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				To everyone who’s emailed, Tweeted and Facebooked toask what happened to Sophie next.
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				Prologue

				Four in the morning and I was painting over the number plate of my boyfriend’s car with black nail varnish while I hid in a camera blindspot in a car park in Dover for the early crossing to Calais. A 3 turned to an 8, a P turned to an R. Job done, I sprayed the whole thing with hairspray to fool the cameras, and got back into the car to wait, hat pulled down low over my face.

				In the ladies’ room on the ferry, I nabbed a shower cubicle and, wincing, cut off my long blonde ponytail. Masses of hair fell into the shower tray, clogging the drain. I poked it all down with my hands and rubbed some cheap brown dye into what was left hanging around my ears.

				The result was not pretty.

				The bar area of the ferry looked like a refugee camp, tired families and lone backpackers setting out their own little camps, marked with rucksacks and coats and unfeasibly large pushchairs. I glanced longingly at the bar, and had it not been for the long drive ahead of me I’d seriously have considered beer for breakfast.

				Little cameras blinked everywhere. Trying not to be noticed, I found an ATM and withdrew everything in my bank account as Euros, then went out on deck, huddled into my coat, and mainlined black coffee.

				An hour later I drove off the ferry and onto the wrong side of the road. French lorries beeping madly at me, I swung the Vectra back into the right-hand lane and followed signs towards Paris. I didn’t want to go to Paris, but it was a start.

				Twelve hours after that, having stopped once for coffee and refuelling, eyes blurry with exhaustion, I saw a sign for a campsite in a small seaside town on the Riviera and pulled in. I drove up to one of the bright courier tents belonging to those big luxury camping companies and asked if they had any pitches available. They did. I paid in cash, registered with a fake name, and hauled the car around to a small plot with a big tent on it.

				I had a pillow and sleeping bag, a handful of personal possessions, clothes and toiletries. The lot of it was dumped on the floor next to the camp bed, onto which I fell, exhausted and near tears.

				You would not believe the trouble I’m in.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter One

				Phone calls in the night are rarely a good thing.

				When Luke Sharpe’s phone rang in the invisible hours of the morning he knew it was one of two things. Either work, which meant some sort of crisis, or Sophie, which meant some sort of crisis.

				He rolled over and glanced at the glowing screen. Work.

				‘Sharpe,’ he yawned into the phone, feeling anything but.

				‘What the hell is going on with your girlfriend?’ exploded a furious voice on the other end.

				Luke blinked at the empty side of the bed. She hadn’t come over last night, and he’d fallen asleep waiting to hear from her.

				He wasn’t concerned. Sophie was a walking magnet for trouble and she could generally take care of herself. ‘What’s she done now?’ he asked.

				‘Shot an MI5 officer and disappeared, that’s what,’ said Sheila.

				That got his attention. Sitting up in bed, Luke said, ‘She’s what?’

				‘Shot Sir Theodore Chesshyre dead,’ said his boss. ‘Where is she?’

				‘She–’ Luke blinked and tried to put this together. Sophie didn’t go around shooting people. Well, not often, anyway. And certainly not people she was trying to get a job from.

				He pinched the bridge of his nose, but didn’t wake up. Not a dream, then. Excellent. ‘Why would she shoot Theodore Chesshyre?’

				‘Your guess is as good as mine, Sharpe.’

				‘She went to see him for a job interview.’

				‘To which she apparently took her gun. And explain to me, Sharpe, why she still had the gun? I have it registered here as destroyed. Sunk in a Cornish harbour.’

				Bugger. ‘Why would she take her gun to a job interview?’ he said vaguely. Truth was, Sophie owned two guns; the one Sheila was referring to and a little revolver Sophie had liberated from a dead enemy a few years ago. The thing hadn’t been registered to anyone, so she’d just kept it quiet as a back-up. If Sophie was going to shoot anyone on the QT, she’d have used that.

				‘You tell me. While the gun is missing from the scene, ballistics have identified the bullet. It’s a nine millimeter Parabellum and matches perfectly to bullets previously fired from a SIG-Sauer P-239 registered to one Sophie Green. We keep records of that sort of thing,’ she added crisply, before he could say anything. ‘Unless someone created two SIG-Sauer P-239s with identical rifling on the barrel, I’d say the evidence is pretty incriminating. So, Sharpe, where is she?’

				‘Not here,’ Luke said, because that was the only honest answer he could give his boss.

				Although, given that he’d just noticed a scrabbling sound coming from the kitchen, he wasn’t entirely sure if that was true.

				Quietly, he picked up his gun.

				‘I didn’t ask if she was with you, I asked where she was.’

				‘I honestly have no idea,’ Luke replied.

				While his boss ranted on in his ear, he swung out of bed and padded into the living room, gun loose in his hand. Please God, don’t let her be stupid enough to hide under the coffee table.

				The living room was dark, but it was also entirely empty of Sophie. After a year together, he was pretty attuned to her presence. Besides, Sophie was about as subtle as a house fire.

				The phone on the kitchen counter wasn’t showing any new messages, but that wasn’t what caught his attention. What caught his attention was the cat travelling box on the floor beside it.

				Unease churned in his gut. A small tabby paw shot out through the bars at the front of the box and a pitiful miaow escaped.

				If she’d brought Tammy here it wasn’t going to be good news.

				‘Look,’ he said into his phone, ‘this is the first I’ve heard of it. It’s three a.m. for God’s sake. Sophie’s not here, I wasn’t expecting to see her until tomorrow, I’m her boyfriend not her keeper, and I have as much idea about what’s going on as you do. Okay?’

				There was a short silence. ‘If you’re keeping anything from me–’

				‘I swear I’m not.’

				Another silence. ‘Keep me informed,’ she said, and rang off.

				Luke put his phone down, let Tammy out of her box and scooped her into his arms. Her tiny body vibrated with a huge purr as she snuggled against him.

				‘You okay, Tam? Been here long?’

				She wriggled again, so he put her down and went in search of cat food. Since Tammy was Sophie’s cat and lived with her, the best Luke had to offer was a tin of tuna.

				This met with Tammy’s approval.

				‘Pee on my floor and you’re going to your granny’s house,’ he warned her, then went to start up his computer. While he waited, he switched on the TV and keyed in BBC News 24. The newsreader was running some story about the American president and Luke waited for the story to change. Politics. Earthquake. Entertainment. Royal family. American president.

				So the news wasn’t that big. Well, how could it be? 5 didn’t go around broadcasting their business, did they?

				On the other hand, if they thought a national news campaign was the way to get information about Sophie, they’d blanket every network on TV.

				It was a mistake. It had to be a mistake.

				He checked online news agencies but turned up nothing. Ran a search on Sophie’s name in conjunction with Sir Theodore’s. Conspicuously nothing. Finally, he searched for Sophie alone, but apart from her Facebook account and a one-line profile from the bookshop where she worked, there was nothing.

				He had a hack into police frequencies, but got nothing there, either.

				MI5 clearly didn’t want to broadcast this, at least not just yet. Perhaps they didn’t consider Sophie to really be a suspect, or perhaps they assumed they could find her fast enough that a public appeal wasn’t necessary.

				He scanned his email for any relevant messages. Nothing from Sophie – she wouldn’t be that stupid – and nothing from anyone she was likely to have confided in, either.

				If this was all true, if she really was on the run, then Sophie would know MI5 would hit up her friends faster than she hit up a shoe sale.

				Luke started making calls. Not to Sophie, because if she’d been daft enough to take her phone with her then the second it rang there’d be a trace on it. And if she hadn’t taken it with her, there would be no point calling.

				He called Maria, who berated him for waking her in the middle of the night, but sharpened up when he told her why. She wasn’t with his department any more, but she was still Service and she was still Sophie’s friend. ‘I’ll see what I can find out,’ she promised, and ended the call.

				Harvey answered, ‘Why are you calling me at three a.m.?’

				‘Because you’re in America so it’s late evening, and because Sophie has gone off the deep end,’ Luke replied.

				His American friend laughed. ‘Buddy, I hate to break it to you, but she did that years ago.’

				Luke’s fist clenched. All right, so Harvey might be married to Sophie’s best friend, and he might have helped Sophie out of some dire situations, and he might be an official liaison from the CIA, but…

				…but Harvey had kissed Sophie a couple of times, and in Luke’s mind there ought to be a law against anyone else kissing Sophie.

				‘She’s in trouble,’ he said shortly. ‘Accused of murder. 5 are after her. It’s…’ he tried to think of the phrase Sophie used.

				‘A whole mess of crap?’ Harvey guessed.

				‘That’s the one. You heard anything?’

				‘Not my playground, but I’ll see what I can find out.’ Harvey paused. ‘You okay?’

				Luke snorted, and resorted to Sophie’s trick of Buffy references to lighten the mood. ‘Sophie’s in trouble. Must be Tuesday.’

