
Alan G. Hagberg 
Writing as Alan H. Gael 
P.O. Box 1197 
Harwich, MA 02645 
(774) 789-6647 
info@alanhagberg.com 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

THE CINNABAR MARK 

A Novel 

by  

Alan H. Gael 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

About 64,000 words 



 GAEL / The Cinnabar Mark / 2 

Chapter One 

“The Cinnabar Mark” 

 

Three weeks before Vane came to my flat and put a target on 

my back, a botanist named Dr. Helen Ashford died at a research 

station in the highlands of Costa Rica under circumstances the 

local authorities were prepared to call sudden cardiac arrest. 

I did not know her then. I knew only the sort of nights we 

had in the Emergency Department at the Royal London: drunk men 

with split knuckles and damaged pride, couriers with broken 

wrists from bicycle spills in wet streets, anxious parents 

carrying feverish children beneath fluorescent lights that seemed 

to flatten all time into one long institutional evening. My life 

had become a succession of triage notes, discharge summaries, 

coffee gone cold, and the peculiar numbness that overtakes a man 

who has seen more blood than he ever expected when, at eighteen, 

he first swore he wished to study medicine. 

By then I had already done one life badly and a second one 

adequately. The first had been the Army. The second was surgery. 

Afghanistan lay behind me in a haze of dust, rotor wash, and the 

smell of cauterized flesh. London had replaced it with rain on 

glass, diesel on the river, and the clean metallic chill of 

modern wards. People who had not served liked to say that 

medicine must have suited me after war, as if one naturally 

followed the other. They imagined healing as an antidote to what 

had come before. They had not spent midnight in a trauma bay 

trying to keep a nineteen-year-old alive while remembering 
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another nineteen-year-old on a Helmand roadside whose blood had 

soaked into sand too quickly for any man’s hands to matter. 

I tell you this because if you are to understand how I came 

to know Vane again, and through him Dr. Mann, you must understand 

the temperament in which he found me: competent, tired, not 

exactly unhappy, but living at a remove from my own existence. I 

had become efficient at everything except belief. 

The night in question had begun with a drunk in his forties 

who had attempted to punch through a pub window after losing an 

argument he was too intoxicated to remember. I had stitched the 

heel of his hand while he explained to me at unnecessary length 

that the glass had “come at him wrong.” Amelia Ross, one of our 

senior residents, drifted past with a paper cup of coffee and the 

air of a woman who had long since accepted that chaos was merely 

hospital weather. 

“Quiet tonight,” she said. “Almost boring.” 

“Don’t jinx it,” I told her. 

She leaned one shoulder against the curtain partition and 

watched me tie off the suture. “How’s the book coming?” 

“What book?” 

“The one you threaten to write every time somebody says 

‘thank you for your service.’” 

I glanced up. “No one wants to read about Helmand.” 

“Somebody always wants to read about Helmand.” 

“Then they can have it from someone else.” 

The drunk tried to grin and winced instead. Ross laughed 

softly, the alarm went for an incoming trauma, and we were all 
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returned to our natural condition, which was motion. I have 

thought since that the Emergency Department is the truest school 

of temperament a man can attend. It teaches you that catastrophe 

is not an interruption of ordinary life but its constant 

subtenant, occupying the floor below, paying no rent, audible at 

all hours if one only listens. I had stopped listening. That, 

more than fatigue, was my condition in those days. 

Nothing in the next two hours seemed remarkable until, while 

I was reviewing an X-ray and dictating notes, my phone vibrated 

in my pocket. The message came from a blocked number. 

Tonight. 10:30. Your flat. Urgent. —V 

I stared at the initial longer than I care to admit. I typed 

back one word: Vane?? 

No answer came. 

I had not seen Vane in three years. 

We had served in the same theatre in Afghanistan, though not 

precisely in the same capacity. I had been Army Medical Corps; he 

had belonged, so far as I could ever determine, to one of those 

quiet branches of government whose members were rarely where they 

claimed to be and never under the names by which they introduced 

themselves. He possessed the disconcerting gift of seeming at 

once half asleep and acutely dangerous. We had once spent forty-

one hours pinned between conflicting pieces of bad intelligence 

and worse terrain, at the end of which he had carried a wounded 

interpreter two miles across ground that should have killed all 

three of us. I trusted him in the irrational, battlefield way one 
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sometimes trusts a man because death, having failed to take you 

jointly, seems to have entered into a compact with him. 

But three years is a long time. Men disappear. Messages from 

blocked numbers at the end of a shift generally mean nothing 

good. 

By the time I got home to Canary Wharf it was raining 

lightly over the Thames and the towers looked as if they had been 

drawn in silver wire against the dark. My flat stood thirty-five 

floors up in one of those soulless modern buildings developers 

imagine successful bachelors require. Glass, steel, pale wood, 

too much clean line and not enough comfort. There were military 

photographs on one shelf and medical journals on another, as if I 

had arranged the room to remind myself that I had once been two 

different men and had not entirely become either. 

I had just put the Thai takeaway on the counter when someone 

knocked. 

It was 10:28. 

I checked the peephole and found Vane on the other side of 

the door, gaunter than memory, eyes moving along the hallway with 

the restless precision of a hunted thing. I opened it and 

scarcely had time to say his name before he brushed past me, 

crossed the room, and drew the blinds. 

“Bit rude,” I said. “I haven’t seen you in three years.” 

“I’ve been abroad,” he answered, as if that explained 

anything. “A long way from anywhere with a flag worth saluting. 

Now I’m here.” 
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He swept the room with a device the size of a mobile phone. 

Bugs, I realized. He was checking for bugs. 

“Vane,” I said, “either you’re in real trouble or you’ve 

developed a stimulant problem.” 

He gave the ghost of a smile without looking up. “How secure 

is this building?” 

“It’s Canary Wharf. There’s a doorman downstairs, cameras, 

keycard lifts—” 

“All of which can be compromised.” 

He finished his sweep and, with a visible effort, allowed 

himself to relax by a fraction. Only then did he hold out his 

hand. 

“Good to see you, Marsh. Sorry for the dramatic entrance.” 

His hand felt rougher than I remembered, the palm calloused, 

the skin around the knuckles recently abraded. He looked 

exhausted in the way only certain men do: not merely sleep-

deprived but physically worn by a sustained intimacy with danger. 

“When did you last sleep?” I asked. 

“Properly? Fourteen days ago. In pieces? Six hours ago, on a 

flight I would rather not name.” 

“You need a doctor.” 

“I need you.” 

He said it quietly enough to remove any theatricality from 

the sentence. He might as well have said I need a tourniquet. 

I fetched whisky. He sat on the edge of the sofa without 

taking off his coat, as if he did not intend to remain long. Then 

he rolled back his sleeve and showed me the scar on his forearm. 
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The flesh there had been opened, burned, and crudely closed 

again. Even before I touched it I knew it had been done in the 

field. 

“Recognize the treatment?” he asked. 

“Cauterization,” I said. “Deep. You did this yourself?” 

“With a cartridge, a match, and a knife.” 

“Jesus, Vane.” 

He poured whisky without asking permission and drank as if 

it were medicinal, which in his case it may have been. 

“I was shot with a dart in the dark,” he said. “The tip was 

coated with venom. Engineered. Neurotoxic, cardiotoxic, designed 

to break down in the bloodstream inside a few hours. Untraceable 

unless you know what to look for.” 

“Engineered,” I repeated. 

He took out a tablet and laid it flat between us. There were 

photographs on it: a woman in a laboratory, a man in a suit on a 

tiled floor, another corpse in a hotel room. Each image was 

tagged with a location and a cause of death that, on first 

glance, seemed wholly natural. 

“Dr. Helen Ashford,” he said, swiping. “Botanist. Costa 

Rica. Cardiac arrest.” 

Another swipe. 

“Professor James Hale. Biochemist. Geneva. Stroke.” 

Another. 

“Colonel Anatoly Volkov. Russian intelligence, retired. 

Vienna. Heart attack.” 
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All three bodies bore a small circular red mark on the skin, 

subtle enough to be dismissed, precise enough to be intentional. 

“They all had that?” I asked. 

He enlarged the last image. “The forensic people who have 

learned to look for it call it the cinnabar mark. Red as old 

lacquer, no larger than a fingerprint. Men have been found dead 

in locked rooms with that mark and nothing else, and three 

coroners in three countries have signed it off as natural before 

anyone thought to ask whether nature had been given help.” 

He brought up a short clip. On a metal evidence table, under 

harsh fluorescent light, crawled the largest centipede I had ever 

seen: thick-bodied, lacquer-red, its movement unnaturally swift 

and deliberate. 

I heard my own voice say, “That isn’t possible.” 

“It is if somebody with a world-class mind and no conscience 

devotes himself to making it so. Gene editing, growth 

acceleration, behavior modification, venom amplification. A 

living assassination platform you can carry through any customs 

hall in a vented case the size of a lunch box.” 

“Who?” 

He sat back and, for the first time since entering my flat, 

looked directly at me. 

“He has many names. But the one that matters is Dr. Mann.” 

I would like to tell you that I laughed. That I dismissed 

the whole matter as the hallucinated by-product of fatigue and 

espionage. The truth is less flattering. I had seen enough of 

Vane in uglier circumstances to know he was incapable of this 
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sort of sustained fiction, and enough of the world to know that 

absurdity and reality are frequently intimate companions. 

Still, I heard myself say, “That sounds like a bad 

thriller.” 

“I wish it were.” 

He showed me a blurred surveillance image—tall figure, bald 

head, long coat, the posture almost aristocratic in its 

restraint. 

“He’s brilliant,” Vane said. “Biochemistry, genetics, 

pharmacology. More languages than any committee of universities 

could supply between them. Twenty years ago he was one of the 

most promising scientific minds of his generation. Then he 

stopped being a man with a name and a country and became 

something else.” 

“And he is killing botanists and politicians because…?” 

“Because they were going to expose him. Ashford was studying 

a family of compounds he uses in cultivating part of his weapons 

program; she found a marker she should not have found. Hale had 

identified synthetic signatures in designer opioids moving 

through Mann’s distribution networks. Volkov was tracing the 

money that runs underneath the whole apparatus—where it pools, 

who it pays, which ministries it has already bought.” 

He paused. 

“They all knew too much.” 

That was the first time he used the phrase, though not the 

last. 



 GAEL / The Cinnabar Mark / 10 

I asked the obvious question then: why me? He answered with 

unusual bluntness. 

“Because my superiors think I’m obsessed. They’ve cut most 

of my support. Because you’re a surgeon with military training 

and actual field experience. Because if I’m right and he strikes 

again tonight, you may be the only man in London who can identify 

what killed the target. And because you’re my friend, and at the 

moment you’re the only person in this city I trust absolutely.” 

He drew up the next image: Sir Aldous Frayne, former 

diplomat, current chairman of the Joint Intelligence Committee on 

Transnational Organized Crime. Sixtyish, distinguished, one of 

those public men whose faces suggest a lifetime of dinners at 

which policy is made over polished silver. 

“He’s due to present a report to Parliament next week,” Vane 

said. “The architecture of a transnational syndicate—its shell 

corporations, its laundered money, its bought influence inside 

our own institutions. It names names. If Mann lets him speak, he 

loses ground.” 

“And you think he’ll move tonight.” 

“I know he’ll move tonight.” 

I looked at the old photograph of myself in uniform on the 

shelf opposite and felt the distinct, unwelcome sensation of some 

abandoned part of my life rising from where I had buried it. 

“I’m not armed,” I said. “I’m not in intelligence. I’m a 

bloody doctor.” 

“Exactly.” 
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That was all he said. Yet in the old battlefield economy of 

our acquaintance, it was enough. 

I got my coat. 

London at that hour had the deceptive calm of any great city 

after midnight, when traffic thins but does not stop and every 

lit window suggests a life taking place behind glass. In the back 

of the Uber Vane sat angled toward the rear window, watching 

reflections, crossroads, side streets, as if expecting pursuit 

from every direction. 

“So what is the plan?” I asked. “We knock on Sir Aldous’s 

door and say, ‘Excuse us, but you are about to be murdered by a 

scientifically improved centipede’?” 

“Something like that.” 

He checked his watch. I checked my phone. Ross had texted to 

say the hospital was quiet and I ought to go home. The absurdity 

of it nearly made me smile. 

Belgravia was damp and almost empty when we turned into Sir 

Aldous’s street. The Georgian terrace rose pale and composed 

against the dark. Police lights reflected off wet stone. 

Vane was out of the car before it fully stopped. 

There is a particular expression a man wears when his last 

bad hope fails him. I saw it on Vane’s face before the constable 

by the barrier ever spoke. 

“Sir Aldous Frayne, sir,” the policeman said. “He’s dead.” 

Vane struck the outer wall with his fist in a movement so 

quick and violent that the constable took a step backward. I put 

a hand on his shoulder and told him, perhaps more for the 



 GAEL / The Cinnabar Mark / 12 

policeman’s benefit than his, to take it easy. He breathed once, 

twice, and assembled himself. 

