s command system. To their alarm, Daring’s computer was generating a track making its way across the blue screens, moving at such a high velocity it could only be a missile. The track was red, indicating it was hostile. This was not a drill. This was real.

‘Missile – track 2500-350 one mile tracking north-east speed fast. Opening contact,’ came the announcement on the command open line, the COL, the main internal voice net linking all the ship’s key operatives. Then a second report: ‘Target is tracking right and opening. It is not directed at us.’ The PWO had made his snap decision. As he spoke these words there was a slight but almost palpable change in atmosphere in the Ops Room. HMS Daring’s defensive suite of missiles, chaff and Phalanx Gatling gun firing four thousand rounds a minute of depleted uranium shells were not about to be triggered by an explosive warhead hurtling towards it at supersonic speed. Those in the Ops Room who had been glued to their screens now dared to look up and exchange knowing glances. But a missile had still been fired in their close vicinity, an overtly hostile act, and they still had another eight hours’ sailing northward before they would be clear of the Taiwan Strait.

‘Captain’s on open line,’ someone called out. Commander Ross Blane, who had returned to his cabin minutes earlier, was now patched into the Ops Room. It was the on-watch Anti-Air-Warfare Officer whose job it was now to brief him.

‘Captain, sir – AAWO sitrep,’ she began. ‘Lhasa has just fired a missile believed to be a YJ-21. Now bearing 030 10 miles outbound speed fast and increasing. Closest point of approach one mile ahead so no direct threat. I say again, no direct threat.

‘Looks like a warning shot and deliberate provocation.’ The AAWO continued with her situation report to the Captain. ‘Have not deployed chaff or IDS300 Inflatable Decoy. We are now covering Lhasa with fire control radar. Rules of Engagement state this could be hostile intent but not yet a hostile act. Remaining weapons tight.’

‘Thank you, AAWO, and good work,’ the Captain replied.

Exactly twenty-five seconds later he appeared in the Ops Room. He had walked fast from his cabin, then slid down a ladder, gone straight to his seat and put on his headset. At the same time he addressed the Principal Warfare Officer. ‘PWO, Captain – any indications they’re about to fire again?’

‘None so far, sir.’

He nodded, then reached for the command open line to issue his orders.

‘All positions, Captain – this was a practice firing by Chinese ship, the Lhasa. There is no indication it has been aimed at us. Weapons remain tight. All positions, ensure maximum attention is on that ship to watch for any further activity.’

He replaced his headset and ran through a mental checklist of all that still needed to be done. Contact had to be made from the bridge to the Chinese warship via VHF radio and an explanation sought for their actions. He was not optimistic they would get any response. Then he needed to confer with the Task Group Commander, the US Navy rear admiral onboard the guided missile destroyer to their stern. And he also needed to alert the UK’s Permanent Joint Headquarters at Northwood, the sprawling base on the edge of London from where all overseas operations are run around the clock. From there, this event would be passed up the chain of command to the Chief of Joint Operations and on to the MoD and Number 10.

Commander Blane shifted his position in his seat in the Ops Room. It was going to be a busy few hours. They had just gone through one of the most serious incidents with the Chinese Navy that he could remember and they were not out of the Taiwan Strait yet. This, he thought, is how wars start.
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Whitehall, London

A SOFT MORNING rain was falling on the pavement outside 70 Whitehall as one by one they hurried up the three steps to gather inside. How many secrets, how many crises, how many decisions affecting millions of people had been taken over the years in this pale-stone 1840s building? And not all of them had worked out for the best.

Before the Covid-19 pandemic had swept across the world in 2020 there were relatively few people in Britain who were familiar with the expression ‘a COBRA meeting’. This serpentile acronym stood for Cabinet Office Briefing Room A, a reference to a subterranean chamber where, inside 70 Whitehall, senior British ministers and others held their crisis meetings, often at short notice. It could be drought, it could be Covid, it could be Russia’s invasion of Ukraine on the menu.