				‘It’s Friday for you, buddy.’

				‘She can be in trouble on Fridays, too,’ Luke said, with feeling.

				I slept right through until morning, woke up and staggered to the shower block to wash away the terror-sweat that had accumulated in my pores all day yesterday. Unfortunately, I also washed away some of the cheap dye. My wet hair looked dreadful: hacked and uneven, the colour of diarrhoea. I looked like I’d just fallen down a French toilet.

				I sternly reminded myself that the goal of this exercise was not to look attractive. Rather it was the opposite. I wanted no one to notice me.

				Dressing and popping in my coloured contact lenses, I made my way into town. There are people who wouldn’t consider coloured contact lenses to be the sort of emergency item one might pick up from one’s flat in a dash to pick up supplies when one is in terrible trouble. Those people wouldn’t include me.

				In the bar next to the camp shop the TV was playing the news, in English. It was only a matter of time before the story broke.

				I made one quick stop in town at the first phone shop I came to. Pay-as-you-go, no contract, the biggest hurdle being my inability to understand the French instructions. But I understood that it had GPS, which was pretty much all I needed right now.

				Eventually I found what I needed: a slightly faded looking shop front with pictures of eighties’ hairstyles in the front. The peeling legend over the door simply read Sandrine Le Bon.

				Deep breath, Sophie. You’ve done the hard part already.

				Ever notice how it’s the bits after the hard part that make you want to cry?

				I pushed open the door and half-a-dozen women looked me over. The radio was playing French pop. The air was thick with hairspray and perm solution. A woman with sky-high hair greeted me, ‘Bonjour, cherie.’

				‘Parlez-vous Anglais?’ I asked, and she nodded.

				‘’Ow can I ’elp you?’

				I took off my baseball cap and Sandrine (for I assumed it was she) gasped. ‘Cherie!’

				The other women, customers and staff, all turned to look at me and made Gallic noises of disgust.

				‘I know,’ I said. ‘I need something different. And can you dye it? I want dark hair.’

				Sandrine did not like the idea of me with dark hair, and to be truthful neither did I, especially as I’d spent so much money on lightening it. Naturally, my hair is a sort of nondescript dark blonde but it’s sort of, shall we say, assisted by my local hairdresser every now and then.

				But I was firm. It’s all right for Gwen Stefani to want a platinum-blonde life, but I didn’t need the attention. Sandrine dyed my hair dark brown and cut it into a Meg Ryan crop that looked okay when it had been blow-dried, but I knew would look a cow as soon as I walked out.

				I paid her in cash and left, my once-long blonde hair short and brown, my blue eyes hidden behind brown contact lenses, my tall posture stooped. Just another tourist.

				He called various colleagues, half of whom told him this was MI5’s problem, not 6’s, and half of whom seemed to have developed amnesia when it came to his girlfriend. Being that Sophie was 5′10″ in her bare feet, tended to wear ludicrously high heels and a lot of bright pink, wore a DD cup and had a mane of hair that would make a lion envious, coupled with her inability to keep her mouth shut for five consecutive minutes, he doubted anyone had really forgotten her.

				He called the police, who stonewalled him. He called airline contacts to see if Sophie had been stupid enough to get herself on a passenger manifest. She hadn’t, but he hit gold with a cross-Channel ferry.

				She’d gone to France in the very early hours of the morning. He didn’t bother asking why: it was the quickest and easiest way to leave the country without anyone asking questions, and from there she could drive anywhere. The description on the ferry booking matched his car but the registration number didn’t. He wondered how professionally she’d managed to alter it.

				Luke glanced at the clock, and was surprised to see it was mid-morning. She could be anywhere by now.

				He was just about to log off the computer and attempt some sleep when something caught his eye. BUFFY NEWS: Joss Whedon to direct Stephanie Plum movie.

				All right, so he’d hold his hand up to being a Buffy fan, but it was Sophie who was always going on about Stephanie Plum and – Sophie was always going on about Stephanie Plum and–

				– Sophie was a Buffy fan and–

				He opened the email as fast as he could and swore when his computer took its time.

				‘Buffy creator Joss Whedon has signed up to direct every movie in the Stephanie Plum series. It’s a huge coup…’

				The piece was nonsense, especially as Sophie had jabbered on excitedly about the movie already being made. Joss Whedon could barely buy a cup of coffee without Sophie hearing about it. She’d have told him if this was true.

				Which meant…

				He scanned the email for clues, and when he found one, he smiled.

				‘If you do not wish to receive further emails, please call this number.’

				A French mobile number. Halle-bleeding-lujah.

				He memorised the number, deleted the email, and crossed to the front window. His car was indeed missing, but Sophie’s great lummox of a Defender was parked there instead.

				‘Cheers, Soph,’ he muttered.

				Across the road was a plain silver Ford. Inside it sat two people. Nothing about them spoke of anything unusual, which in itself was a great screaming clue that they were there to watch him.

				He looked at the phone in his hand, then at the Ford. There was only one person left to call and he really, really didn’t want to call him.

				Tammy wandered over and started twining around his ankles, purring hopefully.

				‘I hate this guy,’ Luke told her. Tammy didn’t seem to care.

				Wincing, he dialled.

				‘You know where she is?’ Docherty asked without preamble.

				‘No idea. You?’

				‘Went to France. Haven’t tracked the car yet.’ Docherty paused. ‘You want company?’

				Luke hesitated. His flat would be bugged the second he stepped outside, or possibly while he was sleeping. There was probably a tap on his phone line already, although he expected Docherty would have nullified it from his end. Nonetheless…

				‘I’ll put the kettle on,’ Luke said, and Docherty disconnected.

				‘I don’t suppose your mummy told you where she was going, did she?’ Luke asked Tammy.

				The cat gave him a look of contempt.

				‘No,’ he sighed, ‘I suppose not.’

				The TV in the camp bar was still showing the news in English, and I bought a beer while I stood and watched, heart in mouth, baseball cap pulled low over my face. But there was nothing about me or Sir Theodore. Not even one line about a man being found dead in his office, police are investigating. Which probably meant that the police weren’t investigating. Sir Theodore had been MI5. Clearly, they’d leapt on the story before it reached the ears of the public. I wasn’t sure if this was a good thing – after all, I didn’t want my face all over the news – or bad. The quicker MI5 picked up on my involvement, the quicker they’d trace me.

				I really ought to move on from here.

				It wasn’t really warm enough to sunbathe, being only April, but I am British and therefore if there’s sand and sea I have to at least take my shoes and socks off and paddle. I lounged around on a towel for a while, feeling rather chilly, reading one of the paperbacks I’d picked up on the ferry. It was rubbish, so I put my headphones on and listened to Skunk Anansie for strength.

				I bought an overpriced sandwich and a Coke from the beach café and read another book. The sun started to go down and I wondered what the hell was taking him so long. Was my phone broken? Out of signal? Had I got the number wrong? Misunderstood the French instructions? Or had he not understood the message? Deleted it as spam or just ignored it? Maybe he hadn’t even checked his emails today. Hell, if he went missing I think I’d have better things to do.

				But he’s a trained spy. He’s good at what he does. He’d check every angle. And he’d know that email was fake as soon as he saw it.

				I just hoped to hell no one else would.

				Just as I was gathering up my things to go back to the tent for the night, the phone rang. Number unknown. I took a breath, and answered.

				‘Sophie?’

				Luke. I nearly broke down at the sound of his voice.

				‘Luke,’ I said, and heard the catch in my own voice. I wanted to run into his arms like Melly and Ashley in Gone With The Wind. There ought to have been music swelling.

				‘What the hell is going on? Where are you? Do you have my car?’

				I smiled. ‘Yes, I have your car. Have you… heard?’

				‘Have I–?’ He made a sound of disbelief. ‘I got woken in the middle of the night with the news.’

				Middle of the night. I hoped he was exaggerating, otherwise I had less of a lead time than I thought.

				No. If that was the case they’d have found me already.

				‘Who called you? Is it on the news?’

				‘My boss called me, and no, it’s not. 5 seem to have jumped on it pretty fast. But inside the community, it’s all over. Either they’re pumping me for details or they’re pretending they don’t know me. Sophie, you’ve been accused of murder.’

				He sounded tense and worried. Good. If he’d been calm I’d have been heartbroken. Luke’s a damn good spy but he’s not as cool as he thinks he is. When I met Luke he seemed about as emotional as your average coffee machine, but I fear I’ve unlocked a door that can’t be shut again. He’d like you to think he doesn’t have any emotions, but lately it seems to me he’s been letting his heart dictate to his head, which is a dangerous thing in a spy. As I well know.

				‘I didn’t kill him,’ I said in quiet tones. ‘I found him dead but I didn’t kill him. Luke, where are you calling from?’

				‘Docherty’s phone.’