The senior investigating officer proved to be Detective 

Inspector Calder, a career policeman with the shrewd eyes and dry 

skepticism of a man who had spent too long being lied to by the 

uncreative. Vane showed credentials. Calder made it clear that he 

considered intelligence-service involvement in a suspicious death 

somewhere between irritating and theatrical, but the credentials 

held. We were taken upstairs. 

Sir Aldous lay on a couch in the library under a sheet. Dr. 

Sarah Clarke, the pathologist on scene, pulled it back for us. 

The face was slightly swollen, the lips darkened, the hands 

clenched in a manner I had seen often enough in severe 

envenomation and sudden cardiac events. On the back of the right 

hand, however, was the same red mark I had just seen on Vane’s 

tablet. 

Clarke was honest enough to admit she did not know what had 

produced it. 

“It is deliberate,” Vane said. 

Calder folded his arms. “You keep saying things like that as 

if they amount to an explanation.” 

“They will,” Vane replied, “if I live long enough to give 

one.” 

The personal assistant, a shaken young man named Graham 

Burboyne, described how Sir Aldous had been working behind a 

closed study door while he himself remained in the library. At 

10:20 a courier had delivered an envelope. Burboyne had taken it 
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in. Ten minutes later Sir Aldous had burst out screaming, eyes 

wild, then fallen convulsing to the carpet. His last words, or 

what Burboyne believed were his last words, had sounded like “the 

red hand.” 

The study was small, cramped, and windowless, its desk 

covered in committee papers, annotated maps tracing the corridors 

of a syndicate across three continents, and the unopened envelope 

Burboyne had mentioned. Vane leaned over it and inhaled without 

touching it. I did the same. The perfume was sweet and expensive, 

but beneath it lay an acrid vegetal quality that prickled the 

sinuses unpleasantly. 

“A trigger,” Vane said. 

He turned immediately to the fireplace. There was fresh 

soot. He looked up the flue with his phone torch and beckoned me. 

Halfway up, barely visible, clung a few threads of fine silk. 

“Ladder,” he said to Calder. “And roof access.” 

Calder, to his credit, did not waste time arguing. We were 

on the roof within minutes, London spread around us in damp 

darkness. Vane found a brass ring no larger than a coin caught in 

a drainage grate—fishing weight, he called it—and showed us the 

six-foot gap to the neighboring roof. Easy enough for a trained 

man. 

“You are seriously suggesting,” said Calder, “that someone 

lowered an animal down a chimney, had it kill a senior government 

official, and then reeled it back up again?” 
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“Militaries have employed dolphins, dogs, rats, even 

insects. Why should a predator be exempt simply because the 

method offends imagination?” 

Calder gave him a look generally reserved for active 

lunatics. Then his radio crackled. Forensics had found something 

in the study carpet. 

It was a curved fragment of chitin, red as old lacquer. 

I examined it under a flashlight. Arthropod, certainly; too 

large for anything that should have existed within easy reach of 

Westminster. Calder went very still then. A policeman can 

disbelieve only so long when physical matter places itself in his 

hand. 

While Vane was instructing him on containment, his own phone 

vibrated. He showed me the message. 

She’s outside. Don’t trust her. But listen anyway. —L 

“Who is L?” I asked. 

“Someone who has saved my life twice,” he said, “and tried 

to kill me once.” 

The crowd on the pavement had mostly melted away. A few 

bystanders remained, pretending not to stare. Vane scanned the 

darkness beyond the police tape. Then she emerged from it. 

I cannot pretend to objectivity where Lena is concerned. 

Even then, before I knew anything of consequence about her, there 

was something in the manner of her approach that arrested me. She 

was strikingly beautiful, yes, but beauty was the least of it. 

Beauty alone does not produce that effect of immediate concern 

one feels upon seeing a face that seems built for serenity and 
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inhabited instead by strain. Her clothes were elegant without 

ostentation. Her eyes were watchful, dark, and haunted. 

She ignored Vane entirely and came to me. 

“Excuse me,” she said. “I’m sorry to bother you. Is it true? 

About Sir Aldous?” 

I gave the sort of cautious answer one gives in front of 

police and strangers. She pressed on, voice low, urgent, then 

confessed that Sir Aldous had been assisting her with an asylum 

matter. There were tears in her eyes that looked genuine enough 

to disarm a harder man than I. She took an envelope from her bag 

and placed it in my hand. 

“I think I have information,” she said. “But I can’t speak 

officially. I have family who can be reached.” 

Her fingers brushed mine. It was a trivial contact. I 

noticed it nonetheless. 

“What’s your name?” I asked. 

“It’s better if you don’t know.” 

She began to turn away and then looked back with an 

intensity that altered the whole scene. 

“You are in danger,” she said. “Both of you. But especially—

” 

She did not finish the thought. Her gaze rested on me in a 

way that I was absurd enough to feel physically. 

“Don’t stay with your friend tonight,” she said. “Please. Go 

somewhere public.” 

“Why?” 
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“Because he’s already killed once tonight. And he won’t 

stop.” 

Then she was gone—running, not merely walking, swallowed by 

the shadows between parked cars. 

Vane appeared beside me as if he had been measuring every 

syllable she spoke. 

“Well,” he said. “That was interesting.” 

“You know her?” 

“Not personally. But I know of her.” 

He took the envelope from my hand, smelled it, and his 

expression changed at once. 

“Same perfume,” he said. “Same as the one that killed Sir 

Aldous.” 

“Then she’s one of them?” 

“She belongs to Mann in one capacity or another. Courier, 

lover, hostage—possibly all three by turns. Our files give her 

one name only: Lena. She has surfaced at three other deaths in 

the last year.” 

“But she warned us.” 

“Yes.” 

“Why?” 

He looked at me sidelong. “That,” he said, “is suddenly a 

very important question.” 

We returned to Canary Wharf to set what Vane repeatedly 

called a trap and I repeatedly called lunacy. Yet once a man has 

crossed a certain line in a night’s work, the next absurdity 

often comes easier than the first. 
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He laid out the case more fully then. The organization 

around Dr. Mann called itself the Heptarchy—the Council of Seven. 

On paper it was everything a modern transnational syndicate might 

be expected to be: narcotics, trafficking, counterfeit 

pharmaceuticals, strategic corruption, laundering, real-estate 

fronts, port access. Underneath all that, Vane believed, it 

functioned as a shadow state—part criminal network, part covert 

science project, part ideological war machine. Seven seats; seven 

interests; one mind at the center coordinating them with the 

patience of a man who measured ambition in decades rather than 

quarters. 

“Mann founded it?” I asked. 

“He inherited pieces of older structures and reshaped them. 

Twenty years ago he was a name in journals, a prodigy with a 

laboratory and a future. He was running work no government would 

admit to funding and several were quietly paying for—the 

chemistry of human limits, how far a body might be pushed past 

the span and frailty nature assigns it. Then there was an 

accident. Officially fatal. A fire, a sealed wing, remains too 

damaged to identify. Unofficially, it was the most convenient 

death of the decade. He walked out of it with the research, and 

no flag has been able to claim him since. That is what makes him 

so difficult. He is not a country’s secret. He is no one’s. He 

answers to nothing but his own argument.” 

As he talked he built a false bed in my bedroom from pillows 

and duvet, placed the perfumed envelope on the nightstand, and 
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mounted a camera with infrared capability to catch whatever came 

to kill him. 

“You brought a cricket bat,” I said when he fetched it from 

behind my sofa. 

“I did.” 

“To a biological-weapon ambush.” 

“Bullets ricochet, make noise, and alarm the neighbours. The 

bat is more discreet.” 

I should record here that there are moments in a man’s life 

when reason attempts one final, dignified withdrawal. Mine 

occurred while helping Vane arrange my own bedding into a decoy 

so as to lure a genetically modified centipede toward it. After 

that, the night acquired the quality of a fever. 

We extinguished the lights and took up position behind the 

sofa, watching the bedroom monitor glow in night-vision green. 

The city outside murmured distantly through the glass. 1:14, said 

my phone. Vane sat utterly still, the cricket bat balanced across 

his knees. 

We spoke in whispers, as men do when waiting for violence. 

“Tell me about her,” I said at last. 

“Lena?” 

“Yes.” 

“My best assessment is that she is not in Mann’s service by 

choice. She may have been trafficked into it. She may have 

relatives under his control. Perhaps both.” 

“She has a conscience.” 

“So far.” 
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“She looked frightened.” 

“She also looked at you as if you were a man she preferred 

not to see murdered.” 

“You are sleep-deprived and inventing things.” 

“Almost certainly,” he murmured. “But that doesn’t mean I’m 

wrong.” 

A sound came from the roof. 

We heard it together and fell silent at once. 

At first only the faint movement of weight above us. Then 

footsteps. Then nothing. Then, on the monitor, a shadow passing 

over the bedroom window. 

Someone was outside. 

I remember my own pulse more than the rest of that minute. 

The cut of the screen. The pale movement of a gloved hand. The 

figure in black flowing through the window with a precision too 

practiced to be theatrical. He was dressed in tactical gear 

stripped of all identifying marks, face concealed, body moving 

with that compact economy one associates with men who are not 

merely trained but selected for obedience. 

He opened a small box. 

Even in the green wash of infrared I could see the thing 

inside gleam red. 

The centipede was larger than the specimen on Vane’s tablet. 

Eight inches at least, perhaps more, glossy, deliberate, 

horrible. The assassin gave a thin ultrasonic whistle and the 

creature altered direction obediently toward the perfumed 

envelope. 
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There are sights the mind refuses for an instant. That was 

one of them. 

Vane moved first. 

He burst from cover, struck the switch, flooded the room 

with light, and swung the bat in one swift arc. The centipede hit 

the wall with a wet, chitinous crack and ceased to exist in any 

meaningful sense. 

The assassin was already on us. 

I tackled him from behind and discovered immediately that 

enthusiasm and former training are not identical commodities. He 

threw me over his shoulder into the side of the bed. I landed 

badly, half blind from impact, and saw him draw a blade to finish 

what he had begun. Vane intercepted the strike with the cricket 

bat and the two men collided in a blur of force and movement. The 

assassin was faster than Vane expected. A kick took him off 

balance. The man made for the window. 

I caught his ankle. 

He kicked backward with extraordinary violence. My nose 

broke at once. I knew it because there was light, then blood, 

then the sudden peculiar clarity of pain. But it also checked his 

retreat long enough for Vane to recover and drive the bat into 

the man’s knee with a sound I can still hear. 

The assassin went down. Vane pinned him hard and demanded to 

know where Dr. Mann was. The man gave us one contemptuous look, 

bit down on something concealed in his cheek, and died before 

Vane could pry his jaw apart. 

“Cyanide,” Vane said. 
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I sat up with blood on my mouth and tissues in both nostrils 

and observed, with what I considered admirable restraint, that 

the evening had become ridiculous. 

The man’s inner wrist bore a single tattoo: a coiled serpent 

doubled back upon itself, seven loops in a tightening spiral. The 

Coil, Vane said. Mann’s inner hand. They take the mark when they 

stop being people and start being instruments. 

I collected fragments of the centipede into a specimen bag 

from my medical kit while the sirens approached through the city 

below. 

By the time Calder arrived my flat had become a crime scene. 

Clarke examined the remains of the creature under a microscope 

and had to concede, to her evident disgust and fascination, that 

the venom glands and surrounding tissues showed signs of 

deliberate genetic manipulation. Calder ceased treating Vane as a 

bureaucratic inconvenience sometime between that admission and 

the recovery of the burner phone from the dead assassin’s body. 

The phone contained a single message: Unit 7, Silvertown. 

“Trap,” I said. 

“Almost certainly,” Vane replied. 

“Then why go?” 

“Because men like Mann build their traps around truths. If 

he wants us there, it is because there is something there worth 

controlling.” 

That was the logic by which we set out before dawn with 

Calder, a tactical officer, and six armed men in unmarked 

vehicles bound east along the river into the old docklands. Fog 
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had rolled in off the Thames and settled among the warehouses 

like industrial breath. Unit 7 stood boarded and silent. 

Vane picked the lock himself. 

Inside there was almost nothing. A desk. A running laptop. 

The room otherwise stripped bare. 

What the computer showed us first was a recorded view of my 

own bedroom window from across the street. The ambush had been 

watched. Every movement. Every second. Then folders: photographs 

of Vane and me, dossiers, maps of London marked with names and 

addresses, target sets too numerous for me to absorb in that 

instant. 

Then a file labeled, with almost insulting simplicity, FOR 

VANE. 

We played it. 

That was the first time I saw Dr. Mann clearly. 