‘The situation with China has clearly turned critical,’ the PM began, addressing the rows of frowning faces at either side of the long table in front of him. The cast list included all of the key figures in Britain’s national defence and security apparatus: the Defence Secretary, the Foreign Secretary, the National Security Adviser, the MI6 Chief, the Director-General of GCHQ, the Chief of Defence Staff and the First Sea Lord, plus all their note-takers and SPADs, most of them listening in from the adjacent anteroom, working their secure tablets and sending short, cryptic messages and prompts to their bosses in the main room. Up on the screen at the far end silent TV footage from the BBC kept flashing the logo ‘Breaking News’, followed by the words in bold: ‘China fires missile near Western warships’.

‘I’m not going to downplay this,’ the PM continued. ‘We are at an extremely dangerous juncture here. We – no, the world – cannot afford to get into a shooting war with China.’ Pursed lips and a nodding head from Simon Eustace, the Defence Secretary; others doing the same. ‘What just happened in the Taiwan Strait changes the whole paradigm in the South China Sea. Heaven knows we’ve done our damnedest to avoid escalation with Beijing but they have absolutely crossed the line here!’ He slapped the palm of his hand onto the table for emphasis. ‘It’s only by the grace of God it didn’t escalate further, that our American friends showed commendable restraint and didn’t retaliate in kind. Right … First Sea Lord.’ He looked along the row of faces until his eyes settled on the head of the Royal Navy, Admiral Patrick Seaton. ‘Take us through the specifics, will you?’

Admiral Seaton sat bolt upright in his chair, as if he had just received a mild electric shock. A tall, grey-haired and thoughtful officer, he had recently been told he would not be getting the top job when the Chief of Defence Staff retired, something everybody said he had taken with remarkably good grace.

‘Absolutely, PM.’ He reached for his glasses and shuffled his notes. He tapped a pad next to him and looked up expectantly at the giant TV wall screen at the other end of the room. Nothing happened. ‘Right. Well. As you were,’ he said, pushing the pad away from him, like an unwanted pudding. ‘So. The missile fired close to Daring by the Chinese warship was a YJ-21 anti-ship missile. A hypersonic missile, in fact. That means it was travelling at roughly eight times the speed of sound before it eventually landed in the sea just off the coast of Taiwan. It was launched from one of their new Type 055 destroyers, Lhasa.’ The First Sea Lord paused as a naval officer darted over and leant across him to fiddle with the malfunctioning keypad. Now a new image burst into life at the other end of the room. It showed shaky and slightly blurred footage of a blaze of light streaking over the sea with the bow of a warship in the foreground. The object was moving so fast it was impossible to make it out but everyone in that room knew exactly what it was.

‘That,’ pronounced Admiral Seaton, ‘is the missile in question. It’s known as a “carrier killer” and the vessel that fired it is one of their new stealth warships. Thirteen thousand tonnes. Oh, and this footage hasn’t been released to the media yet so you’re some of the first people to see it.’

The video stopped abruptly and froze, the screen went blank, and for a few seconds nobody said anything.

‘Secretary of State?’ The PM raised an eyebrow in the direction of the Defence Secretary, Simon Eustace, a former Grenadier Guardsman. He had a habit of staying late when he was working in MoD Main Building, which meant nobody around him could go home until he did.

He removed his glasses in one practised swipe and pushed his chair back from the table. ‘Look,’ he said. ‘I think we can all see this for exactly what it is. It’s pure theatrics, but bloody dangerous ones. They’re playing with fire. Beijing’s been threatening something like this ever since Taiwan elected a president they don’t like, back in early 2024. Never mind that that missile landed in the sea and didn’t kill anyone. This was supposed to be a warning. To us, to Washington, to Taipei, in fact to all our allies in the region. They want us to back away from Taiwan and leave that island defenceless for when China makes a grab for it. And let’s not forget this comes on the back of a whole succession of aggressive Chinese military manoeuvres in the seas around Taiwan. Not to mention that their defence budget has more than doubled – yes, doubled – since 2015.’

The Defence Secretary looked like he had more to say but the PM had his hand up. It was someone else’s turn now. ‘Thank you for that, Simon,’ he said. ‘This brings us to the tricky question of how we respond. We’re raising it at the UN Security Council, obviously. We’re proposing a joint draft resolution, along with the US and Australia, condemning China’s actions. Not a squeak from Beijing so far. There’s always the option of sanctions, of course. In fact we’ve already had a call from the White House on that score.’ The PM shook his head slowly as he said this. ‘But we have to be realistic here. China practically controls the world’s supply chain for just about every commodity you can think of, so sanctions would end up hurting us as much as them, if not more so. But let’s get to the point. What’s the elephant in the room here, hmm? Anybody?’