				‘He’s there?’ I was surprised. Ever since I had a very brief liaison with Docherty, months ago now, when Luke and I were not together, Luke has hissed and spat at the mere mention of his name. They used to be friends well, acquaintances, really, but I didn’t think Docherty had even been in the country since that night. He’s a pretty shadowy character, and to be honest he scares the living daylights out of me.

				But I was touched that Luke had turned to him.

				‘He’s been trying to find you all day.’

				‘Any luck?’

				‘You got on a ferry, or at least your passport did. How far are you from Calais?’

				I hesitated. Luke would never tell anyone where I was, but even so… ‘Quite a long way.’

				‘You’re not going to tell me, are you?’ His voice was flat.

				‘I can’t.’

				Luke sighed, a long deep sigh. ‘Why did you run?’

				Sheer blind panic.

				‘Because he was shot with a bullet from my gun and my fingerprints are all over his office and I was seen going back in there late at night.’

				‘Why did you go back in?’

				‘He offered to lock my valuables in his desk while we had dinner. I was going back to fetch my bag.’

				‘Why did you take your SIG?’

				‘I didn’t,’ I said wretchedly. ‘I thought I’d get into trouble – you know, with scanners and everything–’

				‘Especially since you’re not supposed to have it any more,’ Luke supplied helpfully.

				‘I don’t know how it got there. My revolver was still in the gun safe when I got back to my flat and there were no signs of a break in. But someone must have stolen my SIG and used it to frame me. Someone who knew where I was going to be.’

				Luke sighed, and I sensed monumental restraint in him not pointing out that the strongest security feature my home boasts is an irascible tabby cat.

				A thought occurred to me. Dammit, why didn’t I think of it before?

				Well, you try being framed for murder and tell me how clearly you think.

				‘There wasn’t any CCTV in his office, was there?’

				‘Disabled. Sophie, you shouldn’t have run, especially not with the gun. It doesn’t look good.’

				‘Yeah?’ I snapped, my voice rising, ‘What would you have done? Hung around to be arrested?’

				‘You didn’t do anything.’

				‘Yeah, because they so often believe that line in court.’

				There was a bit of a silence, and then for the first time since I’d seen Theodore Chesshyre’s body, I felt hot tears bleed out from my eyes.

				‘Sophie, where are you?’ Luke asked, and he sounded tired. Desperate.

				‘I can’t tell you. I’m going to move on soon anyway.’

				‘And then what? Keep on running?’

				‘I don’t know,’ I wailed, dabbing at my eyes with my towel, filling my lids with sand and therefore crying harder.

				‘Okay,’ he sighed. ‘Look, just – just keep in touch, okay? This is a safe number?’

				‘Brand new today. My old phone is still at home. I knew they’d trace it.’

				‘Good girl,’ Luke said. ‘Listen, they’ll be checking all ports for your passport. Probably checking for my car, too. If you want to move around I suggest you get a new passport.’

				Yeah, like they sell them at the supermarché. The whole reason I’d picked a campsite and not a hotel was the reduced likelihood of them looking at my passport when I checked in. ‘From?’

				‘I’ll sort it out.’

				I gave him my fake name and told him to call me when he had it sorted. I didn’t yet have anywhere for him to send it, but I figured I’d cross that bridge later.

				Then there was a pause, while I tried to figure out a reason to keep him on the line a bit longer. I thought of Tammy, my poor sweet baby tabby cat, locked up in her travel box on Luke’s living-room floor.

				‘Are you looking after Tammy?’

				‘Yeah, she’s fine. I tell you, Sophie, I am not looking forward to explaining this to your parents.’

				Oh, Christ. My parents don’t even know I used to be a spy.

				Yes, don’t laugh too hard.

				‘Tell them an alien entity has taken over my body.’

				‘Ha ha.’

				‘They watch too much Star Trek anyway.’

				Another pause.

				‘I miss you,’ I said quietly.

				There was a pause. I love you. Say it, Luke.

				‘Keep safe, Sophie.’

				I sighed. He does love me, I’m pretty sure he does, it’s just – well, Luke’s about as comfortable having emotions as most people are with having stomach flu.

				‘Don’t do anything stupid,’ he added, and there was a note of pleading in his voice that made me smile.

				‘What, like leave the country?’

				‘Or leave bloody fingerprints everywhere. Okay. Docherty needs his phone back. I’m going to try and find another number I can call you on. I’ll let you know about the passport.’

				‘Bye,’ I sniffed, and ended the call before we got into an endless round of ‘No, you hang up,’ and I started bawling. I really didn’t want to draw attention to myself.

				At the camp shop I got some bread and cheese for tea. And some wine. I was feeling sorry for myself, not least because I was really hungry and there wasn’t much I could cook on a two-ring hob. I don’t eat meat, which should make a stay in France quite interesting.

				Having eaten, I read a bit more of my book, got into my pyjamas and slid my SIG under my pillow.

				Then I put it under the bed, because I didn’t want to accidentally blow my brains out.

				Then I moved it from there, because it looked slightly obvious. Where could I put it?

				Eventually I settled with it in one of the deep canvas pockets that lined the wall of the tent bedroom, and drank some more wine to calm my nerves. I brushed my teeth with bottled water and lay back on the bed, eyes open, brain swirling.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Two

				I have been woken in many different ways in the last year or so, some of them very pleasant, some quite nasty, some too dirty to repeat, but I don’t recall ever having been woken by someone pressing a warm gun to my head and saying, ‘Be very quiet or I’ll blow your fucking brains out. Savvy?’

				Wow, someone’s been watching too much Pirates of the Caribbean, I thought, but I opened my eyes and looked up at my assailant. I couldn’t see a lot in the dark, but I could see that he had longish, darkish hair, concealing his face. English accent, no particular region.

				Oh, and a silencer on his gun.

				‘What do you want?’ I asked as quietly as I could.

				‘Unzip that sleeping bag.’

				‘What?’

				‘I’m not going to do anything. Just unzip it. I need to hide out.’

				I considered the alternatives. I could yell, and then he’d shoot me. I could go for my gun, and then he’d shoot me. I could let him get into my sleeping bag, and then he’d shoot me. Maybe.

				Maybe getting shot was a better alternative than definitely getting shot, so I unzipped it a little way, and he gestured with the gun.

				‘All the way.’

				‘I’m not that kind of girl.’

				He didn’t seem to think this was funny. ‘Open it all the way.’

				I unzipped the bag all the way down and he reached out with one hand to pull it out from under me, making a blanket of it. Then he lay down on the camp bed with me, under the sleeping bag blanket, and wrapped his arms around me. He had my back to his chest so I couldn’t look at his face, and the gun pressed against my stomach.

				Silence, then I asked, ‘Who are you hiding from?’

				‘Everyone.’

				‘Who are you?’

				‘Shut up.’ The gun nudged my ribs.

				‘How long–’

				But I didn’t get to ask any more, because voices came from outside.

				‘Ouvrir! Attention, ouvrir!’

				I guess it’s hard to knock on canvas.

				I hesitated, then I moved to get up.

				‘Stay right where you are,’ said the man with the gun, pressing it tighter into my belly. For possibly the first time in my life, I was glad of my substantial build. Maybe all that fat I never got around to getting rid of might slow down a bullet.

				Allow me my delusions, all right?

				‘They want me to open up. It could be the police.’

				‘You think? Don’t move.’ He climbed over me, wriggling down under the sleeping bag, his head against my breasts.

				‘Hey!’

				‘Stay here or I’ll shoot,’ he threatened, head under the covers. I heard the front zip opening, footsteps on the ground sheet. Low French voices.

				I needed to do something.

				‘Oh,’ I gasped, quickly shoving the sleeping bag aside and yanking down my pyjama top, ‘oh, don’t stop…’

				It was hard to see in the dark, but I could feel his incredulity.

				‘Oh yes!’

				Hesitation, then the zip on the bedroom compartment came open one inch. Perverts.

				Speaking of which, my assailant was getting in on the action. One hand cupped my breast while the other, the one with the gun, burrowed down inside my pyjama bottoms.

				I began to get distinctly nervous. ‘No! No, er, don’t stop! Oh, er, Joe, that’s so good!’

				A face looked in through the gap at the top of the door. I screamed and yanked the sleeping bag over us both. The face looked shocked, then a flurry of French apologies ensued, the zip was closed, the tent emptied.

				A dark head appeared from under the sleeping bag blanket.

				‘Very convincing.’

				‘Well, you weren’t doing anything.’ I shoved at his hand and he removed it and the gun from the region of my crotch. ‘I mean, you weren’t – I had to – look, who are you?’

				He pushed my pyjamas back into place and his lips brushed my shoulder. ‘Joe, apparently.’

				I scowled.

				‘I’m someone you never saw. Savvy?’

				And then he was gone.