He was as Vane had described and yet more disturbing for 

being flesh rather than silhouette: tall, hairless, fine-boned in 

the face, eyes green enough to seem unnatural, mouth controlled 

to the edge of gentleness. His English was cultured and measured, 

his tone calm in the way certain surgeons are calm while 

discussing an amputation. He congratulated Vane on his 

persistence, suggested that persistence without wisdom was only 

stubbornness, informed him that the world was changing, and 

invited him to consider whether old loyalties and old borders 

were equal to the future he represented. 
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It is difficult to convey the effect of hearing a man 

threaten murder in a voice so rational that one almost expects to 

agree with him. 

The screen cut to a countdown. 

Vane shouted one word—run—and we obeyed with admirable 

unanimity. 

The laptop exploded behind us in a shaped blast that set the 

center of the warehouse alight. We reached the exterior as the 

first secondary charges took hold. Within seconds the whole 

structure had become an inferno. Any evidence Mann had wanted 

destroyed vanished in a column of fire and black smoke. 

Calder stood beside us on the wet ground as the first 

engines sounded in the distance. 

“There’ll be nothing left,” he said. 

“There was never meant to be,” Vane answered. 

I was staring at the flames when my phone vibrated again. 

He’s watching you. Always watching. Be careful. Please. —L 

Vane read it over my shoulder. “Lena.” 

“Why warn us twice?” 

“Because she has chosen a side emotionally if not 

operationally.” 

“You mean mine?” 

He looked at me with weary impatience. “I mean not Mann’s.” 

Daylight came to us without sleep. At the Royal London, in 

an IT room that smelled of overheated equipment and stale coffee, 

a hospital technician named Jason Waters committed what I am sure 

were several actionable offences by tracing the blocked messages 
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sent to my phone. He reduced them to a four-block radius in 

Mayfair. 

So we watched. 

If espionage has a natural enemy, it is tedium. We sat in a 

café long enough to become part of the furniture. Vane read 

streets and buildings the way other men read faces. I sketched 

doorways and tried not to think about blood drying on the collar 

of my shirt. 

By late afternoon she emerged from a luxury building 

carrying shopping bags, dressed so ordinarily that only a man 

already looking for her would have noticed the tension in her 

shoulders and the frequency with which she checked behind her. 

We followed her to Regent’s Park. 

It is strange how often terrible things begin in beautiful 

places. She sat on a bench by the lake beneath a soft, 

indifferent light that made the whole city seem benign. When we 

approached she neither ran nor feigned surprise. She simply 

looked tired. 

“You shouldn’t be here,” she said. 

“We need your help,” I told her. 

“No one can help.” 

Vane took the harder line. Why had she warned us? Why save 

us if she belonged to Mann? Her answer, when it came, was given 

not to him but to me. 

“Because I am tired of death,” she said. “Tired of being 

part of it.” 
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There are confessions whose force lies in the fact that they 

are spoken without ornament. This was one of them. 

She told us then what mattered most immediately: that Mann 

was planning something larger than the murders, something 

involving a meeting of the Heptarchy council in three days’ time, 

something accompanied by phrases she had overheard and feared—The 

Awakening. Phase Two. London burns. 

Why did she not simply tell us where? Because she did not 

know. Mann compartmentalized. He told her only what he must. He 

would take her with him when the time came. If she agreed to help 

us, it would be on one condition: that we save her younger sister 

first, a fourteen-year-old girl held overseas as collateral for 

Lena’s obedience. 

Vane promised. 

I do not know whether he had any right to promise. He did so 

anyway. 

Before she left I asked her real name. 

She smiled faintly, not because the question amused her but 

because it pained her. 

“The name I was given, I gave back a long time ago,” she 

said. “Call me Lena. It’s as true as anything else about me now.” 

Then she was gone again, and Vane, watching her depart, said 

the last thing in the world I wished at that moment to hear. 

“You believe her.” 

“Yes.” 

“So do I.” 
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That evening we sat opposite Graves of the Service in a safe 

house whose very furniture seemed designed to deny the existence 

of comfort. On the table lay the specimens, the photographs, the 

footage, the cumulative evidence of one grotesque night’s work. 

Graves was skeptical in the practised Whitehall fashion, but not 

stupid. He recognized a threat when one was carried into his room 

in labeled bags. 

“You’ll have your team,” he said at last. “Surveillance 

assets, extraction capability, conditional operational authority. 

But this remains off-book until Mann is in custody.” 

Vane agreed. 

Graves turned to me and said I was under no obligation to 

continue. 

I should have taken the offer. Any prudent man would have. 

But prudence had left the field hours before, and some more 

complicated instinct—professional, moral, perhaps merely 

personal—had taken its place. 

“I’m already involved,” I said. 

When Graves left, Vane and I sat alone in the safe house and 

stared at the evidence of what had become our next three days. 

“Did we just volunteer for a suicide mission?” I asked. 

“Probably.” 

“Brilliant.” 

What I did not know then, though I know it now, was that 

while we made our arrangements Dr. Mann stood in a hidden 

laboratory before a wall of surveillance screens watching us 

leave the facility. He had already learned of Lena’s contact with 
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us. He had no intention of stopping her. On the contrary, he 

intended to use her betrayal as one more vector of control. 

That was how he operated. He did not merely punish 

disloyalty. He harvested it. 

When Vane and I returned once more to my flat, now repaired 

and scrubbed of the immediate signs of attack, it no longer felt 

entirely mine. The broken nose throbbed. The rooms smelled 

faintly of cleaning product over smoke and insect ichor. Vane 

emerged from the bedroom with two bags and announced that I was 

not to spend another night there until the matter was over. 

I agreed without argument. 

My phone buzzed. 

Thank you for listening. For believing me. Be safe. —L 

I replied: You too. 

Vane saw it happen. 

“You like her,” he said. 

“I feel sorry for her. There’s a difference.” 

“Is there?” 

“She’s a victim.” 

“Yes,” he said. “And if we move fast enough, she may remain 

one.” 

We gathered our things and left together. 

London spread beneath us in hard lights and long dark seams, 

magnificent and indifferent. Somewhere in that city a man with 

green eyes and a genius for murder was arranging his next move. 

Somewhere else a woman called Lena was gambling her life and her 

sister’s on two men she had no reason to trust except 
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desperation. And somewhere in the middle of it all, against every 

sensible instinct I possessed, I had stepped back into the old 

current from which I had once believed myself safely removed. 

That was how the matter began for me: not with heroism, 

still less with certainty, but with an evening shift, a message 

from a blocked number, and the realization that the world had 

become larger, stranger, and more dangerous than I had been 

permitting myself to remember. 

Within three days, Vane had said, there would be war. 

For once, he was understating the case. 
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Chapter Two 

“Leverage” 

 

Two days after Sir Aldous Frayne died with that small, 

ominous mark upon his flesh, London went on behaving as though 

London had never heard of secret empires, perfumed death, or men 

who bred venom as other men bred roses. The city was full of 

buses, cranes, late trains, delivery scooters, office towers lit 

long after dark, and citizens who believed themselves 

inconvenienced by weather rather than threatened by history. It 

is one of the strengths of civilized places that they continue. 

It is also one of their weaknesses. 

I woke in the safe house with the stale taste of bad sleep 

and institutional coffee in my mouth. For a second I did not know 

where I was. The room was too spare, too square, too military in 

its arrangements to belong to any life I had built for myself. 

Then the events of the previous forty-eight hours reassembled in 

order: Vane’s return from Burma; Dr. Mann’s name spoken aloud in 

my flat like an old curse; the death of Sir Aldous; the assassin 

in the corridor; Lena’s warning; the video message in which Mann 

had threatened London with the composure of a lecturer discussing 

weather systems. 

My phone had been buzzing before I fully opened my eyes. 

When I looked at it I found a message from Lena, sent in the deep 

small hours that belong equally to hospitals, criminals, and the 

sleepless. She wrote that she could not rest; that she had heard 

Mann speaking on the telephone; that something was planned at the 
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docks. She asked whether I was safe. I answered that I was and 

asked whether she was. The response came at once, as though she 

had been sitting upright in darkness with the phone in her hand. 

As safe as I can be, she wrote. Be careful. 

I forwarded the message to Vane before I had even dressed. 

By the time I entered the operations room he was already bent 

over maps with Graves and three analysts whose faces had taken on 

that peculiar pallor produced by fluorescent light, too many 

screens, and not enough sleep. Coffee cups stood among the 

electronics like spent shell casings. A large digital map of 

London glowed on the far wall, scattered with pins marking shell 

companies, rented flats, warehouses, and addresses tied in one 

way or another to Mann’s network. 

Graves was saying that the pattern still made no sense. 

“They’re too scattered,” he said. 

“They are only scattered if you assume the properties matter 

in themselves,” said Claire, one of the analysts, and overlaid 

another map on the first. This one showed infrastructure: water 

treatment facilities, gas distribution points, communications 

hubs, substations, rail nodes. Suddenly the red pins ceased to 

look random. They clustered around pressure points. 

Vane leaned closer. “Not houses,” he murmured. “Leverage.” 

I showed him Lena’s message. He read it once, then again, 

his expression tightening rather than changing. Graves thought it 

might be a trap. I said it might also be the truth. That was the 

trouble with Lena from the first moment: truth and danger arrived 

together in her wake and were not easily separated. 
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Marcus, another analyst, pulled up shipping records from the 

past forty-eight hours. Seventeen vessels had come in from 

overseas ports. Twelve had cleared without incident. Five had 

been flagged. One, a container ship called the Lacuna, had logged 

a systems failure during customs inspection at Tilbury in the 

middle of the night. Two officers had later been found 

unconscious with no reliable memory of how they had come to be 

lying on steel decking beside an open refrigerated unit. Carbon 

monoxide had been suggested. It was a foolish explanation, and 

the sort of explanation officialdom most loves: the kind that 

requires no imagination. 

“Importer?” Vane asked. 

Marcus traced it through a newly registered company, then 

through another, then into the Caymans, and then nowhere one 

could prosecute. The delivery address, however, was useful. 

Silvertown. 

At the name we all looked up. Silvertown had already drifted 

through our inquiries like a dirty refrain. Old dockland 

associations lingered there in legend long after the trade had 

moved on; docks, warehouses, narrow streets, forgotten basements, 

shuttered shops, back entrances, and rooms with no reason to 

exist except concealment still made it useful to men of certain 

habits. Vane tapped the map with one finger. 

“That’s where we go,” he said. 

Graves disliked it at once. Official channels would prefer 

warrants, police coordination, armed teams in visible numbers, 

and perhaps several hours of deliberation spread among men in 
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better suits than sense. Vane rejected all that. A loud move 

would spook the network, destroy evidence, and send anyone 

valuable underground. We would go quietly, see what could be 

seen, and, if luck or Providence allowed, identify where the next 

council meeting of the Heptarchy might be held. 

Then came the armory. 

I had not expected to stand in such a room again except 

perhaps as a doctor summoned after the fact. Yet there I was 

while a taciturn tactical officer passed out earpieces, encrypted 

communicators, small body cameras disguised as common phones, and 

trackers meant to go in our shoes. He asked whether I had handled 

weapons before. I said that I had, though not recently, and he 

put a Glock in my hand with the seriousness of a priest granting 

an unpopular sacrament. 

I told him I was a physician. He replied that so, in his 

fashion, was Dr. Mann. 

That silenced me. I checked the weapon by instinct more than 

willingness. Old muscle memory survives in the body long after 

morality has arranged itself differently in the mind. Vane took a 

concealed knife without comment. Then the officer produced one 

last precaution: a small sealed pill. 

“In case you’re captured,” he said. 

I looked at him. “Cyanide?” 

He gave me the bland look of a man who had learned never to 

answer questions more directly than necessary. Vane did not take 

the pill immediately, but neither did he protest its inclusion. 

He merely put it away. That, more than the weapon, brought home 
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the scale of the business into which I had stumbled. These were 

not men planning an arrest. They were men planning for the 

possibility of torture. 

I had not held a sidearm with intent in a great many years, 

and the weight of it in that quiet room did something to me I did 

not welcome. There is a self a soldier builds in order to 

survive, a competent and slightly deadened self that takes 

weapons as tools and danger as weather, and I had spent the 

better part of a decade persuading myself that I had retired him. 

He had not retired. He had merely been waiting, with a patience I 

found more disturbing than any nightmare, for someone to issue 

him equipment again. As I checked the pistol—the old motions 

returning to my hands before my mind had consented to them—I 

understood that the line I imagined I had drawn between the 

doctor I had become and the soldier I had been was not a wall but 

a curtain, and that a sufficiently bad night could draw it back 

in an instant. I did not like what stood behind it. I liked less 

how readily it stepped forward when called. 

We went to Silvertown in a surveillance van so anonymous 

that one might have overlooked it outside a supermarket. Through 

the smoked windscreen the district looked at first ordinary 

enough: delivery lorries, men with takeaway coffee, a bicycle 

courier cursing traffic, gulls circling over the river haze. Yet 

once one had been told where to look, the place acquired another 

face. Vane showed me the warehouse tied to the Lacuna’s shipment. 

A row of cheap shops opposite gave a better vantage than the van. 