A few people looked at each other and mouthed silent suggestions but nobody spoke. The PM was well known for asking rhetorical questions.

‘It’s Taiwan, obviously,’ he continued. ‘And, more specifically, the question of whether we’re prepared to go to war with the world’s largest navy and second-largest economy just to save an island on the other side of the world from invasion. Because, let’s face it, it’s thousands of miles away, doesn’t even have a seat at the UN, and most people in this country have never been there – I suspect a lot of them probably think it’s already part of China. Frankly, it was hard enough getting people to stay onside over Ukraine when they’ve been facing soaring household bills.’

He looked around the room, his eyebrows arched in question. But those close to him knew the PM for what he was: a pronounced hawk when it came to China and its threats to seize Taiwan. He was playing devil’s advocate.

‘Zara …’ The PM turned to the woman on his right. Thin, angular, wearing a navy blue jacket, her hair scraped back into a ponytail, Zara Simmons, the National Security Adviser, had been until recently a reservist with the Army’s 77 Brigade. She was also the only civilian in the room to have served on operations in Afghanistan, a point of which she liked to remind her colleagues regularly. ‘Take us through it, will you,’ the PM continued, ‘for the benefit of everyone in this room. Just why should we give a damn about defending Taiwan?’
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Kowloon, Hong Kong

WHAT, IN GOD’S NAME, had made her agree to do this? As the taxi sped her along the eight-lane expressway in air-conditioned silence Hannah Slade turned the question over and over in her head. Was it for the money? Hell, no. The Service was paying her expenses, suitably routed through a circuitous cover, but that was about all. As a respected authority in her field of study, she was invited to quite enough conferences around the world as it was, without having to take on this sort of risk. Was it patriotism? Well, yes, maybe. She had always liked the idea of doing something discreet, behind the scenes, to serve King and country. But no, there had to be something else, and the sane, sensible scientist in her shuddered to admit it. It was the sheer bloody thrill of it, the hint of danger, the mystique of doing something highly valued by her handlers at the Secret Intelligence Service, an organization whose doors she had never darkened.

She had gone for the interview to join in her final year at university – in fact she knew of quite a few people who had done the same. That strange, stilted conversation with a balding man in a grey suit in an upstairs room in London’s Carlton Gardens. He had shoved a copy of the Official Secrets Act across the desk at her to sign then told her how, if she were lucky enough to be selected for admission and training, she would be able to tell almost no one what she did for a living. Oh, and because she would be unlikely ever to make ambassador she would appear to most people to be a mid-career failure. By the time the interview was over Hannah had already made up her mind: a career in MI6 was not for her. But then had come the second approach, the offer of a little secret work on the side, no strings attached. And something inside Hannah Slade had stirred. It was the idea of having her cake and eating it, of pursuing her full-time career in science yet every so often going off on … well … a secret mission. Yes, there was no other word for it. And this one, for some hush-hush reason they weren’t prepared to tell her, was apparently more important than anything she had ever done for them before.

She glanced out of the taxi window at the towering canyons of white tenement blocks that had sprung up beside the road. A sign they passed told her it was called Prince Edward Road East. More than a quarter of a century had passed since Handover, the day in 1997 when Britain had returned the colony to Chinese rule, yet somehow, she noticed, Hong Kong had managed to cling on to these colonial British names like Argyle Street, Boundary Street and even, she saw on her phone map, somewhere called ‘Good Shepherd Street’. Perhaps, she mused, that’s what I am to them in Vauxhall Cross. A good shepherd, bringing home the data, safely undetected. And this job was apparently so sensitive they couldn’t even let MI6’s Hong Kong station know she was coming. It had to be watertight, sealed off from all but a tiny number of people in the know. Never underestimate the opposition, they had told her, in one of their park-bench briefings back in London. China’s Ministry of State Security had watchers everywhere and this was their home turf.