				I woke in the morning to a mobile phone chirping out the Marseillaise and wondered who the hell was insensitive enough to have their phone turned up so loudly.

				Then I realised it was mine.

				Swearing, I reached out of my deliciously warm sleeping bag into the chill of the morning air, picked it up and checked the display. I didn’t recognise the number, but then, why would I?

				I pressed the Answer button and tried a Gallic, ‘Âllo?’

				‘Sophie? Docherty.’

				I felt a shiver run through me. I hadn’t seen or spoken to Docherty since our night together – must be seven, eight months ago now. He was gone when I woke up, leaving only his scent on the pillow to assure me I hadn’t imagined it all.

				‘Hi,’ I said. ‘What time is it?’

				‘Eight, where I am. Nine, where you are. Did I wake you?’

				He sounded amused. I made a face. ‘I’m sorry I slept late,’ I said with as much sarcasm as I could at such short notice, ‘but I’ve been having a slightly traumatic few days and – how do you know where I am?’

				He laughed, a deep sound. ‘I know you got on a boat to France and I know you haven’t left the country.’

				‘You can’t know that.’ Pretty much every country bordering France was in the Schengen zone – that is, a borderless state. Passports not required to pass from one country to the next. No records.

				‘Plus, you answered your phone in French.’

				I made another face. Docherty was probably triangulating my location as we spoke. Probably he could do it in his sleep.

				I wondered if Luke had tried using my phone to find me. He could do it easily through official channels, but then why would MI6 let him? I was hardly an official concern to them. I was 5’s problem. I doubted anyone in Luke’s department gave a damn about me, except probably as a way of knocking Luke off his golden-boy perch.

				‘How do you know I got on the ferry?’

				‘I know everything.’

				‘Do you know who killed Sir Theodore?’

				A pause. ‘How grateful would you be if I found out?’

				I swallowed. Docherty’s idea of gratitude was probably pretty similar to his idea of an apology. ‘Grateful enough not to tell my boyfriend you’re still propositioning me.’

				He gave a low laugh. ‘Do you know all the security tapes got mysteriously wiped? Somehow the system failed to record anything.’

				‘Didn’t anyone see it?’

				‘Security guard. AWOL.’

				‘Why doesn’t that surprise me?’

				‘The man on the door says he saw you go back in an hour after Sir Theodore.’

				‘Half-an-hour,’ I corrected, then kicked myself. A normal, sane person wouldn’t get as far as the Tube entrance barrier before she realised she’d left her handbag elsewhere. ‘I thought he’d gone AWOL?’

				‘No, just the man in the monitor room. Why did you go back in?’

				‘I left some stuff there.’

				‘Did you see Chesshyre?’

				I closed my eyes and remembered. I’d been remembering it a lot lately.

				‘I saw him.’

				‘Alive?’

				‘Quite the opposite.’

				‘But you didn’t call for help?’

				‘He was a little bit beyond help by then.’

				‘But going off and leaving him does look a bit suspicious,’ Docherty said.

				‘What was I supposed to do? Hang around and explain that although my fingerprints were everywhere and he was killed with my gun, I wasn’t the one who did it?’

				‘By running away all you did was confirm your guilt.’

				‘I am not guilty!’

				Docherty paused and I could picture him holding the phone away from his ear.

				‘Do you still want that passport?’ he asked.

				‘Yes,’ I said. ‘Please.’

				‘Have you changed your appearance…?’

				‘I have short brown hair,’ I said, running my hands through it. Ulk, it stopped so suddenly. I haven’t had hair this short since… well, since I’ve had hair. ‘And brown eyes.’

				‘How short?’ Docherty wanted to know. ‘For the photo.’

				‘Meg Ryan. Addicted To Love.’

				Another pause. ‘That’s a film?’

				‘No, Docherty, it’s how I feel about you.’

				A pause. I winced.

				‘Just Google it.’

				‘That I will. Are you keeping your scars covered up?’

				I frowned. How did he know about them? He hadn’t seen me naked since I’d got them.

				That is, unless he had some surveillance I really didn’t want to think about.

				‘I am,’ I said. ‘It’s hardly hot enough to display them.’

				‘That depends which ones you mean,’ Docherty said. ‘I’ll call you back with an address soon.’

				‘An address?’

				‘To get your passport from. Speak to you later,’ and he was gone.

				Great. I could see myself having to knock on the door of a seedy little back street in Paris, asking for Monsieur Manky and handing over all my Euros for a bad forgery.

				I got dressed and ran errands, fetching food and a newspaper – thankfully the camp shop catered for British tourists – and scuttled back to my tent. Every man I saw looked like last night’s gunman; that is, since I had no idea what the bastard looked like at all, he could be anyone. He had dark hair and an English accent. It wasn’t much to go on. The only people I knew for sure were English were the campsite couriers, whom I regarded with deep suspicion. The guy who’d checked me in had dark hair and he had been eyeing me with interest. As far as I knew a gun wasn’t standard issue for a holiday rep, but then times were a-changin’.

				Nobody knew that better than me.

				‘She’s not happy,’ said Evelyn, the moment Luke stepped into the office.

				‘No shit. Are 5 talking yet?’

				‘Not a word. Haven’t even requested a liaison, which means–’

				‘–they’re watching our every move on the sly.’ He slugged the rest of his coffee. Black, with an extra shot, the way Sophie took it.

				‘They’re watching your every move,’ Evelyn corrected. She frowned, her perfect pale brow creasing. ‘Luke, they’re probably at your place right now, bugging everything in sight.’

				He drained the last caffeine-saturated drop and threw the cardboard cup at the bin. ‘I know.’

				‘You’re being remarkably sanguine about it.’

				‘Sanguine,’ Luke said, leaving her behind as he strode to Sheila’s door. ‘Also means bloody.’

				He knocked and entered. Sheila sat at her desk, immaculate in Armani, ice-blue eyes on the huge iMac screen on her antique desk. Her hair was peppered with grey, her make- up soft and subtle, and her posture would make a sergeant major weep with delight.

				‘Look what the cat dragged in,’ she said crisply.

				‘You look wonderful, too,’ Luke said, dropping into a chair.

				Her cold blue gaze snapped to him. ‘Heard anything yet?’

				Luke was an Eton boy. He’d joined the RAF straight out of school, been recruited by the SAS and then the security services had come calling. He’d never willingly displayed any emotion in his life and he’d been lying since the day he opened his eyes.

				‘Nothing,’ he said. ‘Wherever she is, she’s gone to ground. Have 5 got anything?’

				‘Nothing they’ll share,’ Sheila said.

				‘Which means they have something?’

				‘I expect so. Any fool can trace her whereabouts. If the damn French would let us use their surveillance we could track the car easy as anything. Why she thought taking your car would slow us down I don’t know.’

				‘Because a silver Vectra is a lot more invisible than a bile-green Defender,’ Luke said.

				He didn’t bother to ask whether they’d searched Sophie’s car. He’d had a cursory glance around inside it, but there was a conspicuous lack of confessional notes or handy bullet casings. In fact, there was a conspicuous lack of anything. The CDs were all neatly stacked in the door bucket, the hairs from her parents’ dog had been brushed from the back seat – probably taken in evidence, hah! He hoped they enjoyed trying to incriminate a daft canine in a murder enquiry.

				Even her flat looked suspiciously clean. He supposed it was possible her mother had been round to tidy up – a habit which Sophie had complained about at length – but he had a pretty strong idea that the only dusting going on in that place had been for fingerprints.

				Sheila drummed her fingers on the desk.

				‘This isn’t our jurisdiction, Sharpe. It’s 5’s case. She killed their man, she’s a threat to their security. They’re not co-operating with us on this, they don’t want us on it.’

				‘Do we answer to 5 now?’

				‘No. But you answer to me. I’m going to give you a clear instruction, Luke, and it is not one of those instructions you can feel free to creatively interpret. Is that clear?’ He nodded. ‘You do not investigate this case. You do not use our resources or contacts to discover the whereabouts or motivations of your girlfriend. Do not let your personal life interfere with your professional life. Understood?’

				‘Understood,’ Luke said, standing.

				‘I need you on the Kyrgyzstan case. Evelyn has a potential new agent I need you to vet.’

				Luke nodded crisply. ‘Understood,’ he repeated.

				Which wasn’t the same as agreeing.

				I passed the rest of the day reading, listening to music, taking walks into the town for bits of food and essential things I might need, kidding myself that everything was okay. But it wasn’t okay. I was wanted for murder. MI5 had me on their shit list. My parents would be going insane. Poor Tammy would be orphaned. My car, my lovely strong Ted, would be left to rust because Luke hated driving him.

				Luke would go off shagging other women who weren’t wanted criminals. Not my lovely Luke!

				At this point, let me gift you with a word or two about the man I love.