We crossed over separately so as not to seem together and took up 
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our places in a corner shop so narrow it appeared to have been 

designed by someone hostile to human shoulders. 

From behind a rack of crisps and bottled water we watched 

the street through a dirt-filmed pane. The warehouse itself 

looked dead enough, roller door down, no visible signage beyond 

the sort of peeling industrial lettering that accumulates on 

London brick. But the life about it was wrong. Deliveries came 

too often and never stayed long. Men arrived who did not belong 

to the district and left by different routes. One van bore 

pharmaceutical markings. Another might have served a florist, 

save that the driver moved like a soldier and kept touching the 

right side of his coat. Across the road a woman with a pram 

paused twice in twenty minutes in precisely the same place and 

never once looked down at the child. Watchers watching watchers: 

the old arithmetic of clandestine work. 

At half past two a slight disturbance passed through the 

street without any visible cause. Vane felt it before I did. 

“Something’s changed,” he said. 

The roller door lifted just high enough to admit a black 

SUV. I caught only a glimpse of interior light and movement 

before it descended again. A minute later a side entrance opened, 

and Lena came out. 

Even now I remember the shock of it. Until that instant she 

had been for me a fugitive, a witness, a haunted woman whose 

beauty had become inseparable from danger. To see her in 

daylight, dressed plainly, head uncovered, moving with that 

quick, controlled grace of hers through a London pavement crowded 
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by tradesmen and schoolchildren, was to feel the whole situation 

tighten around my heart. She did not look toward the shop. She 

crossed the road as if to run an errand, bought something I could 

not see from a kiosk farther down, and continued on. 

“She’s making a dead drop or checking a tail,” Vane 

murmured. “Or she knows we’re here.” 

“Then let me talk to her.” 

“No.” 

I was already moving. 

There are moments in which reason keeps up with a man and 

moments in which it arrives behind him panting. This was the 

latter kind. I crossed the street and caught up with her near the 

mouth of an alley where the shadows from the buildings met the 

afternoon haze from the river. She heard me before I spoke. Her 

body altered almost imperceptibly; not alarmed, exactly, but 

prepared. 

“Kara.” 

She turned. For a second the guarded expression in her face 

broke and something almost like relief appeared. Then it was 

gone. 

“You shouldn’t be here,” she said. 

“You sent the message.” 

“I sent it so you could be careful, not so you could come 

yourself.” 

“Then tell me what is happening.” 

She looked past me, gauging distances, windows, doorways, 

and the passing of strangers with the speed of one long trained 
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to map danger. “Mann moved a shipment through the docks last 

night. People, equipment, weapons. More than that, I don’t know.” 

“You know enough to be frightened.” 

“I am always frightened.” 

The simplicity of that struck me harder than any melodrama 

would have done. She asked where Vane was. I said close. A faint 

shadow of irritation touched her mouth. 

“Of course he is. He trusts no one.” 

“He has reasons.” 

“So do I.” 

I asked what Phase Two meant. At the name her face changed. 

It was not merely fear now but memory. “London burns,” she said 

softly. “That is what I heard. But with Mann there are always 

layers. He enjoys having three meanings when one would do.” 

Before I could press her further she saw something over my 

shoulder that made her eyes sharpen. “You’re being watched,” she 

said. “Not by me.” 

I turned and saw only pedestrians. When I looked back she 

had already stepped away from me. She did not run. Running 

attracts the sort of attention she had survived by avoiding. She 

moved fast without seeming hurried, merged with a cluster of 

office workers, and was gone round the corner before I could 

follow without looking absurd. I might have gone after her still 

if Vane had not appeared at my side at once and gripped my elbow 

hard enough to announce his disapproval without speech. 

“You could have gotten her killed,” he said. 

“Or gotten information.” 
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“You got a little of both.” 

His earpiece crackled. Graves had seen movement at the 

warehouse. The black SUV was leaving. Vane decided in that 

instant: I was to follow Lena’s route as far as the Tube station 

in case she made another contact, while he stayed on the 

warehouse and coordinated with surveillance. I objected. He 

ignored it. That, too, was our pattern from the outset. 

So I went down into the station with the city’s underground 

breath blowing hot and metallic through tiled passages. I saw her 

once more on the far platform, standing near an advertising panel 

for a luxury watch, her face composed, one gloved hand on the 

strap of her bag. She did not look at me directly, but as the 

train roared in she let a folded scrap of paper fall from her 

hand with such casual perfection that anyone else would have 

thought it accident. Then she boarded. By the time I reached the 

paper the doors had already closed. 

The note contained an address in Silvertown, a time, and two 

words beneath: Council tonight. 

I brought it back to the van as though carrying a lit fuse. 

Vane read it and said nothing for several seconds. Then he handed 

it to Graves over the secure line and began asking for every 

scrap of information we had on the address: ownership, utilities, 

historical use, neighboring structures, roof access, sewers, fire 

exits, CCTV, police callouts, and telecommunications traffic 

within a half-mile radius. The building turned out to be listed 

as a defunct import office with a sub-basement and adjoining 

warehouse space that had changed hands through three shell 
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companies in eighteen months. Power consumption had spiked 

irregularly over the past week. There were no working council 

records for occupancy. In London, that alone is often proof of 

occupancy. 

By evening the safe house had taken on the quality of a 

stage set waiting for violence. Claire and Marcus built digital 

models of the building from planning records and satellite 

imagery. Graves moved between rooms making arrangements with men 

who spoke in clipped acronyms and arrived carrying cases they 

never opened in front of me. Vane disappeared into a secure 

communications room to speak with Whitehall, emerged looking 

angrier than before, and announced that no official raid would be 

sanctioned until more evidence existed. He said this as one might 

report that rain had been observed in the Atlantic. We all 

understood what it meant: we would proceed unofficially. 

At seven that evening the communications room was used 

again, this time for a call from one of the people who still 

moved around the edges of Mann’s network without fully belonging 

to it. The voice was digitally altered beyond recognition, but 

the substance was clear. There would indeed be a gathering. 

Several council representatives would attend remotely; others in 

person. Mann himself was expected before midnight. The purpose 

was to confirm Phase Two. 

“Can you tell us where in the building?” Vane asked. 

A pause, then: “Laboratory below warehouse. Access through 

service corridor and roof vent. Heavy internal security. Coil 

men. Drones.” 
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“Why help us?” 

Another pause. “Because even monsters can become too 

ambitious.” 

The line died. 

Once more the armory; once more the ugly matter of 

equipment. This time I refused the pill, and Vane, after looking 

at me for a long moment, said nothing and pocketed it himself. He 

had the look of a man carrying too many futures in his head and 

disliking all of them. Before we moved, I went back to the room 

assigned to me and sat on the edge of the narrow bed trying 

without success to slow my mind. 

It was there that Lena found me, though I had not heard her 

enter the safe house. 

How Vane had arranged it I do not know. Perhaps she had come 

of her own accord. Perhaps she had been brought under guard. In 

memory she appears simply in the doorway, wearing the same dark 

coat, her face colorless with fatigue and purpose. 

“I had to see you before you went,” she said. 

I asked whether she was safe. She gave me a look in which 

tenderness and impatience were mixed. “No. But safer here than 

there.” 

She told me more in those few minutes than she had told me 

in all our earlier encounters. The shipment at Tilbury had not 

merely brought equipment. It had brought specialists, trafficked 

laborers, narcotics stock, and military drones adapted for covert 

use in urban environments. Mann intended to place assets near 

critical infrastructure across London—not necessarily to attack 
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at once, but to create the capability for synchronized 

disruption. Water treatment, gas lines, communications towers, 

financial systems: all could be threatened at once, if not 

destroyed. The point, she said, was not simple spectacle. Mann 

wanted leverage over governments, institutions, and markets. He 

wanted proof that his reach extended from jungle laboratories to 

the operating systems of Western power. 

“And the council?” I asked. 

“They are frightened of him,” she said. “Even when they 

think they are using him.” 

“Are you frightened of him still?” 

Her mouth trembled once and steadied. “Yes.” 

Then, after a silence: “And of what he made me do.” 

I told her that whatever she had done, he had done it 

through terror and coercion. She shook her head. “That is a 

comfort good men offer because they do not know what survival can 

ask. I am grateful for it. But gratitude is not always belief.” 

I should perhaps not have touched her then. It was 

tactically unwise, emotionally worse, and entirely inevitable. 

When I took her hand it was icy. She closed her fingers round 

mine as though she had forgotten for a moment how not to reach 

back. There are entire romances built out of less than that. 

I should have sent her away. Any sensible officer would 

have; any sensible physician, certainly. She was, by Vane’s own 

files, a person whose presence among us was at best a 

complication and at worst a designed one. But sense had become, 

by that hour, a faculty I exercised only in retrospect, and when 
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she closed her cold fingers around mine I found that I had 

stopped weighing her against the operation and begun, helplessly, 

to weigh the operation against her. I knew the danger of it. I 

had watched the same arithmetic destroy better men in the field, 

men who lost their judgment to a face and then lost more than 

judgment. And I did it anyway, with my eyes open, which is the 

only honest way such things are ever done. 

“Come back,” she said. 

“I mean to.” 

“No,” she said. “Do not answer like Vane. Promise me like a 

man.” 

So I promised. 

We moved on the warehouse shortly before eleven. 

Silvertown at night is a different country from Silvertown 

by day. The district seems to fold in on itself. Streets narrow; 

reflections from the river multiply the darkness instead of 

diminishing it; the glass towers farther west stare down like 

indifferent planets while, below them, the older brick makes a 

black geometry of alleys, loading bays, fenced yards, and blank 

walls. Our vehicles went only so far as they had to. After that 

we proceeded on foot. 

The building that held the laboratory had no external sign 

of life. The front entrance was shuttered. Windows on the upper 

floors were dark. Yet the thermal drones showed heat signatures 

in the substructure, and the radio intercepts from our 

surveillance team confirmed encrypted short-range chatter among 

internal security. 
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The plan, if such things deserve the name, was divided among 

three entry routes. One team would take roof access. Another 

would be prepared at a side service corridor. Vane and I, with 

two tactical officers, were to go in through a maintenance stair 

and ventilation shaft identified by the informant. Vane insisted 

I remain in the stairwell once contact began. I agreed, with the 

mental reservation of every civilian who has already ceased to be 

one. 

We reached the roof by way of an adjoining building, crossed 

a narrow gap slick with damp, and descended into darkness that 

smelled of rust, dust, and old machine oil. Every sound became 

disproportionate. A boot against metal was a cathedral bell. 

Breath inside the respirator mask seemed indecently loud. 

Somewhere below, through the ductwork, I heard voices in more 

than one language and the faint electronic hum of equipment 

expensive enough to be illegal in most jurisdictions. 

At a grated opening Vane looked down into the laboratory 

proper. 

It was larger than any of us had expected. The whole sub-

basement had been converted: benches, containment units, drone 

parts, stacked crates, glowing monitors, suspended maps, 

refrigeration cabinets, medical rigs, and armed men moving 

between them with disciplined haste. Along one wall stood several 

of the trafficked laborers from the docks, pale in the blue-white 

light, watched by guards. At the center of the room a long table 

had been arranged with screens for remote participants. On the 
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primary display a series of faces flickered in and out behind 

encryption distortion. The council, or enough of it to matter. 

I had imagined, before I saw it, that such a council would 

have the look of conspiracy—hooded figures, low light, the 

theatre of secrecy. The reality was more chilling for being so 

banal. The faces on those screens, distorted as they were, 

conferred with the brisk impatience of a board reviewing 

quarterly figures, and the human beings standing along the wall 

in the blue light were, to them, precisely that: figures, line 

items, a labor cost to be optimized. I had treated the victims of 

organized cruelty before, but I had never until that moment 

watched cruelty conduct its business meeting, and the sight cured 

me permanently of the comforting belief that great evil must 

announce itself as evil. It does not. It wears a headset and asks 

whether the schedule can be advanced. 

And there was Mann. 

He stood at the head of the table in a dark coat, hairless 

skull reflecting the laboratory light, his cat-green eyes seeming 

almost luminous even at that distance. I have known charismatic 

men, physicians, colonels, politicians, and one or two actors, 

but I have never seen anyone command a room quite as Dr. Mann did 

merely by standing in it. He did not need volume. He carried 

authority the way some men carry scent. 

We listened while he spoke of readiness, placements, 

contingencies, and retaliatory capacity. He did not rant. He 

reasoned. That made it worse. He described the city as a living 

organism whose arteries, nerves, and respiration could be 
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manipulated by those who understood its hidden systems better 

than its governors did. He spoke of infrastructure as an 

instrument of political correction. One remote councilor argued 

for delay. Mann overruled him with such cold elegance that, had 

the matter been less monstrous, one might almost have admired the 

performance. 

Then alarms started. 