Outside the window the scene had changed. Now she was looking onto drab, crowded, low-rise apartment blocks with washing hanging out on every balcony. Rusting air-conditioning units clung to the walls, looking as if they might fall off into the street at any moment. They were now in a world of narrow, traffic-choked side-streets where every shop sign was in Chinese, while English signage had disappeared. They lurched forward, then the driver slammed on the brakes and banged his fist on the steering wheel in frustration, cursing in Cantonese, as an old woman hobbled slowly past in front, her deeply lined face looking up at him for a fleeting moment, her lips muttering a silent profanity.

Hannah checked her map once more. They were nearly there. She asked to be let out at the junction of Nga Tsin Wai Road and Nga Tsin Long Road, paying the driver and stepping quickly into the shade of an awning. According to her phone, the assigned rendezvous for the pick-up was just fifty metres ahead. Casually, she strolled on past it as she’d been told, her eyes taking in the clothes shops, the furniture emporium and the empty barber’s shop where the owner sat outside on a stool in his white vest and crumpled shorts, smoking as he waited for customers. She stopped in front of a large plate-glass window and studied her reflection, waiting to see if anyone stopped abruptly behind her. Good. No tail. She doubled back and pushed open the door to the rendezvous.

The Tai Wo Tang Café was sandwiched between a food store and a video shop. Its dark and uninviting entrance gave way to a cavernous interior where framed photographs of past clientele hung from a railing and bare pinewood tables stretched all the way to the back. At this time of day, on a hot afternoon midweek, there were no customers. She chose a table near the back with a clear view of the door, and before long a girl in an apron emerged to take her order. She asked for iced lemon tea and checked her watch. She was early, just as she had intended.

Seven minutes later a slight, middle-aged man walked in and sat down at a nearby table. He was facing her but looking down and paying her no attention. Suit trousers, short-sleeved white shirt, baseball cap pulled down low over his face and tinted glasses. She watched him as he spoke to the waitress to give his order and now he was getting up and coming over to her. Hannah felt her pulse quickening.

‘Have you tried the peach tea?’ he said, in heavily accented English, standing over her. This was it – this was the moment. Get one word wrong in her response now and this man would walk out of that door and her whole mission would end in failure.

‘Too sweet for my taste,’ she replied, enunciating each word clearly as they had made her practise. She saw his expression change as a flash of recognition passed over his face. It was Blue Sky.

‘May I?’ He gestured to the chair opposite her.

‘Please.’ She waved an invitation with her hand.

She watched him scrape the chair back, sit down, glancing once towards the door to the street, and now he was extending his closed hand towards her across the table. He held her gaze, nodding towards his closed fist but saying nothing. Even above the hum of the air-conditioning Hannah thought she could hear her heart thumping in her ears. She looked down at his hand as he slowly uncurled his fingers. And there it was, nestling in the palm: the flash drive mini, tiny yet with a massive storage capacity. It looked exactly like the one they had shown her, the one she had practised with, over and over again, in her bathroom in London.

Gently, with her thumb and forefinger, she took the flash drive off him. Already he was getting up to leave. No words, no small-talk about the humidity outside, no goodbyes. The handover had been made. She knew what she had to do now, without a moment’s delay. By the time the man was out of the door, leaving her alone in the empty café, she was reaching into her pocket for the packet of chewing gum they had given her. Wrigley’s Spearmint, it said on the packet, and indeed she could smell the mint-flavoured powder even as she unwrapped the first stick. Quickly, she popped it into her mouth and began to chew. Moments later, as soon as the gum had become a moist, sticky ball, she spat it into the palm of her hand and pressed the tiny memory stick into it, taking care to envelop it so nothing protruded. Then keeping her eyes on the door, she took the wad of gum with its contents and pressed it carefully into the gap behind her third upper molar, the gap where her wisdom tooth had long ago been removed. Within seconds it would harden and be all but invisible to anyone unless they knew exactly what to look for. It was time to pay up, head out of the door and catch that flight to Singapore.