				Whereas I consider myself to be reasonably attractive, probably the phrase that describes me best is ‘scrubs up well’. Good enough for men who fancied Jessica Rabbit when they were teenagers. But I’m not an absolute stunner, and I don’t delude myself that I can stop traffic. Whereas Luke can, and often does.

				He can’t help it. He just sort of glows. Golden blond, cheekbones like the Matterhorn, blue eyes you could drown in. Broad of shoulder, slim of hip. Pointlessly good-looking. If you siphoned off a tenth of his sex appeal, it could power a dozen other men.

				He’s what you’d picture as a secret agent. Smooth, smart, at home in any situation. He looks just as fantastic in sweatpants as he does in a suit. He can shoot a moving target from what appears to be any distance. He speaks several languages. He was expensively educated. He can fly any plane or helicopter you care to name.

				He likes Saturday morning cartoons and Buffy re-runs. He bought Tammy a wind-up mouse for Christmas. He gets on with my parents. He laughs at silly place names. He’s arrogant and charming, emotionally illiterate and burning with passion. When he missed my birthday because he was on assignment in Saudi Arabia, he presented me with an antique emerald-and-diamond ring on his return.

				‘If you mention the M word,’ he said as I slipped it onto my right hand, ‘I will never have sex with you again.’

				I didn’t mention the M word. Luke’s not the marrying kind.

				And needless to say, sex with him is not to be missed.

				I closed my eyes, and tried not to think of him.

				I failed.

				As the sky started to darken I got up to switch on the electric light (all mod cons in these tents, look you) and then decided I might as well go to bed. Who knew what tomorrow might bring? I needed to get as much sleep as I could, especially since Docherty had woken me up so early. I locked my valuables in the boot of the car, out of sight, and zipped myself in for the night.

				Although in view of last night, I took my back-up pistol out of the car and brought it into the bedroom with me.

				My sleeping bag looked inviting, although I found a couple of dark hairs on it that disconcerted me. Who was that guy? Why had he come to my tent in the middle of the night? And why were the gendarmes after an English guy – one with a gun? No petty thief, him.

				I made sure the safety catches were firmly on and tucked my guns into thigh holsters. So what if it was slightly uncomfortable? This time, I’d be ready.

				And ready I was, when I heard someone unzipping the tent flap about an hour after I’d gone to bed. I lay still for a while, eyes closed, wishing it was a figment of my imagination because I was so damn tired. But then I heard the crackle of the groundsheet as someone walked over it, and I pushed back the sleeping bag and rolled off the bed as silently as I could.

				This was not very silent.

				‘Alice?’ came a whisper from outside the bedroom compartment. That was the name I’d checked in under. I ripped open the zip with one hand, the other on my SIG-Sauer.

				The dark-haired campsite courier stood frozen in the middle of the canvas room. I knew it!

				‘What are you doing in my tent?’

				He ran his eyes over me. I think it was too dark for him to have seen the guns. I hoped it was too dark for him to have seen the guns.

				‘Came to see if you wanted a drink.’

				‘No. Thank you.’

				‘But…’ his eyes darted nervously, ‘you weren’t answering so I thought I’d come and check you were okay…’

				‘I’m fine,’ I said, and I thought I saw his eyes lingering around my thighs. I really hoped he was just perving. Not looking at the guns. Damn.

				Hell. I’d have to leave. And I didn’t even have my passport yet. How far away could I get without using it?

				‘Please don’t take this personally,’ I said, and he looked terrified as I reached for my SIG to smack the side of his head with it.

				‘Indeed,’ came another, newly familiar voice, and before I’d had time to react, someone else’s shooter had bashed the courier unconscious.

				I whirled around but he caught me from behind, a hand over my mouth. What the hell? Last night’s gunman. Complete with big nasty pistol, currently aimed at my temple.

				‘Be quiet,’ he said, ‘or I’ll shoot you. Savvy?’

				I fully believed him.

				I’m not scared, I told myself as his hand left my mouth and trailed down my neck to my breast, then over my arm to the SIG still holstered under my hand. He took it from me, the barrel of his own gun still against my temple, and I said in a low voice, ‘I need that.’

				‘Not any more,’ he replied, his breath hot against my neck, and I shivered as his hand moved across my waist, caressed my hip and my thigh, and then took the revolver from its holster.

				I squeezed my eyes shut. Damn, fuck and bugger, in that order. I needed that, too.

				‘Now what,’ he said in my ear, ‘is a nice girl like Alice M. Robinson doing on her own in a campsite in France with two guns?’

				‘Can’t be too careful these days,’ I said, as he took my hands and held them behind my back.

				‘You don’t need a SIG-Sauer to be careful.’

				‘You know your guns.’

				‘I know yours, too.’

				‘I’m really going to need them back,’ I said.

				‘Tough.’

				‘Who are you?’

				‘Right back at you.’

				‘I’m Alice Robinson,’ I said. ‘You told me that.’

				‘You’re registered as Alice. That doesn’t mean you’re her. Hello,’ he added, his fingers caressing mine. He’d found the ring. The ring a smarter person would have kept out of sight. ‘This looks nice.’

				‘Don’t touch that,’ I said, panicking.

				‘Why? Triggered to a grenade?’ He ran the gun barrel down my neck, my chest, right down my front. ‘Don’t think there’s anything hiding under there.’

				‘Stop feeling me up,’ I said through gritted teeth. I may be stacked, but that’s not my fault.

				‘Not enjoying it?’

				‘Guns aren’t my thing.’

				‘Could have fooled me.’ I heard a clinking sound and then something closed around my left wrist. A handcuff. No. I tugged my right wrist away, but he was ahead of me and clicked the bracelet home as he pressed the pistol into my belly.

				‘Now,’ he said, ‘please don’t take this personally,’ and a second after he stepped away, there was a sharp pain in my head and everything went black.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Three

				I had no idea how long I’d been out, but later I realised that it could only have been a few minutes. Any longer, and I was pretty sure the gunman would have returned. I was alone, no sight of either the courier or the gunman, and my hands had been cuffed behind my back to one of the upright poles of the tent. And I was bloody frozen.

				It didn’t take me long to lift up the pole and slip the chain underneath. The tent wobbled alarmingly, but held, and I wriggled through that legs-through-arms-manoeuvre to get my arms in front of me. I quickly decided that the best course of action was to haul ass out of there and consequently threw all my belongings, bits of food, clothes, toiletries, the lot, into my sleeping bag, retrieved the keys from the zipped pocket under the bed, and locked myself in the car. I was missing both my guns and–

				Oh bollocks. Oh no.

				He’d taken my ring.

				Right, now I was pissed off.

				It was tough driving with handcuffed wrists – changing gear was certainly interesting – but I squealed out of the campsite, annoying several residents as I went, and was just on my way past the couriers’ tent when I saw the gunman dumping an unconscious courier outside. He turned and saw me, his mouth dropped open, and his gun came up.

				I floored it, and missed being shot in the head by a good few feet. The bullet hit the back of the car somewhere and I winced. Luke was not going to be pleased.

				I saw him running after me – why? I was hardly in an F1 car but seriously, running? and took every turning I came across to lose him, ending somehow up by the sea, then cutting back through the town, ricocheting around corners in the darkness, twisting out of the Vectra the sort of performance I never knew it was capable of. Eventually I found a road out of town and rammed pedal to metal. The roads were quiet, I found a motorway, and aimed the car towards Grenoble.

				The sky was light when I pulled in at a picnic stop to get something to eat and empty my bladder. It’s a sign of how desperate I was that I used the French toilet, as opposed to just peeing in a bush or in my seat. Either might be preferable. I grabbed a sweater from the back of the car and draped it loosely over my hands and wrists. This, I hasten to add, did not make it easy to use a toilet which is essentially a hole in the ground.

				I got back in the car, still shuddering, and plugged my phone into the hands-free kit, then reached back to try and sort out the mess in my sleeping bag. I knew I had some food in there somewhere.

				But as I turned around in my seat I caught sight of the word POLICE emblazoned across the side of a car nearby. In it were a couple of gendarmes eating croissants.

				I was out of there in seconds.

				Probably they’d just stopped off for breakfast. The French equivalent of coffee and doughnuts. But I wasn’t taking any chances. I accelerated back onto the A6, and headed towards Lyon.

				Docherty called after an hour, while I was stuck in traffic and worrying about petrol consumption.

				‘Please tell me you have a passport for me. I hate this country.’

				He laughed. ‘Where are you?’

				‘In the car. In a traffic jam. On the A6. I think,’ I added, peering around a lorry at a road sign ‘Maybe the E15. I’m not sure. Could be both.’

				‘How far are you from Avallon?’

				‘That would depend on where Avallon is.’

				‘On the A6 between Dijon and Auxerre. Ish.’

				‘Ish?’

				‘I’m Irish. I don’t do directions.’