To this day I do not know whether one of our teams was seen, 

whether a sensor tripped, or whether Mann had expected us from 

the first and allowed events to ripen to his advantage. The 

laboratory lights shifted to red. A siren pulsed once, twice, 

then steadied. Coil men moved at once to defensive positions. The 

laborers were driven to the floor. On the screens the remote 

councilors vanished one by one. Mann looked not surprised but 

interested. 

The tactical charges went off almost simultaneously at the 

service corridor and the lower side entrance. Vane cursed, not 

because the breach had happened, but because it had happened 

seconds ahead of his signal. We dropped through the vent line 

into a steel-walled service passage and the night ceased to have 

narrative order. There are actions one remembers as sequence and 

actions one remembers as fragments. This belonged to the latter 

category: muzzle flashes; shouts in two languages; the crash of a 

drone against concrete; a body falling where I had not seen the 

blow that sent it there; Vane firing with a precision so 

economical it seemed less violence than calculation. 
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A man came through the smoke at me from a side door, and 

only old training made me raise the pistol in time. I fired once. 

He went down and kept moving. I fired again. He stopped. I 

remember thinking, absurdly, that I must later determine where I 

had hit him and whether he might still be saved. Then another 

officer shoved past me toward the laboratory and the opportunity 

for medicine vanished beneath the necessity of not dying. 

We reached the main room to find it already breaking apart. 

One drone had been shot out of the air; another whined overhead 

and burst against a lighting rig, showering sparks. Two Coil men 

were down near the central table. One of the trafficked workers, 

in the confusion, had run and been clubbed to the floor by a 

guard. Vane went after the guard with a fury I had not yet seen 

from him. Graves’ team came through the side breach. For perhaps 

twenty seconds it seemed possible that we might secure the whole 

room. 

Then Mann escaped. 

He did not flee in panic. He withdrew. There is a 

difference. A smoke canister rolled across the floor. Lights died 

in one section while emergency strips blazed in another. Security 

shutters slammed down between compartments. Over the internal 

speakers came Mann’s voice, perfectly calm, congratulating us on 

our courage and regretting our timing. By the time we forced the 

next barrier he was no longer in the laboratory but aboard an 

armored vehicle exiting by a ramp none of our plans had shown. 

I saw him through a narrowing gap as the vehicle moved. He 

sat in the rear compartment, lit briefly by dashboard glow, and 
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though bullets struck the armor and one tire spat sparks against 

concrete, he looked directly toward us with an expression not of 

triumph exactly, but of acknowledgment. Then the vehicle was 

gone. 

We recovered what we could: equipment, hard drives, drone 

schematics, partial lists of infrastructure targets, four 

prisoners from the labor shipment who were too frightened to 

trust us, and one man who, after a long interval, began to speak. 

We also recovered evidence of something worse: enough technical 

planning to show that Phase Two was real, scalable, and very near 

execution. Mann had lost a laboratory, some stock, and several 

men. He had not lost the initiative. 

By the time we returned to the safe house the hour was 

indecent and everyone smelled of smoke, cordite, and fatigue. 

Graves took statements. Claire and Marcus tore into the seized 

data. One of the tactical officers had a shoulder wound. Another 

had lost two fingers. I had blood on my sleeve that was not mine 

and could not remember when it had gotten there. 

Vane stood in the operations room before the illuminated map 

while new markers appeared one by one. Sites near the river. A 

water facility. A gas node. A communications exchange. A drone-

launch possibility east of the City. He looked as if he had been 

carved from the same sleepless material as the building. 

“Well?” I said. 

“Well,” he answered, “London does not burn tonight.” 

It is a strange condition, to have saved a city that will 

never know it stood in danger. The newspapers the next morning 
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carried, as I have said, a small and erroneous item about a 

warehouse fire; the millions who had slept above the threat slept 

on, and woke, and complained about their trains, and were right 

to. I have come to regard that ignorance not as ingratitude but 

as the very thing we had been defending—the ordinary, 

unremarkable, magnificent obliviousness of people permitted to 

worry about small matters because larger ones are being held off, 

in the dark, by hands they will never see. It is a thankless 

office, and the men who hold it tend to grow bitter or grandiose 

in roughly equal numbers. Vane was neither. He simply looked at 

the map of his unburned city, said what he had said, and began, 

without pause, to think about tomorrow. 

“And tomorrow?” 

He did not answer at once. That was answer enough. 

Later, near dawn, when the machinery of analysis still 

hummed through the house and no one in it had properly slept, I 

found Lena in the small room where they had hidden her. She rose 

when I entered. Neither of us spoke at first. She saw at once 

that I had come back alive, and something in her shoulders gave 

way—not weakness, exactly, but the surrender of a vigil. 

“He got away,” I said. 

“I know,” she replied. “Men like him do. Until they don’t.” 

I told her what we had found. She listened without 

interruption, then said that what frightened her most was not the 

scale of the plan but the patience behind it. Mann had always 

believed in making the world feel a threat before one acted. Fear 
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softened institutions. Panic forced errors. Sometimes a credible 

promise of destruction was more useful than destruction itself. 

“You still speak of him as though you hear his lessons,” I 

said. 

“I do hear them,” she said. “That is what surviving him 

means.” 

She stepped toward me then and touched the sleeve where the 

blood had dried. “This isn’t yours?” 

“No.” 

“You’re shaking.” 

Only when she said it did I realize that I was. Not 

violently, not in any theatrical fashion, but with the delayed 

fine tremor the body permits itself after the demand for 

composure has passed. She took my hands between both of hers 

until the shaking eased. 

Outside the first gray of morning had begun to collect over 

London. The city, temporarily spared, was waking toward buses, 

market deliveries, office lights, and school runs, with no sense 

at all of how close it stood to a hidden architecture of coercion 

assembled around it in basements and dockyards and encrypted 

rooms. That, I thought, was perhaps civilization itself: a vast 

daily confidence maintained by those who never saw how often it 

had to be defended in secret. 

“Kara,” I said, “if he comes for you again—” 

“He will.” 

“Then we stop him.” 
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She looked at me with an expression I did not yet know how 

to read. “You still think in singulars, David. Mann is not only a 

man. He is a system. A method. A contagion of will.” 

“Then we stop that.” 

At this she almost smiled, though sorrow lay behind it. 

“Perhaps. But not quickly.” 

The sun was not yet up. Vane was somewhere in the house 

building the next move. Graves was doubtless telephoning men who 

would insist upon procedure while standing at a safe distance 

from consequence. On the screens in the operations room, London 

remained marked with threat points like an anatomical diagram of 

coming pain. And beneath all of it, moving still through channels 

we had only begun to trace, was Dr. Mann. 

That morning, though I did not admit it even to myself, I 

understood that my life had already shifted beyond retrieval. I 

had crossed too many thresholds in too few days: from doctor to 

witness, from witness to participant, from participant to the 

sort of man who followed a dangerous woman into Tube stations and 

descended armed through ventilation shafts beneath Silvertown. I 

had not chosen any of it in a single decision. That is rarely how 

such things happen. One chooses only the next necessary act, and 

afterwards discovers that a different self has been made from the 

sum of them. 

Not long after that, Graves called us all back into the 

operations room for a preliminary review. He had the dry, taut 

manner of a man who knew that every fact he delivered narrowed 

the margin between ordinary governance and emergency powers. The 
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drives seized from the laboratory were already yielding encrypted 

fragments. Claire, who had not removed her headset in hours, 

brought up one screen after another showing drone telemetry, 

logistics chains, and simulation models for distributed 

disruption. Marcus had isolated a series of map overlays 

indicating not merely targets but sequences. It was not enough 

for Mann to strike one utility and watch the panic spread. He 

intended synchronization. A water scare to provoke hospitals into 

emergency protocols. Communications interference to slow 

response. Drone activity over the financial district to trigger 

rumor and market instability. He had designed fear as a systems 

cascade. 

“Can he do all of it?” I asked. 

Vane answered before anyone else could. “Not all at once. 

Not yet.” 

The word yet hung in the room like bad weather. 

Graves agreed. The laboratory we had raided was not the 

whole apparatus. It was a node—important, costly, and difficult 

to replace, but still only one node in a wider structure. Several 

names tied to shell firms had already gone dark. Phones had been 

discarded. Vans were abandoned in side streets. Temporary flats 

were being cleared by the hour. We had bloodied Mann’s hand; we 

had not broken the arm. 

One of the rescued men at last agreed to speak more freely, 

though only through a translator and only after being reassured 

so many times that reassurance itself began to sound like a 

threat. He had been taken far from home on the promise of 
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construction work, moved through a holding site abroad, and then 

shipped with others in a compartment behind legitimate cargo. 

Some had technical skills. Some did not. Their usefulness, he 

said, was determined on arrival. Those with chemistry or 

engineering backgrounds were separated. The rest were put to 

packaging narcotics, assembling drone housings, cleaning, moving 

crates, or whatever the supervisors required. If they disobeyed, 

they were shown recordings of punishments inflicted elsewhere. If 

they obeyed, they were fed and told compliance might someday 

purchase freedom. 

Lena listened to this part with a stillness that was more 

eloquent than speech. She had lived inside the machinery; none of 

it surprised her. What distressed her, I think, was hearing it 

described from the perspective of one who had entered the 

nightmare without any romantic illusions about it at all. 

After the briefing Vane took me aside in the corridor and 

asked, with the awkwardness of a man not practiced in such 

questions, whether I was fit to continue. I nearly laughed. 

Fitness had ceased to be a clear category. I was exhausted, 

morally compromised, carrying the shock of having fired at a man 

in close quarters, and unable to imagine walking calmly back into 

the old rhythm of casualty charts and polite conversations in 

hospital lifts. Yet I answered that I was fit enough. 

“Good,” he said. 

“That was not a comforting question.” 

“It was not intended to be.” 

He hesitated, then added, “You did well tonight.” 



 GAEL / The Cinnabar Mark / 52 

Praise from Vane was rarer than kindness from weather. I 

found that I valued it against my better judgment. 

I did not sleep at all that morning. Instead I cleaned the 

pistol with hands that had finally stopped trembling, washed 

smoke from my face in a basin that smelled faintly of bleach, and 

sat by the narrow window in my room while London brightened from 

ash-gray to silver and then to the pallid daylight that reveals 

every building flaw and every moral compromise. At some point 

Lena knocked softly and came in carrying two cups of coffee. She 

handed me one and sat in the chair opposite the bed as though we 

had performed this domestic act a hundred times in some other 

gentler life. 

“You should try to rest,” she said. 

“So should you.” 

“I don’t know how.” 

“Nor do I.” 

For a little while we drank in silence. Then she told me, in 

fragments rather than full confession, about the first time she 

had understood what Mann truly was. It had not been during a 

murder or a threat. It had been during an argument about orchids. 

He had spoken with great tenderness about cultivation, 

hybridization, patience, and beauty; then, without changing tone, 

explained how scent could be used as a delivery system for death 

and how certain poisons were all the more effective for being 

associated in the victim’s mind with pleasure. The horror, she 

said, had lain not in his cruelty alone but in the elegance of 
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the logic. He liked to abolish the distance between refinement 

and atrocity. 

“When men like him speak gently,” she said, “that is often 

when they are most dangerous.” 

I asked why she had stayed alive as long as she had. It was 

a foolish question, though not an uncommon one. She considered me 

for a moment before answering. 

“Because every day I told myself one more day would produce 

an opening,” she said. “And because terror is easier to endure 

than hopelessness if you pretend it is temporary. Also because my 

sister was alive. For her I could endure almost any degradation, 

provided I believed it was purchasing time.” 

“Do you still believe that?” 

“No,” she said. “Now I believe time has run out for too many 

people already.” 

By then the house was fully awake again. Orders were going 

out. Reports were being written in language designed to make 

unofficial action sound regrettably necessary in hindsight. 

Somewhere a minister would soon be told only enough of the truth 

to remain deniable. Somewhere else Mann would be adapting, 

redistributing, pruning his losses, and preparing the next move. 

It occurred to me then with unwelcome clarity that what bound men 

like Vane and Mann together, despite all apparent opposition, was 

their native understanding that modern states and modern criminal 

empires increasingly resembled one another in method: data, 

logistics, compartmentalization, plausible deniability, selective 
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force. The difference lay in declared purpose. The machinery 

itself was distressingly similar. 

When Lena rose to leave, she paused by the door and looked 

back at me. 

“You promised,” she said. 

“Yes.” 

“In my experience,” she said, “men promise women survival 

when what they really mean is intention.” 

“I meant survival.” 

She studied me for another heartbeat, then inclined her head 

as if the matter could stand pending evidence. After she had gone 

I sat alone with the cooling coffee and understood, though I 

would not have admitted it aloud, that I had begun to care for 

her in a manner incompatible with prudence. It was precisely the 

wrong time for such a development, which perhaps is why it 

happened then. Catastrophe has always been an efficient 

accelerant of feeling. 