It was just as she was getting up to pay that she saw the two men walk in. Despite the heat they were wearing suits, dressed like civil servants, but she could see they were stockily built and they didn’t look to Hannah like the sort of people who worked in an office. Once, when she was fourteen and riding her bicycle, she had been involved in a road accident. She had watched the car swerving and skidding towards her before it hit her side-on with a terrible bang. The whole thing could not have lasted more than three seconds at most, and yet it had seemed to her at the time to play out in slow motion. What Hannah was experiencing right now, in the Tai Wo Tang Café in Kowloon, was just such a moment.

Half mesmerized, she watched as the men turned and locked the bolts on the door from the inside then began pushing their way past the tables and chairs towards her, closing the distance between them. With a jolt, she realized she was trapped. Instinctively, she screamed for help and dashed towards the kitchen area at the back but there was no one there and nobody came to her aid. It was all happening very fast. Within seconds the men were on her: the choke hold, the breathless struggle, the frantic kicking and the awful feeling of being outnumbered by superior odds and then, in the final moment, the chloroform pad being clamped over her nose and mouth as Dr Hannah Slade sank helplessly into oblivion.
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Whitehall, London

‘MICROCHIPS.’ ZARA SIMMONS pronounced the word slowly, as if she were addressing a small child. ‘Mi-cro-chips.’ She repeated the word, looking up and down the rows of faces in the COBRA meeting room as she did so. Britain’s youthful National Security Adviser was not everyone’s cup of tea. Her direct and sometimes patronizing approach had ruffled quite a few feathers in Cabinet since her appointment. That didn’t bother her one bit. She knew her brief, she had the ear of the PM, and when it came to China they were on exactly the same page.

‘We ask ourselves why should we care about Taiwan? Well, the answer is simple: microchips. Some of you might know them as semiconductors. Or “integrated circuits”. They’re pretty much the same thing. But what matters is what they do and where they come from. So let’s cut straight to the chase here.’ She pressed the palms of her hands together, as if in prayer. ‘Almost everything we rely on in our modern, daily lives depends on these microchips. The car that brought you here? It uses microchips. The smartphone you handed in at the door? Microchips. The laptop you carry around with you? Microchips. The satellite that’s beaming those pictures we’ve just been looking at from the Taiwan Strait? Microchips. And those are just the items for civilian use. When it comes to our national defence, our missiles, our computer systems, our satellites, we are completely reliant on an uninterrupted, free-flowing supply of these semiconductors. Which brings us to Taiwan.’

She glanced across to the PM, who nodded for her to go on.

‘And, yes,’ said Zara Simmons, ‘you’ve guessed it. Around 90 per cent of the world’s high-end microchips are produced on the island that China is so keen to get its hands on. Because only Taiwan has the technology to refine the production of these semiconductors down to just three nanometres or less. That’s three billionths of a metre. It is infinitesimally small and not even China can match that to the same standard. So let’s just think for a moment of what would happen if China made good on its promise to “take back” Taiwan.’

She paused for effect, watching the reactions around the room. Some of the people at the table, mostly men, were nearly twice her age, but she could see she had their attention.

‘Well, I’ll tell you the first thing that would happen if there were war. Taiwan’s production of these semiconductors would almost certainly come to an immediate halt. That would cause a worldwide shortage, leading to soaring inflation and massive problems in the supply chain for dozens of industries that we depend on in our daily lives. It would do vastly more damage to our economy than Putin’s invasion of Ukraine. Put simply, it would cripple it.’

Again, a nod from the PM for her to continue.

‘But let’s suppose that in the event of war over Taiwan the most valuable production centre for these microchips – that’s the Taiwan Semiconductor Manufacturing Company, the TSMC – does not get destroyed. And I hear there are plenty of people in Taiwan who think the company’s premises would be the safest place to hide if hostilities broke out. What then? If China were able to overwhelm Taiwan’s defences or force a surrender by choking it off from the outside world, we’d be looking at a situation in which Beijing controls the entire world’s production of high-end microchips. Can you picture that? They would have us over a barrel.’

The National Security Adviser stopped to take a sip of water. She hadn’t quite finished. ‘So that’s just the microchips dimension. We haven’t even touched on the geo-political and the strategic. Anyone want to hazard a guess at how much trade passes through the South China Sea each year? … Well, I’ll tell you. Three trillion dollars’ worth. That’s right, three trillion dollars. That’s more than this country’s entire GDP.’