				I scrutinised the map and eventually came up with the town. ‘Burgundy?’

				‘Yes. Maria’s aunt has a vineyard. Call me when you get closer,’ and he was gone.

				Great. I put Crowded House on the stereo for comfort and rode out – or rather, sat out – the traffic jam. At least the gendarmes weren’t following me, and unless someone walked by and peered at my hands in my lap, no one could see my handcuffs

				At Lyon I followed signs for Dijon and then for Auxerre and when I saw a sign for Avallon, I pulled over. This road was smaller and quieter, winding through beautiful valleys. I always feel so much calmer when I’m in deep countryside.

				I called Docherty for further directions. The way he read them out to me, I was pretty sure they’d come direct from Maria.

				‘Don’t tell Luke where I’m going,’ I said.

				‘Wouldn’t dream of it.’

				‘And don’t let Maria tell him either.’

				He laughed, a deep dark sound. ‘I think she can probably be trusted to keep a secret.’

				Maria is a former colleague of mine. Like Luke, she’s ex-military, and like Luke, she’s confident and beautiful and very good at what she does. When our little operation, SO17, was disbanded, she had no trouble finding another position in the secret service.

				In fact, everyone but me found it easy to get another job.

				I set off, and reached the vineyard just as it was getting dark. I was exhausted. Luke’s car was not the most comfortable of rides for a long journey and it was bloody hard driving with my wrists four inches apart. I’d tried to keep a finger on the wheel while I changed gear but that made the car swerve horribly as my wrists pulled each other around. Consequently I’d been thrashing the car in the wrong gear for most of the journey, until I could find a bit of road straight enough to take my hands off the wheel to change up or down.

				The roads were degenerating into tracks that were less and less passable and by the time I got to the house I was pretty much driving over grass between neatly placed vines. I wondered what kind of wine Maria’s aunt made. And if I’d be allowed to drink any.

				Or all of it.

				The knock came as Luke was checking his kitchen for bugs. He’d already found two in the living room and one in the bedroom – in the bedside lamp, how stupid did they think he was? – and now he was considering the problem of whether he could get a new computer without anyone noticing. He was absolutely certain his existing machine would have been compromised.

				He’d picked up a new mobile from the supermarket. Computers were less easy to come by.

				He glanced at the door. Please God, it wasn’t Sophie’s parents come to commiserate or cry or rant or whatever it was emotional people did when their daughters got accused of murder.

				A glance through the peephole revealed Docherty, standing there in the twilight looking like a vampire with a five-o’clock shadow.

				Docherty had been in the army, and he’d been in private security. Luke wasn’t entirely sure if he might have also been in the IRA. He was shady as the night, he had access to people and technology and cars Luke could only dream of, and he wasn’t above putting a bullet in someone’s head just to keep them quiet.

				And he seemed to have taken a shine to Sophie.

				Luke opened the door, put his finger to his lips and mimed, ‘Bugged.’

				Docherty nodded. Luke wouldn’t put it past him to have disabled the bugs with a radioflash and shot the surveillance team. The guy had more secrets than Batman.

				He held out a DVD case.

				‘Busty Babes Go Wild,’ Luke said, regarding it. ‘How well you know me.’

				‘Thought you might get lonely,’ Docherty said. ‘What with your girlfriend missing and all. Reckon she’s a real ride.’

				Luke narrowed his eyes. ‘You’d better not be speaking from experience.’

				Docherty grinned. It made him look like a piranha. ‘A bit of busty company, since you’ll be missing your busty girlfriend,’ he said. With a flicker in his eyes, he added, ‘Take a look inside. There are more pictures.’

				Luke opened the case. Inside was a DVD and a little red booklet. A British passport. Casually, keeping it between his face and the case, he flipped it open. The information page was at the back, as in an older passport, which was good. No biometric details. A picture that couldn’t be used by facial recognition software. Taped to the back of it was a matching driving licence.

				He memorised the details, filing away the passport number in his mind, not that it was any real use to him. He could only trace it through official channels and that would be by way of a colossal giveaway to whoever was watching him. Alice Maud Robinson. Made her sound like a pensioner. Her place of birth was given as Harlow, which would drive her mad since she hated being considered an Essex girl. Docherty had kept the right year for her birth, but changed the date.

				‘There’s no way in hell she’s a Scorpio,’ Luke muttered.

				‘What’s that?’ Docherty asked, warning in his tone.

				‘I said hell, these girls are scorching,’ Luke said. He studied the picture of Sophie Docherty had manipulated. ‘Whoa, look at that one!’

				It didn’t look a lot like her. Eyes dark and hooded, complexion heightened, hair a dull mousy brown and hacked brutally short. His Sophie was all lush curves and long, soft hair, her skin pink and white, her eyes a warm blue. The woman in this picture looked dull somehow, her cheeks gaunt, her mouth unsmiling.

				‘I know how you like blondes,’ Docherty said.

				‘Maybe I could get a taste for brunettes,’ Luke said.

				‘Don’t keep it too long,’ Docherty said. ‘When you’re done with it, I’ve another friend to send it to.’

				‘Oh? Anyone I know?’

				Docherty’s dark gaze was steady. ‘Maybe. But it might take me a while to find the address.’

				‘Maybe I could help you with that.’

				Docherty was still a long moment. He could have discovered Sophie’s whereabouts already, Luke knew. And he could be keeping them to himself. Trying to work out why would drive him mad.

				‘I don’t think so,’ Docherty said.

				Luke closed the case with a snap. ‘Thanks, mate,’ he said, handing it back, ‘but I’m not in the mood for skin flicks. Besides, I’m not sure I could enjoy it properly with an audience.’

				Across the road, a shadow moved inside the car.

				‘Thanks for showing me though,’ he added as Docherty tucked the DVD case inside his jacket. ‘Cheered me right up.’

				As Docherty left, Luke gave the unmarked car a wave.

				The farmhouse was a big crumbling affair with vines crawling all over it. A woman stood in the doorway, watching me rumble up the drive.

				She came to the door as I parked, and when I sat there trying to will myself to move out of the car, she came over. An attractive woman in the Faye Dunaway mould, with soft-styled hair and quite a bit of eyeliner, she looked me over warily through the open window.

				‘Madame Bouchard?’ I asked, giving the name Docherty had told me.

				‘Oui?’

				‘Je suis Alice. Une copine de Maria. Elle – elle vous dit j’arrive?’

				She took pity on my terrible French. ‘Anglaise?’

				‘Oui.’

				Cécile Bouchard looked me over – my flat, ugly hair, my un-made-up face, my pyjamas. And my handcuffs.

				‘What is zees?’

				‘Oh.’ I looked down at them. ‘I don’t suppose you’d have a hacksaw?’

				She smiled. Then she laughed, a hacking smoker’s laugh. Jesus. That was a sixty-a-day laugh.

				‘Come wiz me,’ she said, and I got out of the car, locked it clumsily, and followed her around to the back of the house where there was a woodpile and an axe.

				‘Put your ’ands there.’ She gestured to the block with the axe, and my eyes widened.

				‘Um, are you sure?’

				‘I have the good, eh, quel est le mot? Wiz zis hache.’

				I really hoped that meant she was a good aim.

				I spread my wrists as wide apart as I could, like Leonardo DiCaprio in Titanic, and closed my eyes. There was a great whoosh, a sudden thud, and then I opened my eyes to find my wrists separated from each other, and mercifully still attached to my arms.

				I waved them around and grinned at Cécile, who plonked the axe back down and grinned back at me.

				‘Are you ’ungry?’

				‘God, yes.’

				‘Excellente. I ’ave lots of chicken.’

				‘Er, I don’t eat meat.’

				She stopped and stared at me. So handcuffs didn’t faze her, but vegetarianism did?

				France. Different planet.

				‘Do you drink?’ she asked suspiciously.

				I sized her up. Old wellies and a pretty red dress, hair in her eyes, the scent of Chanel and cigarettes.

				‘Yes,’ I said, and she looked relieved.

				‘I ’ave lots of wine. Last year’s vintage.’

				This might have been an impressive thing, perhaps to someone like Luke who knew all about fine wines and vintages. But to someone like me, whose favourite kind of wine was whatever had a Buy One Get One Free sticker on it, it meant zip.

				‘What kind of wine do you make?’ I asked politely, and Cécile laughed.

				‘Bourgogne.’

				Of course.

				She found some kind of vegetable stew in the huge pantry of her cavernous old kitchen (stone sink, bare floors, crumbling staircase winding up to a studded oak door, the lot) and poured me out a lot of red burgundy. Then she lit up a cigarette and proceeded to regale me with stories told in Franglais of when she was a little girl during the war, and her mother had been in the Resistance, and used to lead all the German soldiers on, and there was a lot of controversy over who her father was but Cécile didn’t care. She had inherited this vast decrepit house and the vineyard and made pots and pots of money selling bad wine to tourists. She kept the good stuff and sold it in the village. She was an eccentric, and as a Brit, shouldn’t I understand eccentricity?