By eight o’clock the first newspapers were already carrying 

small items about a police operation in Silvertown, though they 

mischaracterized it as a narcotics seizure and warehouse fire. No 

mention was made of the Heptarchy, of trafficked specialists, of 

drone warfare, or of the possibility that a brilliant biologist 

with a private army had just attempted to position himself for 

leverage over the civic anatomy of London. The public, having 

been spared the truth, would call that ignorance peace. Perhaps 

for one morning it was. 
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Chapter Three 

“Phase Two” 

 

By the time the third morning of my acquaintance with Vane 

began, fatigue had become less a bodily sensation than a change 

in the nature of reality itself. The world did not appear dimmer 

to me; it appeared over-defined. Edges were too sharp. The 

ticking of a cheap wall clock in the hospital corridor seemed to 

strike each second like a hammer against the skull. A cup set 

down upon a tray sounded like a pistol shot. Men and women 

crossed my field of vision with the jerking significance of 

figures in a dream. I had slept in fragments only, and when I 

rose from the narrow couch in the room assigned to me at the safe 

house, I had the disagreeable impression that I had not so much 

awakened as resumed consciousness in the middle of an unfinished 

sentence. 

Outside, dawn had not yet fully committed itself to London. 

The city lay under that grey half-light which makes every 

building seem at once provisional and ancient. In the room next 

to mine some analyst or police liaison was speaking in a low 

urgent voice into a secure telephone. Farther along the corridor 

a kettle hissed. Someone laughed once, briefly, with the brittle 

edge of a man who had gone too long without sleep. The house 

itself, an ordinary-looking terrace commandeered for 

extraordinary purposes, had been transformed overnight into 

something between a military operations room and a fever ward. 

Cables ran where rugs ought to have been. Maps had supplanted 
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family pictures. Every horizontal surface supported coffee cups, 

laptops, folders, chargers, sidearms, or all of them together. 

It was not there, however, that my thoughts first settled. 

They went at once to Lena. 

She had survived the river, the cold, Mann's vengeance, and 

what I suspected were years of disciplined terror; but survival 

is not recovery, and I was enough of a physician to know that one 

does not emerge from captivity as one emerges from a rainstorm 

merely damp and inconvenienced. The body may be warmed. The 

bruises may fade. But fear, properly cultivated, remains like 

poison in the blood. I had seen that before in soldiers, 

civilians, children, and in myself. Because of that, and because 

by then I had ceased pretending that my concern for her was 

wholly disinterested, I took two coffees from the kitchen and 

returned to the Royal London before most of the city had sat down 

to breakfast. 

I found her awake. 

The room smelled of antiseptic, linen, weak heat, and the 

terrible oversweetness of hospital flowers sent by people who 

wish to be kind and only succeed in reminding one that one is 

ill. She lay propped slightly upon the pillows, her bandaged arm 

above the blanket, the bruising at her temple yellowing now at 

the edges. Even thus diminished by exhaustion and medical 

apparatus, she possessed that quality which had struck me from 

the first: not beauty alone, though she had that in abundance, 

but a kind of held-in radiance, as though all the force of her 
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nature had been compressed by circumstance rather than destroyed 

by it. 

“You're up,” I said, setting one cup upon the tray beside 

her bed. 

She turned her head toward me, and the effort of smiling 

seemed to cost her more than she wished me to see. “Couldn't 

sleep,” she replied. “Every time I closed my eyes I heard his 

voice.” 

There are moments in medicine and in ordinary human 

relations when one discovers that language has become an 

indecently blunt instrument. To say _He cannot hurt you now_ was 

true in one sense and ludicrously false in another. Yet I said 

something very like it, because exhausted men fall back upon 

simple truths when subtler ones fail them. 

“He is locked in the most secure facility in Britain,” I 

told her. “He cannot reach you here.” 

At that she gave the faintest shake of the head. “You still 

think of him as a man with hands and doors and walls between him 

and what he wants. He is not like that, David. He gets inside the 

mind and stays there.” 

The use of my Christian name startled me more than it ought 

to have done. It carried no flirtation then; it was merely trust 

stripped of ceremony. I sat beside the bed and handed her the 

coffee. Her fingers trembled slightly around the cup. 

“Then we help you get him out,” I said. “Therapy. 

Protection. Time. Whatever is needed.” 
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“My sister?” she asked at once. That question had lived at 

the front of her mind even before sleep, pain, or fear. 

“She is safe,” I said. “The confirmation came during the 

night. The Agency has her in transit. You'll see her soon.” 

Her eyes closed. Two tears escaped despite her effort to 

command herself. “I believed,” she said, “that he would kill her 

simply to punish me for hoping.” 

“You are both alive,” I answered. “For the moment that is 

enough.” 

She took my hand then, perhaps without considering the 

gesture. “You believed me,” she whispered. “That is more than 

enough.” 

There was silence after that, and not an uncomfortable 

silence. I have found that the existence of a silence one can 

inhabit with another person is among the surest indications that 

something important has begun, though whether for good or ill one 

cannot immediately know. The monitors ticked. A trolley rattled 

past in the corridor. Somewhere far below in the city, an 

ambulance siren rose and diminished. 

Then she withdrew her hand and looked not at me but at the 

blanket folded over her knees. 

“There is something you must know,” she said. 

I should perhaps have anticipated it, for confession often 

follows rescue as fever follows injury. The victim, having 

survived, discovers with horror that survival itself has 

preserved not innocence but memory. I began to tell her that 
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nothing need be said until she was stronger; but before I could 

speak, the door opened with violent abruptness and Vane entered. 

If ever a man appeared composed entirely of purpose and 

unfinished sleep, it was Vane at that moment. He had not shaved. 

His collar stood open. His eyes were bloodshot and fiercely 

alert, and with one glance at his face I knew that whatever pause 

the night had offered us was at an end. 

“Marsh,” he said. “A word.” 

I rose, unwilling to leave her but unable to ignore him. “I 

am in the middle of—” 

“Now,” he repeated, and there was enough in his tone to send 

me into the corridor without further protest. 

He led me several yards from the room before stopping. Men 

in plain clothes passed us at speed. A nurse nearly collided with 

a police officer carrying bottled water in a cardboard crate. 

Already the hospital had the air of a place near some invisible 

threshold. 

“What is it?” I asked. 

“Mann,” said Vane. 

That one name was sufficient to alter the circulation of the 

blood. 

He told me then, rapidly, of the interrogation that had 

lasted much of the night; of Mann's refusal to identify the 

targets of what he had called Phase Two; of the infuriating 

philosophical rhetoric with which he answered all direct 

questions; and finally, with visible reluctance, of the poison he 
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had chosen to introduce into the conversation before Vane left 

the room. 

“He spoke of Lena,” Vane said. “Of things she did for him. 

Specific things.” 

My first response was anger rather than curiosity. “You know 

what he is.” 

“I know exactly what he is,” said Vane. “That is why I pay 

attention when he chooses a particular line of attack. He said 

she delivered the perfumed envelope that killed Professor Hale in 

Singapore.” 

I stared at him. The corridor seemed suddenly very narrow. 

“He is lying.” 

“Perhaps. Perhaps not.” Vane's gaze held mine. “She was 

there, Marsh. She had access. She was used by him. We have seen 

that much already. The only question is how far that use extended 

and how much she knew at the time.” 

“She was coerced.” 

“Likely,” he said. “But coercion and innocence are not 

always identical conditions under the law.” 

I confess that I spoke sharply then. Exhaustion had worn 

through my patience, and there was something in his coolness 

which struck me as almost indecent while she still lay bruised 

and sleepless on the other side of the door. 

“You would have me interrogate her in a hospital bed?” 

“I would have you ask her the truth,” he replied. “And I 

would have you hear it before Mann uses it to destroy whatever 

trust there is between you.” 
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That was not the sort of sentence a man easily forgives, 

particularly when it contains too much truth. Vane knew me well 

enough by then to understand that my concern for her was no 

longer merely operational, and perhaps he knew also that Mann, 

from behind glass and steel and armed guards, had found precisely 

the weak seam in the enterprise: not the tactical one, but the 

human. 

He must have seen my expression alter, for his own softened 

by a degree. “Marsh,” he said quietly, “I am not your enemy. Ask 

her. Better the wound from truth than the rot from secrecy.” 

With that he went, summoned back into the machinery of the 

day; and I remained in the corridor a moment longer, listening to 

the pounding in my own ears. 

When I returned to her room, she did not force me to speak 

first. 

“What did he tell you?” she asked. 

“How do you know he told me anything?” 

“Because Mann never strikes only once if doubt can be made 

to breed,” she said. “He told you about Singapore.” 

I sat down again. I had performed operations in field 

hospitals while mortars fell close enough to shake plaster from 

the rafters; yet few conversations have ever required more nerve 

of me than the one which followed. 

“It is true, then?” I asked. 

She nodded once, and in that single movement I saw not guilt 

only, but relief. The burden of concealment is itself a species 

of chain. 
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“He told me I was delivering conference materials,” she 

said. “I carried an envelope to Professor Hale's hotel room. I 

did not know what was in it. I did not know about the perfume.” 

She pressed her fingers to her eyes before continuing. “The 

next day there was news. He had died. And I understood.” 

There are lies told for gain, lies told from fear, and 

truths told because the soul cannot sustain its own silence 

another hour. Hers was of the third sort. It did not exculpate 

her; because it was truthful, it did not even attempt to. She 

told me of errands, messages, surveillance, innocuous visits to 

places later connected with deaths. She told me of instructions 

obeyed because her sister had been shown to her on a screen 

bruised, terrified, alive only by Mann's consent. She told me 

that every compliance had made the next easier and the self more 

hateful. 

At the end she looked directly at me, and the courage of 

that gaze affected me more than any plea would have done. 

“I am not innocent,” she said. “I may have been trapped, but 

I still did what he ordered. If you wish to leave now, I will 

understand.” 

There are men who in such moments seek to console by denying 

the facts. I do not recommend that practice. False absolution is 

a cruelty because it leaves the sinner — and those of us who are 

not sinners by circumstance are only sinners by opportunity — 

alone with the knowledge that the comfort offered has not been 

earned. So I did not tell her she was blameless. Instead I told 

her something I had not expected to say aloud ever again. 
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“In Helmand,” I said, “we came under fire in a village. The 

men shooting at us were using civilians as cover. Our commanding 

officer ordered a return of fire. Afterwards I operated on three 

children and a woman. I saved two of the children. The third died 

because we had neither blood enough nor the proper equipment.” 

My voice sounded curiously unfamiliar to me as I said it, as 

if it had emerged not from the present but from some sealed 

chamber inside the chest. 

“I have never known whether I was complicit or merely 

obedient,” I continued. “If I had refused the order, perhaps more 

of our own men would have died. If I had deserted, I would have 

been useless to all of them. One can construct morality 

indefinitely after the event. It does not restore the dead.” 

She did not speak. She only watched me. 

“So no,” I said at last. “I do not think you are innocent. 

But I do not think you are evil. I think you were placed in an 

impossible position and acted to save the person you loved. Many 

of us have done worse for less.” 

I had not spoken of the child on the table to anyone in 

years—not to colleagues, not to the indifferent processes of 

military counseling, not to myself in any words I was willing to 

finish. That I spoke of it now, to a woman I had known a handful 

of days, in a hospital that might already be poisoned, told me 

something about her I had not yet admitted: that she was the 

first person since the war in whose presence I felt no need to be 

intact. There is a particular relief in being seen by someone who 

has also been broken and has declined to pretend otherwise. It is 
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not comfort, exactly. It is closer to recognition—the thing one 

castaway feels on hearing, across impossible water, the language 

of home. We did not heal each other. People do not, whatever the 

softer books pretend. But we made, in that bruised hour, a small 

and stubborn alliance against the loneliness that injury 

manufactures, and it held. 

It is an extraordinary thing to see hope return where one 

had expected only collapse. Not joy — not yet — but the first 

minute loosening of a knot pulled too long. She put her hand over 

mine again. This time I turned my own to hold it. 

“Thank you,” she murmured. 

“For what?” 

“For seeing me whole.” 

I do not know what answer I should have made, because at 

that instant the entire hospital seemed to awaken in alarm. 

A klaxon sounded overhead. Then another. The corridor 

outside transformed in a single breath from busy to convulsive. 

Someone shouted for a Code Black. Another voice called for 

immediate evacuation of the east wing. My telephone rang, and 

when I saw Vane's number upon the screen, I knew before answering 

that whatever phase Mann had threatened was no longer 

prospective. 

“We were wrong,” said Vane without preamble. “It is not 

Canary Wharf. They have hit the hospital.” 

For one absurd second I thought he meant a bomb or gunmen at 

the front entrance. Then he gave me the truth in the same 

breathless torrent with which he had received it: contamination 
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of the water supply, an unknown biological agent, the entire 

Royal London at risk. 

I stood. “How bad?” 

“Bad enough. Get out now, Marsh.” 

No man who has spent years in an emergency department hears 

the words _biological agent_ and remains leisurely. I tore the IV 

from Lena's arm with an apology that scarcely qualified as one, 

helped her to her feet, and had just reached the door when the 

first shots came through it. 