The more observant in the room picked up on the fact that Zara Simmons was blatantly copying the PM’s habit here: asking the room a question out loud and answering it herself. But nobody interrupted her.

‘China,’ she continued, ‘has already grabbed a whole slew of islands and reefs in the South China Sea that are nowhere near its own coast. It’s concreted them over, built landing strips and missile bases, and claimed them all for its own, despite an international tribunal declaring it illegal in 2016. It’s even had the gall to publish what it calls its “standard map”, laying claim to practically the entire sea, plus Taiwan.’

Another pause, another sip of water and a quick gesture to an aide to fetch her a refill.

‘What do we think the effect will be,’ she continued, ‘for our friends and allies in the region, if Beijing is able to get away with invading and occupying a successful, pro-Western democracy like Taiwan? It would mean a catastrophic defeat for the US – and, by extension, this country – that would put the West’s humiliating exit from Afghanistan in 2021 in the shade. It would embolden every autocratic and authoritarian state in the world and send a message that the free world was no longer prepared to defend its interests or indeed the rules-based international order.’

The PM’s arms had been folded all the time he was listening to her. They had already gone through together what she would say in this COBRA meeting. Now she had finished he unfolded them, stood up and addressed the room. ‘Right, then,’ he said. ‘I don’t think there can be any dispute about it. Taiwan matters. With our allies in the region – Japan, South Korea, Australia – we simply cannot allow Taiwan to be swallowed up by the People’s Republic of China or we shall find ourselves dancing to Beijing’s tune for the next forty years. Does anyone have any questions?’
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Richmond Park, London

LUKE CARLTON HATED himself. Or, more accurately, he hated his own weakness. Second circuit around Richmond Park on his Carrera Hellcat mountain bike and already he was flagging, running out of puff. What the hell was this? He pushed his polarized cycling glasses up onto his forehead, wiped the back of his gloved hand across his face and peered down at the tachometer. Just twenty kilometres covered since he had begun his circuits and he hadn’t even expected to break a sweat. Twelve years in the Royal Marines, the last four spent in the elite Special Boat Service, and now a rising star as a case officer in MI6. Yet here he was, on the cusp of forty, wheezing like an old man and taking in great gulps of air as if his life depended on it. He didn’t even recognize these limitations on his own body. The body that he had pushed and pulled through the gruelling endurance course down at the Commando Training Centre at Lympstone in Devon years ago as a ‘nod’, a raw recruit. The body that had survived on less than a thousand calories a day on escape-and-evasion exercises on some godforsaken, windswept Hebridean island, only to be pegged out sleepless and half naked in the wind and rain by sadistic paratroopers as he underwent the dreaded part of Special Forces Selection known as TQ – Tactical Questioning.

But there was no escaping the truth: the contamination was to blame. He knew that, but it still didn’t make it any easier to accept. The bald fact was that at the climax of an earlier operation he had come face to face with a lethal pathogen hidden inside an explosive device in an Essex warehouse, placed there by a far-right extremist group. He had been lucky to escape with his life; others had not been so fortunate.

Laid low, weak and supine, confined for months to a hospital bed in an isolation unit, being treated night and day by people masked up in full PPE, Luke’s convalescence had been without question the worst period of his life and he was trying hard to put it behind him. More than once he had wondered if he was going to make it. In all, seven people had been infected with Agent X when he and the police counter-terrorist specialist firearms officers had burst into a booby-trapped warehouse on that industrial estate. Five had later succumbed. Luke and a police sergeant only survived after weeks in intensive care undergoing experimental treatment with a desperate, last-resort drug therapy. ‘Your immune system will probably be compromised now for the rest of your life,’ they had warned him on discharge. ‘We’re taking you off active operations,’ they had told him, once he returned to duty at Vauxhall Cross.

‘Sod that,’ Luke had responded, as he beasted himself over and over in the gym, for weeks on end, yearning to get his body back into peak condition. Yet here he was now, catching his breath as he gripped the handlebars, pounded the pedals and looked reality straight in its ugly face. The fact was that Agent X had nearly killed him. He was lucky to be alive, so whatever his fitness levels were now, he would just have to live with them.