				I was so tired and hungry the wine went straight to my head. I nearly fell asleep with my face in my stew. Cécile was rambling to herself about a man called Pierre (at least, I think that’s what it was, only about every third word was in English now), the table was fogged with smoke and there were empty bottles all over the place, candles guttering in the draft from under the wobbly door, when my phone shrilled and woke me up.

				It was Luke. He’d got himself a new phone, assured me the line was secure – he’d probably scrambled it using a hairpin, a gold earring and a spider web – and talked to me about nothing for ten minutes.

				‘So did you have any particular reason for calling me?’ I asked during a lull after several minutes spent discussing what Tammy would and wouldn’t eat.

				‘Maybe I just like talking to you,’ Luke said, and I went all gooey inside.

				We spoke a while longer, or rather Luke spoke and I yawned, and eventually he told me to get some sleep, and he’d get back to investigating who killed Sir Theodore tomorrow.

				I hung up and tried blearily to remember my schoolgirl French. ‘Cécile,’ I said, then louder, ‘Cécile?’

				She woke with a snort and looked up at me blearily. ‘Cherie?’

				‘Is there somewhere I can sleep?’ Right now I’d take the fireplace, so long as it was warm. ‘Er, ou est… je… dormir?’ I pantomimed it.

				‘Oui.’ She creaked to her feet and stubbed her fag out on the bare table. ‘Allons-y.’

				She stumbled up the crumbly stairs and pushed open the studded oak door. There was a hallway, slightly smarter, with a rug and furniture, and a proper staircase with oak rails that might have looked quite grand had it not been so dusty. Cécile led me up it for one flight, turned down a corridor, opened another door, went up a stone flight… and then I lost track. Eventually she pushed open a door and I looked into a room with a bed.

				‘Ici,’ she said. ‘Couchez-vous ici.’

				That was pretty much all I comprehended before I fell into a deep, deep sleep.

				I’d hardly slept the night before, having been awoken by the man with the gun who stole my weapons and my ring.

				He woke me again when the sun had dropped low in the sky, almost a day after I had arrived at Cécile’s, gun pressed to my head.

				‘Cécile,’ he yelled.

				I opened my eyes, aching with tiredness and hangover, and groaned.

				‘Not you again.’

				‘Me again,’ he said. ‘Cécile!’

				She answered in distant French, and he yelled something back in the same tongue that I think was along the lines of Get your arse up here.

				‘What are you doing – hey, that’s my gun!’ I yelped.

				‘Shut up.’

				‘Did you follow me?’

				He nudged the safety off with his thumb. I shut up.

				There were footsteps outside and Cécile pushed the door open, fag drooping from her lips. ‘Jacques,’ she said, ‘que faites-tu?’

				‘Elle est une criminelle dangereuse,’ he replied, gun still pressed to my temple.

				‘What? No, I’m not,’ I said.

				‘Shut up.’

				‘Hey, if you’re going to go around telling people I’m a dangerous criminal, I think I should be allowed to defend myself.’ He gave me an incredulous look. ‘Oh, come on, like that bit was hard to translate.’

				‘Oui,’ Cécile said. ‘Take away ze pistolet, Jacques.’

				Jacques? He didn’t look like a Jacques. He looked like a – well, I don’t know. A headache in a suitcase. Dark hair hung in long strands around his face, dark eyes that were narrowed at me, a shadowed jaw, broad shoulders. Oh yes, and my gun, which wasn’t moving.

				‘Jacques,’ Cécile persisted, and he lowered it, but still kept it ready.

				‘That’s mine,’ I said. ‘He stole it from me.’

				‘I commandeered it,’ he told Cécile.

				‘You stole it! And you knocked me out and handcuffed me to the tent pole – which, by the way, was a really stupid – hey!’

				He’d delved under the duvet and grabbed my hands. The cuff bracelets with their little clinking chains were still there.

				‘You broke them!’

				‘Well, duh.’

				‘How?’

				‘C’était moi,’ Cécile said proudly, her voice still husky and slightly slurred, more than her accent should have allowed for. Cécile was an old soak. ‘Wiz the… quel est le mot, l’hache…’

				‘Axe,’ I supplied helpfully, and she beamed at me.

				Jacques turned angrily on her. ‘What the hell for?’

				‘Because she was chained,’ Cécile waved her hands. ‘Jacques, what ’ave you been doing wiz her?’

				‘She,’ Jacques waved the gun furiously at me, ‘framed me.’

				My mouth dropped open. ‘I did bloody not. I don’t even know who you are!’

				‘So why are you on the run in a foreign country under a fake name? Sophie Green,’ he said accusingly.

				Damn. Damn and buggery. I sat up in bed under the watchful gaze of my own gun and looked down at myself. I was still wearing the pyjamas I’d had on when Jacques knocked me out and handcuffed me, having been both unable and disinclined to change since. My short ugly hair was greasy and messy and my face must have looked appalling.

				‘What makes you think I’m Sophie Green?’ I asked as calmly as I could.

				‘Well, let me see. Under that terrible haircut you still look like her, you have her driving licence in your wallet–’ too late I looked round and saw it open on the table by the bed – ‘and you have her SIG-Sauer P-239. Or should I say, had. And,’ he pulled down the front of my top, prompting another cry of outrage from me, ‘you even have her scars.’

				All three of us looked down at the marks on my chest, two long pink scars made by someone who had tried to stab me with a carving knife at Christmas. Jacques tilted up my face, the better to make out the old cut there, and then my arms where I’d been slashed on one forearm, one elbow.

				We glared at each other for a bit. Actually, he was quite cute. Not the first cute maniac I’ve come across, though, and probably not the last.

				‘Why are you here?’ he asked.

				‘None of your business.’

				‘It damn well is.’ The gun was raised again. He’d taken off the silencer and I hoped it wasn’t lost. That had been a present from Luke.

				Which reminded me…

				‘I want my ring back,’ I said.

				‘Tough shit.’

				‘I want it back,’ I said as threateningly as I could despite the tears that had sprung up from nowhere at the prospect of it being lost forever. ‘Give it to me.’

				‘Jacques,’ Cécile said, and asked him something in rapid French. He replied, their conversation got more heated, and then Cécile repeated firmly, ‘Donne-le moi, Jacques. Donne-le moi.’

				Jacques looked very sullen, but he eventually dug in his jeans pocket and handed something over. My heart swelled.

				‘My ring!’

				Cécile inspected it, squinted at the hallmark, then looked up at me. ‘Yours?’

				I nodded eagerly.

				‘She ees very precious.’

				‘It is to me.’

				Jacques shot me a look of pure disgust. I lobbed it right back.

				‘She has the gold most excellent, eighteen of the carats, oui?’ I nodded. ‘And ze émeraude, she has per’aps one of the carats?’

				I squirmed happily. Luke said he’d bought it off some Arab sheikh’s wife. I’d thought he was exaggerating, but he must have spent some money on it.

				Because, in addition to being gorgeous, clever and funny, Luke is also loaded. I figure there must be a dozen ugly, stupid, boring, poor men who are pretty annoyed that he got their shares.

				Cécile handed it over and I slipped it back on my finger where it nestled happily. Jacques looked mightily pissed off.

				‘’Oo gives you ze ring?’ Cécile asked. ‘Ze man who telephoned yesterday?’

				‘Ask Jacques,’ I said, ‘I’m sure he’ll know. He seems to know everything else about me, even the made-up bits.’

				Jacques glowered at me. ‘It’s Jack, not Jacques,’ he spat, ‘and I’ll bet any money you swindled the ring from your MI6 boyfriend.’

				So he knew about Luke. Wonderful.

				‘’Ee is a man most in love,’ Cécile told Jack. ‘’Ee telephone her last night for many of the hours.’

				Well, about twenty minutes actually, but I wasn’t going to correct her.

				‘Does he know where you are?’ Jack asked.

				‘No. How do you know?’

				‘I stuck a tracer on your phone.’

				I went cold.

				‘You see, that first night it was just happenstance I ended up in your tent. I was looking for somewhere to hide out. Somewhere people don’t ask questions or check ID. But there was something about you, Miss Alice M. Robinson, that was disturbingly familiar. Wasn’t till I started hacking into some government files that the name Sophie Green came up. An APB on you. Complete with picture. You’re wanted for murder, Sophie Green.’

				There wasn’t much I could say to that.

				‘Why doesn’t your boyfriend know where you are?’

				‘Is that any of your business?’

				‘Boy,’ he snorted, ‘you must really love him.’

				I glowered at him but, mindful of the gun, said nothing.

				‘Aleece is a guest–’ Cécile began, and Jack laughed loudly.