The wood spat splinters. She recoiled. I slammed the door 

closed and pushed a chair beneath the handle by force of instinct 

alone. Another round punched through at shoulder height. Vane's 

voice was still in my ear, demanding our location, but events had 

already outrun speech. 

Three seconds later the door gave way. 

The men who entered were not hospital security, not police, 

and not soldiers precisely, though they possessed something of 

all three. Their clothes were practical, their movements 

disciplined, their weapons handled with that appalling ease which 

marks professionals. One I recognized not by face but by type: a 

Coil man, one of Mann's trained instruments. The leader, a 

scarred man later named to me as Varga, looked from me to Lena 

and back again as one compares inventory against a written list. 

“Dr. Marsh,” he said in English of decent quality. “You will 

come with us.” 

“Come where?” 

“Dr. Mann wishes to speak with you.” 
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There are moments when astonishment takes the form not of 

disbelief but of a quick coldness. “Mann is in custody.” 

“For now,” said the man, and almost smiled. 

Lena addressed him then in a language I did not know, rapid 

and low. I understood nothing of it except the desperation. He 

answered in the same tongue without raising his voice. When I 

asked what had been said, she answered, “He says the Doctor wants 

us both.” 

I did not need the translation to understand the substance; 

fear has a grammar that survives any language. But the words, 

once she gave them to me, settled into my chest with a particular 

weight. The Doctor wants. Not the law, not justice, not the 

impersonal machinery by which societies process their dangers—a 

man, a single appetite with a name, reaching out of the dark to 

claim two living people as one might claim mislaid property. I 

had spent my professional life in the service of an idea 

precisely opposed to that sentence: that a person is not a thing 

to be wanted and taken, that the body on the table is an end and 

never a means. Standing in that ward with Lena’s frightened words 

in my ears, I felt the whole of my creed gather itself, for the 

first time, into something that would fight. 

Thus armed and outnumbered, with an entire hospital in chaos 

about us and some invisible pathogen perhaps already at work in 

the pipes, resistance would have achieved only a tidy pair of 

corpses. They moved us into the corridor. Staff rushed past 

carrying records, medication, equipment, children. Somewhere a 

woman was screaming for her husband. Somewhere else someone 
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shouted for respirators. Yet in the midst of all that public 

disaster our abduction passed almost invisibly, such is the 

efficiency of calculated violence amid confusion. 

They took us not down the main stair but through a service 

elevator to the basement. I had thought, foolishly, of escape 

once we reached the ground floor, of creating a diversion, of 

telling her to run. There was no ground floor. There was only the 

machinery beneath the hospital: steam lines, valves, electrical 

conduits, concrete corridors, and beyond them, waiting like a 

malign stage magician who has timed his own reappearance to the 

second, Dr. Mann himself. 

He stood in the maintenance chamber as though he had every 

right in the world to be there. Beside him were two of those 

shadowy associates who seemed always to materialize where 

institutions proved porous: Sorel, whose face wore the polished 

indifference of a financier or diplomat, and Dr. Adler, a 

biochemist with watchful eyes and the unnerving calm peculiar to 

men whose imaginations run naturally toward catastrophe. 

“Dr. Marsh,” said Mann, smiling. “Lena. Welcome.” 

I have wondered since whether my astonishment amused him 

more than my fear. Men like Mann feed on recognition. To be seen 

as impossible is one of their luxuries. 

“You are supposed to be locked away,” I said. 

“A temporary inconvenience,” he replied. “The architecture 

of your prisons is quite impressive. The loyalty of my people, 

however, remains more impressive still.” 

Then he demonstrated what he had arranged. 
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A laptop was produced. On it appeared feeds from within the 

hospital itself: corridors in panic, staff hauling patients, 

security doors slamming open and shut. He informed us, with the 

conversational ease of a dinner host describing the course to 

come, that the water system had been seeded with a genetically 

altered viral agent; that those who had drunk from taps, 

fountains, or kettles would soon begin to hemorrhage; that within 

an hour they would be dying in large numbers unless a treatment 

protocol were released. 

I accused him of bluffing because any sane man would have 

done the same. Adler, with professional vanity, corrected me. He 

explained survival in chlorinated systems, transmission, 

symptomology, and the time window for intervention as though 

lecturing at a conference. I had heard madmen before. He did not 

sound like one. That was worse. 

“What do you want?” I asked. 

“My cooperation with your authorities has yielded 

insufficient freedom,” said Mann. “So I propose a new 

arrangement. You, Doctor, will assist me in obtaining access 

where only your credentials will suffice. Lena will remain with 

me to ensure your fidelity. In exchange, the hospital receives 

the protocol. Most may survive.” 

He had judged me correctly, and I hated him for it. There is 

a species of coercion which compels not by threatening the self 

but by conscripting the conscience. Had he placed a pistol at my 

own head I might have resisted with some dignity. Seven hundred 

patients in a hospital water system were another matter. Lena 
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looked at me once and gave the slightest nod. Save them, that 

movement said. Pay whatever it costs. We had each done enough 

arithmetic with human life to understand that there are bargains 

one despises and accepts in the same instant. 

So I accepted. 

He had Adler transmit the medical protocol at once. Even in 

villainy Mann preferred leverage to waste. Corpses have their 

uses, but hostages and obligations are often more profitable. 

Within moments we were moving again, not toward the street 

but into a forgotten artery of the city. I had known, in the 

abstract, that much of London sits upon its own history like a 

patient over old fractures. But nothing had prepared me for the 

tunnels beneath the hospital: brickwork blackened by time and 

damp, side channels carrying foul water, air so stale it seemed 

chewed by generations. Rats fled before our lights. The footsteps 

of the men behind us echoed in a rhythm which came gradually to 

seem like a second pulse within the head. 

Mann walked ahead of us and, having secured his immediate 

victory, turned philosophical. Such men are perhaps incapable of 

any triumph they do not instantly convert into lecture. 

“Why medicine?” he asked me abruptly over his shoulder. 

“At present,” I said, “the better question is why murder.” 

He did not object to the word. “I asked first.” 

There are forms of conversation one undertakes not because 

one expects enlightenment but because time is itself a resource. 

If speaking delayed him, distracted him, drew his attention a 

degree away from our surroundings, it had value. 
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“I became a doctor to save people,” I said. 

He nodded as though one pupil had finally supplied the 

expected answer. “And yet not all of them were saved. Afghanistan 

taught you that, did it not?” 

Even now I can feel the unpleasant inward contraction that 

followed. There is something uniquely violating about hearing 

one's private dead invoked by an enemy. He knew of the child lost 

on my table, of field surgery, of the long wakefulness afterward. 

Whether from intelligence files, surveillance, or Lena's 

unwilling disclosures, I cannot say. The effect was the same. 

“You and I,” he said, “understand necessity. You sacrifice 

some to preserve others. I remove obstacles to allow history to 

proceed.” 

“Do not compare yourself to a physician,” I told him. 

“Why not? We are both surgeons. I operate upon 

civilization.” 

It was an obscene thing to say, and the obscenity lay not in 

its falseness but in the grain of truth it had been built around. 

That was always Mann’s method, in argument as in murder: to take 

a real and uncomfortable observation—that medicine, too, 

sacrifices, that the triage officer also decides who is spent—and 

to extend it, with flawless logic, one fatal step past where 

conscience calls a halt. I had spent my professional life on that 

frontier, deciding with limited blood and limited hours which 

lives the night would keep. I knew the weight of it. And that was 

precisely why his comparison enraged me: because he had taken the 

hardest and most reluctant duty I knew and offered it back to me 
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as a license. The doctor spends a life to save others and is 

haunted by it forever. The monster spends a life to advance a 

theory and sleeps. He wished me to believe these were the same 

act differently labeled. They are not, and the difference is the 

only thing that matters; but I have never met a man who could 

make the difference harder to articulate, in the moment, than 

Mann. 

It was monstrous, and yet not unserious. Mann was not insane 

in the useful sense. He was coherent. That is what made him 

dangerous. Fanatics who rave can be managed. Fanatics who reason 

require different instruments. 

During that subterranean march Lena and I exchanged what 

words we could in whispers. Could we run? No; too many guards. 

Could we fight? Not yet. Could Vane find us? She doubted it. I 

said he would, because I needed to believe one man in London 

could still convert method into miracle. 

Aboveground, as I learned later, Vane and Graves had reached 

a point of near-impossible division. Three likely targets had 

been identified: Tower Bridge, King's Cross, and the O2. Crowds 

at each. Public significance at each. At the same time the 

treatment protocol for the hospital's contamination had been 

traced back toward Southwark and an abandoned hospital where the 

council had once planned to meet. Graves needed all available 

personnel for simultaneous intervention at the three sites. Vane 

needed, or felt he needed, to recover us. Men of lesser loyalty 

comfort themselves afterward by calling such choices tactical. 

They are not tactical. They are moral triage. 
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Vane chose both and therefore chose risk. 

He took with him a woman from MI5 named Margaret Thorpe — 

lean, direct, and apparently incapable of being impressed by the 

odds against her — while the main teams went to the public 

targets disguised in plain clothes. At Southwark he found exactly 

what a mind like Mann's would have arranged for him: a derelict 

building with recent footprints, a newly secured door, the 

appearance of haste, and behind it not me but a bound Coil man 

wearing a bomb timed to forty-five seconds. 

It is difficult for me, having heard Vane's account later, 

not to see that scene as Mann must have intended it: the false 

rescue, the flash of hope, the revelation of mechanism, the 

sprint through dust and rot, the explosion throwing two officers 

bodily out into daylight while the real operation unfolded 

elsewhere. He had not merely planned violence. He had curated 

irony. 

By the time Vane crawled to his feet outside the burning 

shell of the decoy, there were only minutes remaining. 

Meanwhile we had emerged at last from the tunnels into the 

true lair of the day: not a grand headquarters but a functional 

underground command center concealed beneath some anonymous 

industrial ruin by the river. Banks of monitors showed the three 

target sites. Radio chatter moved through earpieces. Men checked 

watches. Adler monitored data. Sorel made arrangements for 

transport. Mann, with one hand braced upon a table, surveyed 

London as a conductor surveys an orchestra before the downbeat. 

He explained the operation to us almost lovingly. 
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At Tower Bridge his operative was a tour guide who had spent 

six months becoming invisible through friendliness. At King's 

Cross a maintenance man had worked there for two years and could 

approach any bin or service hatch without scrutiny. At the O2 a 

security guard had the advantage of every prior background check 

ever passed. Sleeper agents, in other words: the most frightening 

kind, because the price of discovering them in time is to 

distrust ordinary life itself. 

“Your people are looking for anomalies,” he told me. “They 

will find only the familiar — until the familiar turns.” 

What occurred next has since been described in reports, 

memoranda, casualty tables, and the language of public order 

management. None of those documents capture the intimate 

obscenity of watching panic manufactured in real time. At the 

signal, each operative produced not bombs but small devices which 

flooded red smoke into dense crowds. Harmless smoke, so far as 

the chemistry went. The harm lay elsewhere: in the scream of the 

first person who thought it poison, in the backward surge of 

bodies, in the ancient animal certainty that one must get out 

before thinking what _it_ was. On the screens before us I saw 

people stumble, be knocked down, disappear beneath others. I saw 

officials on the bridge abandon ceremony for confusion; commuters 

at King's Cross crushed toward exits; thousands at the O2 become 

a single convulsing organism of fear. 

“It is panic,” I said. 

“Precisely,” said Mann. 
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There are men who kill because they hate. There are others 

who kill because hatred is inefficient and fear scales better. In 

that moment I understood, more clearly than before, that Mann 

belonged to the latter class. He was not interested in blood for 

its own sake. Blood was simply one of several available media. 

Perhaps because of that understanding — or perhaps because I 

had gone beyond fear into fury — I chose then to attack him with 

the only weapon left me: contempt. 

I told him his revolution was pathetic. I told him that 

smoke and trampled innocents would not alter history but only 

confirm his pettiness. I called him a coward. I told him he 

sought respect because he had failed to deserve it. One does not 

say such things lightly to a man surrounded by armed loyalists. 

But exhaustion and moral disgust are forms of courage no less 

than noble principle, though perhaps shorter-lived. 

For the first time I saw his self-command crack. He seized 

me by the throat with startling force. His face came close to 

mine, green eyes lit with something more primitive than ideology. 

He wanted admiration. All tyrants do, however abstract their 

rhetoric. To deny him that was to touch a nerve beneath the 

armor. 

He released me after a moment and regained himself enough to 

draw a pistol. 

Then came the breach. 

Even now, when I think of it, I hear first the sound — not 

the sight — of the door exploding inward and the split-second 

silence afterward in which every person in the room recalculated 



 GAEL / The Cinnabar Mark / 75 

the world. Vane came through first with weapon raised. Thorpe 

behind him. Then fire from every direction at once. 