When his phone went off in his breast pocket he jammed on the brakes and pulled off the track. It was Angela Scott, his line manager at VX, as those who worked at Vauxhall Cross sometimes referred to it.

‘So … listen, Luke, we’ve got a situation,’ she told him. ‘I need you here as soon as possible. The Chief’s called a crisis meeting and I want you there.’

At this, he felt an overwhelming sense of déjà vu. How many operations had begun with those self-same words? Missions in Colombia … Armenia … Iran … Lithuania … Assignments that he would never be able to talk about, not even to his partner, not that he had one at the moment. These were places and names he would likely take with him all the way to the grave.

‘Taiwan?’ he asked. ‘Is that what this is about? Because it’s not looking good, is it?’

‘We’ll discuss that when you get in,’ Angela replied. ‘Oh, and I should add, April’s going to be there.’

‘Shit. So it’s serious.’

‘You could say that. So forget about your day off and just get in here ASAP.’ She hung up.

A meeting attended by ‘April’ was a rare and unwelcome thing. It usually meant something, somewhere in the world, had gone badly wrong. Felix Schauer was MI6’s Director Critical, tasked with overall responsibility for crisis management. With the Service’s in-house fondness for nicknames, it had not taken long for him to get called ‘April Schauer’. Although not to his face.

Luke pulled back the sleeve of his jacket to check the time. If he cycled straight there he reckoned he could make it to VX in just under forty minutes. Shoulders braced, head down, he took off at speed. Exactly thirty-eight minutes later he was walking through the electronic security doors, past the uniformed guards, into the foyer of Vauxhall Cross, with its royal coat of arms, then straight down the corridor, with its framed photos of the building taken at twilight, and into one of the cramped, boxy, windowless meeting rooms on the ground floor. Luke squeezed himself through the narrow gap between the wall and those already seated as others were still filing in. There had been a time, not so long ago, when his Lycra cycle gear would have caused a few disapproving raised eyebrows from the suits or, worse still, he might have been ordered by some senior Bufton-Tufton to go away and change. Not any more. Still, the room seemed tense: almost no one was talking. He spotted Angela at the far end of the table – she had saved him a seat. Calm, dependable Angela, his rock of support in this place where he knew that not everyone was his ally. ‘Well done,’ she whispered, as he sat down. ‘You just made it.’




10

Vauxhall Cross, London

LUKE SAT AT the far end of the table as the last two people joined the meeting in that narrow, aseptic room on the ground floor. He recognized them as the Chief and the Director of Strategic Advantage, the branch of SIS that devoted itself to state-based threats from Russia and China.

‘Close the door, will you?’

The Chief spoke first, her crisp syllables slicing through the silence in the room. Alex Matheson was a career intelligence officer, joining the Service straight from university, and now the first woman to head MI6 in its 116-year history. As a Sinologist and fluent Mandarin speaker, she had spent her early years working out of Beijing station, running agents into Shanghai, the Shenzhen Economic Zone and as far away as Inner Mongolia, Xinjiang and the porous border with North Korea. All in the halcyon days before biometric identification and facial-recognition cameras. Her style was very different from her predecessor’s. Sir Adam Keeling’s departure had been somewhat hastened by the business of the Leak. Somehow, and the investigation had yet to run its full course, a far-right extremist group had managed to smuggle a bug into the Chief’s private office, concealed inside a smoke detector. Deputy heads had rolled after that one.

Today, at this hastily called crisis meeting, Luke noticed the Chief was dressed in a sombre grey woollen jacket and matching skirt with a brooch of a silver fern pinned to her lapel, a gift, he presumed, from the NZ Security Intelligence Service.

‘In the last twenty-four hours,’ she began, ‘two things have happened in the Chinese area of operations. The public knows about one of them: that’s the naval incident in the Taiwan Strait. The other involves this Service, which is why I’ve called you all in here today. Let me first put this into context. Out of the Big Four, as I like to call them – Russia, China, Iran and Counter-Terrorism – China has been, as you all know, our top priority for some years now. We’ve had our successes and …’ She closed her eyes for a moment and nodded to herself. ‘… and we’ve had our setbacks. I’m sorry, I don’t like the word “failures”. But I regret to say that the most important operation SIS has undertaken in the People’s Republic for a generation is … well, it’s in serious jeopardy. Operation Boxer has been compromised.’