				‘Her name is not Alice. Her name is Sophie and she’s wanted for murder. Wanted by the police and MI5 and by me,’ he snarled, his face close to mine, ‘because she killed Irene Shepherd and pinned it on me.’

				‘I didn’t kill anyone,’ I croaked, and then honesty forced me to add, ‘well, not this year.’

				Jack gnashed his teeth and stormed out of the room.

				Great, just what I needed. A delusional psychopath – why did he think I’d killed this Shepherd woman? – with a gun. Oh, and some mysterious access to confidential files. Annoyingly, that might come in handy. If only he didn’t hate me.

				I looked up helplessly at Cécile.

				‘Your name is Sophie?’ she asked.

				I nodded.

				‘But your friend send the passport for Aleece.’

				‘You have it?’

				She nodded.

				‘Can I have it?’

				‘It is true? You keel zem?’

				I shook my head vigorously. ‘No. The police think I did but I didn’t, I just found him, and as for that woman… I’ve never heard of her. Please,’ I tried to make myself as appealing as possible, ‘would Maria send a murderer to you?’

				Cécile looked thoughtful.

				‘Why does Jacques sink you have killed zat woman?’

				I ran my hands over my face. ‘I don’t know,’ I said wearily, as the man himself stomped back into the room, looking like thunder.

				‘Get up,’ he said, waving my gun at me.

				‘Only if you ask nicely.’

				He narrowed his eyes. ‘I’ve got a .45 here that’s asking very nicely.’

				‘It’s a nine mil,’ I said smugly.

				‘It’ll still kill you.’

				Belligerently, I pushed back the covers and got out of bed, holding my hands high so he could see them. Jack had a coil of rope around his shoulder and he let it slide down to his hand in one fluid movement, like Fred Astaire with a top hat.

				‘Hands out,’ he said, and Cécile protested in French.

				‘You have a thing about bondage?’ I asked, and Jack said nothing, grabbing my wrists instead and twisting them behind my back before wrapping the rope about them tightly, roughly. ‘Careful! I have scar tissue there,’ I grumbled, and he pulled the rope tighter. ‘Bastard.’

				He poked the gun in my back and said, ‘Downstairs. Slowly.’

				‘Or what? You’re going to shoot me with my own gun?’

				‘Why not? You shot Irene with mine.’

				I frowned as I half-tripped down the stone stairs to the main landing. This was beginning to sound familiar.

				‘Had you been to see her that day?’ I asked. ‘Had people seen you together?’

				‘You would know. You framed me for it.’

				‘Do I look smart enough to frame anyone for anything?’ I snapped, and Jack hesitated.

				‘I wouldn’t put it past you,’ he said.

				‘What’s that supposed to mean? And can I get a sweater or something? I am bloody frozen.’

				‘So I see,’ Jack said, looking at my chest as he reached past me to open the door.

				‘Pervert.’

				He nudged me with the gun and I went down the main stairs before he pushed me and I tripped and broke my neck and was dead, dead all over the floor. Melodramatic, me? Never.

				In the kitchen, he pushed me down onto a chair and tied my ankles to the legs, wrapping another piece of rope around my waist to hold me there firmly. It was a far cry from the hospitality I’d received last night.

				Cécile, arguing with Jack all the time in French, fussed around lighting candles – I wondered if she even had electricity – and pouring wine and getting bread and cheese out of the pantry. She offered me some ham, and I shook my head politely.

				‘Bien sûr,’ she said, and whirled back to the table to get me some cheese.

				‘I’m not hungry,’ I lied, because I was starving, but how could I eat with my hands tied behind my back and my arms pinned to the chair?

				‘Jacques?’

				He was leaning against the table, in black jeans and boots and a faded t-shirt. He looked menacing and brooding and quite like he’d practised the pose in front of a mirror.

				‘No,’ he snapped. ‘Thanks.’

				Polite, to her at least.

				‘I can’t believe I’m tied to a bloody chair,’ I rattled it. ‘Couldn’t you at least let me get dressed?’

				‘No. Why did you kill Irene Shepherd?’

				‘I didn’t. I don’t even know who she is.’

				‘You’re lying.’ He hefted my SIG.

				‘Don’t you call me a liar.’

				Cécile babbled something in French that I think was along the same lines. I’m not sure why I was being so belligerent. I think it’s just part of my nature. Besides, Jack revealing those scars reminded me of the last time someone had threatened me with death. And last Christmas, when someone else had had a go.

				Then there were the high-school kids who tried to kill me in New York. The crazy Czech who thought I was dead right up until the minute I shot him. The duo of former colleagues who tried to bring me down by any methods possible.

				Do I have ‘kill me’ taped to my back? Is it like some sort of beacon that only crazy people can see?

				‘You’ve killed before.’

				I knew this’d come up.

				‘Yes, but both of them were crazy people who’d spent quite a lot of time trying to kill me. It was self-defence.’

				‘Kill or be killed?’

				‘Exactly.’

				‘So what did Irene do to make you want to kill her?’

				‘Nothing! I–’

				‘So you just killed her for the hell of it?’

				‘No! I didn’t kill anybody!’

				‘You just said you did.’

				I could see now why he’d tied me down. I could have killed him, then.

				‘Listen,’ I said. ‘One of them had pillaged his way across Europe murdering academics because he was looking for an ancient artefact. He blew up the house I was staying in and nearly killed both of the people who lived there. And the other one sabotaged a plane full of people so that it crashed into a primary school. Seventy-eight children died. And all the passengers – a hundred-and forty-three people in total. Not including my boss and another colleague who are both dead because of him. I didn’t murder him. I shot him because he was trying to shoot me.’

				‘Ah. I see,’ Jack said. ‘You both reached for the gun, right?’

				I narrowed my eyes. ‘I reached for my gun as he was aiming his. You can check my record, since you seem to know so much about me.’ I cocked my head. ‘How do you know so much about me?’

				‘None of your business.’

				I wondered if he was related to Docherty.

				‘Then if you do know so much, you’ll know I didn’t bloody kill him!’

				‘Who?’

				‘Theodore Chesshyre.’ I looked up at Jack. ‘You do know about Theodore Chesshyre?’

				‘I know you shot him then left the country.’

				‘Right. So if I was in the business of framing people, don’t you think it might be slightly likely that maybe I might have thought about framing someone for this one?’

				Jack stared at me. Cécile, when she’d caught up, laughed and said something to Jack in French. He scowled at her and said, ‘Non.’

				‘What did she say?’ I asked.

				‘I say ’e should untie you. Jacques, you are being ze pig.’

				Jack muttered something uncomplimentary under his breath.

				‘I’m going out,’ he said, standing up and making no effort to untie me. He picked up a packet of Cécile’s cigarettes from the table and stalked out of the kitchen into the evening darkness.

				‘Il est un cochon,’ I muttered.

				‘Oui.’ Cécile came over and started pulling at the knots that tied me to the chair. ‘But he is in trouble.’

				‘What, you mean the murder thing? Someone killed this Irene woman and made it look like Jack did it, right?’

				‘Yes. There is a person who steal his pistolet,’ she made a gun gesture at me, just in case I’d missed that one, ‘and they find his, uh…’ she waggled her fingers at me.

				‘Fingerprints?’

				‘Oui. Everywhere. He has visited her.’

				‘Who was she?’

				Cécile frowned. ‘Un juge.’ When I looked confused, she explained, ‘She decide who go to the prison, oui?’

				‘Oh, a judge. And why did he visit her?’

				‘I do not know. He says she was alive when he visits. But the videos, they do not show this.’

				‘Videos?’

				‘The cameras, in the house.’

				I presumed this meant the judge had CCTV, and I also presumed it had been wiped. ‘Yeah, but did he do it? Shoot her, I mean.’

				Cécile sent me a piercing look. ‘If he has killed her, then you have killed this Theodore.’

				‘Thanks for clearing that up.’

				My bonds released, I stood up and stretched. ‘So how long has he been on the run?’

				‘Alors. What day is it?’

				I counted up inside my head and realised in shock that it was five days since I’d found Sir Theodore. ‘Tuesday. Uh, mardi.’

				‘Zen it is eight days. The Tuesday dernier, oui?’

				I nodded. ‘Right. Okay. I really need to go and get some proper clothes on and maybe take a shower? Uh, une douche?’ I gave her a hopeful look, and she nodded and smiled.

				‘Zere is a bathroom–’ere, I show you.’

				She led me back upstairs and opened a door with a latch on it.

				‘Tonight you must sleep in anozzer room,’ she said, and gave me a sly look, ‘unless want to share wiz Jacques?’

				I got the impression she’d have been perfectly happy with this arrangement.

				‘No,’ I said, ‘but why does he get that room?’

				She shrugged. ‘It always is his room.’

				‘He stays here often?’

				‘He ees my nephew,’ she said, and left.
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