She let her words sink in as Luke registered the sharp intakes of breath from some around the table. He studied each face for a reaction, telling him who was already in the know about this operation and who wasn’t. And he wasn’t. All Luke knew was that Op Boxer was China-related, but for him to be pulled off the Middle East desk like this at short notice something big must have happened.

‘For those of you in this room who didn’t know until now,’ the Chief continued, ‘Operation Boxer is Category One and it’s been live for more than eighteen months. Some of you,’ and here she cast a glance towards the Director of Strategic Advantage, ‘will already be aware of “Blue Sky”.’ Some knowing nods, some blank faces, including Luke’s.

‘Blue Sky, for the uninitiated, is a high-level agent this Service has been running upstream, inside the Scientific Division of the People’s Liberation Army. More importantly, he works as an adviser to the Central Military Commission. That is the beating military heart, as it were, of the CCP. You don’t need to know how he was recruited, just that he came over to us some time ago.’

At this point Luke felt his eyes drawn inexorably to the plate of untouched digestive biscuits that sat waiting on the table. They were wrapped in clear cellophane, stretched tight over the neatly stacked pile beneath. He reckoned they were just at the outer limit of his reach. Feeling a pang of hunger after his fast ride in, he was oh-so-tempted to reach over, break the seal and pop one into his mouth. But he thought better of it. Probably not a good look in the current situation.

‘Blue Sky,’ continued the Chief, ‘was all set to deliver us the absolute mother lode on China’s plans for a coming invasion of Taiwan. And I mean everything. Missile launch codes, false flag operations, satellite trajectories, amphibious landing sites, their complete list of targets. Even data on the sleeper cells they’ve got lined up inside Taiwan’s military. Yep. It’s the whole nine yards. I don’t think …’ Alex Matheson glanced up at the ceiling as she seemed to be choosing her words carefully. ‘… I don’t think we’ve tapped into a seam quite this rich during my entire time in the Service and I cannot tell you how critical this is to us. Or, more importantly, what it means to our chances of preventing the South China Sea from blowing up into a full-scale twenty-first-century war. One that pulls in the US, Australia, Japan, South Korea and very probably ourselves. A war this Service might have been able to prevent.’ Her eyes blazed as she said this. It was one of the rare occasions when anyone had heard C raise her voice.

‘Think about that for a second,’ she said. ‘If we can get our hands on this gold mine we’ve got every chance of spiking Beijing’s invasion plans and possibly setting them back by several years. Perhaps even indefinitely. But that was as of yesterday.’ The Chief glanced at the clock on the far wall of the meeting room. ‘And today we are in a whole different world, unfortunately.’

Luke noticed that the one person who was showing no reaction to all this was Felix Schauer, the Director Critical. He was sitting at the other end of the table, staring impassively at the Chief, waiting for his moment. He was wearing his trademark tweed jacket with the brown leather elbow patches, a chequered shirt and a maroon silk bow-tie, a last stand against the more relaxed dress code of the modern era. To Luke, still gently perspiring in his Lycra cycle gear, Felix Schauer looked like a parody of a latter-day Latin master. Yet this was his moment.

‘I’m going to let Felix take over now,’ Alex said, nodding to the Director Critical. ‘Felix, will you take it from here, please.’

Schauer removed his horn-rimmed glasses, gave them a quick polish with a silk handkerchief that he seemed to produce from nowhere, replaced them on his nose and addressed the room. ‘You will understand, I hope,’ Schauer began, with his faint trace of a German accent, ‘when I tell you that the data Blue Sky was about to give us is so sensitive, and so time-critical, that we opted to stay offline, not even to use Hong Kong station or one of our own case officers for the handover. No.’ He exchanged a knowing glance with the Chief, as if they were a long-married couple secretly signalling to each other that it was time to leave a dinner party. ‘Instead we took the difficult decision to use a collector, a civilian, to take delivery of it in person. She is an academic from a university here in London with a rock-solid cover for visiting Hong Kong.’

Felix Schauer paused and looked down at his watch, frowning.

‘In fact
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