Mann fired and missed. Vane fired and did not. The bullet 

struck Mann in the shoulder, spinning him half around and 

dropping the pistol from his hand. The room filled with shouting, 

muzzle flash, shattered glass, the stink of cordite, and the 

peculiar flattening of time which accompanies close combat. Vane 

cut my bonds with a knife while Thorpe engaged the last of the 

Coil men. Lena was on her feet before I had fully steadied 

myself. Sorel and Adler fled through a rear exit, dragging Mann 

with them. We followed almost at once because there was no other 

choice. 

Outside lay a warehouse district by the Thames, industrial, 

empty, and glaring under a light too clean for such ugliness. 

Graves reached Vane by telephone at that moment to report 

casualties at all three sites and the arrest of the sleeper 

agents. We were looking directly at Mann's escape. Fifty yards 

away he and his two remaining companions were reaching a boat 

already starting from the dock. 

I do not remember deciding to jump aboard. I remember only 

seeing the distance close and knowing that if he gained the river 

again the day would end not with his capture but with another 

vanishing. Some old animal part of the soldier in me outran the 

physician. I sprinted. I leapt. My hands found the stern and, by 

a combination of luck, momentum, and disgraceful language, I 

hauled myself aboard. 
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Adler met me there. We crashed into cargo, tackle, metal 

casings. Somewhere behind us the river wind tore the shouts from 

shore into fragments. Mann, bleeding from the shoulder, tried to 

steer one-handed while Sorel took aim with a pistol. Vane's shot 

from the dock struck him in the chest and pitched him into the 

Thames. Then the boat slewed violently toward an abandoned pier 

as river police appeared ahead. 

The collision flung us all apart. Adler and I hit the planks 

hard. Mann staggered free of the wreck somehow, one arm hanging 

useless, blood darkening his shirt. When I rose, he was waiting 

for me with a knife in his remaining hand. 

I have no wish to romanticize that fight. It was not 

elegant. It was brutal, clumsy, and driven by depletion in both 

of us. Mann possessed superior training, reach, and that 

unnerving economy of movement which comes only from long 

practice. I had a military education gone rusty and the advantage 

of being less wounded. On dry ground with both arms intact he 

would likely have killed me. On those river planks, with his 

shoulder ruined and police boats closing in, we were made equal 

by circumstance if not by skill. 

He cut at me once, twice. I felt the wind of the blade near 

my face. I closed distance when I could, denied him extension, 

took blows I would rather have dodged, and finally brought him 

down with a tackle that sent both of us sprawling. The knife 

flew. He struck me with his good fist hard enough to whiten the 

vision. I groped blindly, found a length of broken timber from 

the pier, and swung it with all the fatigue, terror, anger, and 
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stubbornness I possessed. It connected with his head. He 

collapsed. 

By the time Vane reached us, guns drawn, river officers were 

already swarming the pier. Mann lay bleeding, stunned, and 

laughing. 

That laughter I shall not forget. It contained pain, 

triumph, disbelief, and some private arithmetic known only to 

himself. He insisted even then that we had won nothing, that the 

Heptarchy would outlive any single operation or leader. He looked 

at me and, through blood and exhaustion, offered his final insult 

of the day: that I might have been magnificent had I chosen the 

proper side. Then he closed his eyes and gave us one more fright 

by appearing briefly dead before opening them again under 

handcuffs. 

So ended Phase Two, at least in its visible form. 

By evening the accounting had begun. Forty-three injured, 

twelve critical, three dead from the stampedes. It could, as 

Graves rightly said, have been much worse. But arithmetic offers 

only a poor consolation to the particular dead. Files were 

opened. Names surfaced. Accounts, safe houses, and shell 

companies began to spill from captured operatives. Adler was in 

custody. Sorel's body was recovered from the river. Mann, wounded 

and heavily guarded, was sent to a facility from which we were 

assured no escape would be possible. I noticed Vane did not 

wholly believe that assurance, and neither did I. 

Lena warned us in that evening meeting that the Heptarchy 

would not dissolve because one head had been struck off. There 



 GAEL / The Cinnabar Mark / 78 

was no melodrama in the way she said it. It was simply fact. 

Networks survive disgrace better than individuals survive 

gunshots. Structures built in shadow resent decapitation less 

than sunlight. 

Afterward Vane apologized — not in grand terms, for he was 

not made that way, but plainly enough — for the suspicion he had 

directed toward her. She accepted it with more grace than either 

of us deserved. Her sister, she told us, would arrive the next 

day. Some small section of the future had been restored. 

Later, in the safe house courtyard, I found her looking up 

into the night as though relearning that the sky existed. London 

above us was murky with cloud and reflected sodium light, but a 

few stars persisted. She asked me what freedom meant. It was not, 

I think, a rhetorical question. A person long governed by terror 

does not emerge immediately into choice; one emerges first into 

vertigo. 

“You will work it out,” I told her. “One day at a time.” 

“Will you help me?” she asked. 

There was more honesty in that than in many declarations of 

love I have heard. 

“If you want me to.” 

“I do,” she said. “But you must understand. I am damaged.” 

I almost laughed then, though not from mockery. Damaged 

people have a talent for recognizing one another long before the 

undamaged suspect a thing. I told her, as simply as I could, that 

I understood trauma because I had brought a quantity of it home 

with me from another country and another war. 
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We did not kiss. It would have been false, or at least 

premature. Instead our hands touched in the dark and remained so 

for a minute that seemed longer than the entire day. That was 

enough. Perhaps it was more honest than a kiss would have been. 

One might wish to end there. Novelists and governments alike 

prefer clean conclusions. But Vane, still at work after midnight, 

received a message from an unknown source informing him that 

Phase Two had been only a distraction. The real work, it said, 

had just begun. He showed me the map afterward: points of 

contact, safe houses, shell companies, dead drops. The spread was 

not the residue of one criminal enterprise. It was an ecosystem. 

And Mann, in his cell, smiled. 

That detail I did not witness, but I believe it. He had 

arranged his own capture, Vane thought later; and once the 

thought had been spoken, it infected every recollection of the 

day. Had he remained at large he would have been vulnerable to 

rivals, to councils, to whatever hidden hierarchy stood behind 

even him. Under official guard, wounded but alive, he might be 

safer than he had been in years. It was an idea so perverse that 

only a mind like his would have adopted it. Which is to say it 

was likely true. 

Still later, after even Vane had ceased pretending to work 

and merely stared at the evidence of an unseen plan, there came 

word from the shadows: all seven artifacts secured; a temple; a 

council to convene in three days; a woman, elegant and cold, 

emerging into light to speak of endurance and rising heads. We 
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did not yet know her name. We knew only that Mann had not been 

the whole disease. 

Thus ended the third chapter of that extraordinary business: 

with the villain captured, the city wounded, the network 

widening, and the realization — unwelcome, absolute — that what 

we had taken for climax was in fact only transition. 

I went at last to the room assigned to me and lay down fully 

clothed. Sleep did not come at once. When it did, it brought with 

it tunnels, red smoke, the smell of river water, the pressure of 

Mann's hand on my throat, and the infinitely more troubling 

memory of Lena's fingers resting trustingly over my own. 

There are nights in a man's life after which the future can 

no longer pretend to be ordinary. That was one of them. 
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Chapter Four 

“The Seventh Object” 

 

Two weeks passed after the containment of Phase Two, though 

I would not have called them peaceful. London resumed its habits 

in the outward sense; omnibuses ran, clinics filled, the 

newspapers found fresher scandals, and those citizens who had not 

been caught in the crush of panic elected to speak of the whole 

affair as though it were an ugly traffic disruption produced by 

unnamed extremists. Yet beneath the ordinary noises of the city 

there lingered a strained expectancy which no official 

reassurance succeeded in dispelling. Men who had once moved 

carelessly now glanced behind them in Underground stations. 

Security barriers multiplied around ministries and museums. At 

the hospital we received not merely the usual casualties of 

drink, weather, and misadventure, but a steady trickle of persons 

made ill by nerves: palpitations, breathlessness, sleeplessness, 

trembling, and that vague but serious conviction that catastrophe 

had not gone away but merely stepped for a moment into the next 

room. 

I was among them. I continued to work intermittently, 

continued to eat when reminded, continued even to sleep now and 

then; but my life had acquired the quality of an interrupted 

argument. One part of me desired, with all the weariness of a man 

who has looked too closely at violence, to retreat into medicine 

and into whatever private future might still be possible. Another 

part remained fixed upon Vane, Mann, the Heptarchy, and the 
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widening design into which we had been unwillingly drawn. The 

second part usually prevailed. 

During those same days Lena and her younger sister were 

moved twice for their own protection. By the end of the second 

week she had come, with a caution which touched me more than any 

display of confidence could have done, to spend increasing hours 

at my new flat in Docklands. My former place, as I need hardly 

remind the reader, had been rendered uninhabitable by events 

inseparable from Mann. The replacement was smaller, plainer, and 

as yet only half civilized by furniture. Boxes still served as 

tables. My books remained in uncertain towers along the wall. In 

one corner there stood an unopened crate labeled KITCHEN FRAGILE 

in a handwriting not my own, which had by then become a kind of 

domestic monument. Lena took one survey of these arrangements and 

informed me that I lived like a refugee with excellent 

appliances. 

I have kept, in memory, an absurd inventory of that half-

furnished flat, because it was the first place in years that had 

felt to either of us like a beginning rather than a refuge. The 

unhung pictures. The kettle that screamed a half-tone flat. The 

single good chair we fought over with elaborate courtesy. Lena 

moved through those rooms with the wariness of a person learning 

that a space could be merely a space and not a stage for someone 

else’s intentions, and I watched her learn it with the helpless 

attention of a man who has discovered, embarrassingly late in 

life, that he is in love. There were bad nights still. She would 

wake with her hand already at her throat, or go silent in the 
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middle of a sentence while some recollection walked through the 

room only she could see. But there were also mornings—more of 

them, as the weeks went—when she laughed before she remembered to 

be careful, and each of those mornings felt to me like a small 

territory recovered from a long occupation. 

“That is unkind,” I said. 

“No,” she answered, carrying coffee from the kitchenette in 

one of my shirts and very little else that belonged properly to 

civilization, “it is clinically precise.” 

There was more life in her by then, though never without 

shadows. She could laugh; yet the laugh, when it came, often 

seemed to surprise her. She slept badly. Sudden noises made her 

eyes sharpen in a way I had learned to hate. At times she would 

be speaking quite calmly and then stop, not because she had 

forgotten her thought but because some inward image had stepped 

between her and the room. One did not need to be a physician to 

recognize trauma. One needed only eyes. But there are conditions 

for which no drug can do more than assist time, safety, and the 

painful re-education of trust. 

That morning she emerged from the bedroom balancing two mugs 

and regarding the chaos of my sitting room with practiced 

contempt. 

“You need more furniture,” she said. “This place echoes.” 

“I have been a little occupied.” 

“With work?” 

“With pretending I am no longer involved in work.” 
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She sat beside me on the sofa—the one properly upholstered 

object in the room—and tucked her feet beneath her. It was an 

ordinary action. It moved me more than I can now explain. After 

all that had happened, ordinary domestic gestures carried an 

almost indecent tenderness. 

“How is the hospital treating you?” she asked. 

“With suspicion disguised as kindness. Human Resources fears 

I shall either sue them or collapse in a corridor.” 

“And will you?” 

“Probably not in that order.” 

Her smile appeared and faded. “Do you have nightmares?” 

“Sometimes.” 

“About him?” 

She did not need to specify which him. 

“Not always about Mann. Sometimes about things before Mann. 

Sometimes about things from Helmand. The mind does not respect 

chronology.” 

“No,” she said quietly. “It does not.” 

At that instant my telephone rang. I looked at the display 

and saw Vane’s name. I confess I considered letting it ring out. 

Lena saw the expression that must have crossed my face. 

“You should answer,” she said. 

“That depends entirely on whether I prefer calamity before 

or after breakfast.” 

“David.” 

I answered. Vane, with his habitual economy, dispensed with 

greeting. 



 GAEL / The Cinnabar Mark / 85 

“I need you. British Museum. Now.” 

“Good morning to you as well. What sort of incident?” 

“The sort involving Mann’s people. Twenty minutes.” 

“Half an hour.” 

“Twenty,” he repeated, and ended the call. 

I looked at the darkened screen, then at her. She had gone 

still in that way of hers which preceded fear but did not 

surrender to it. 

“You don’t have to go,” she said. 

“That is in theory true.” 

“You are not officially with them any longer.” 

“I never was officially with them.” 

“Then refuse him.” 

I wish I could say that I refused. I could not. Vane 

possessed, among many less likable gifts, a talent for sounding 

as if history itself had telephoned and found one insufficiently 

prompt. 

“If it were anything else, he would not call.” 

“That is not a reason. It is a trap made of friendship and 

urgency.” 

“You are not wrong.” 

She set down her mug and studied me with a frankness I had 

come to value because it was never manipulative. “I am trying,” 

she said, “to learn the difference between caution and 

selfishness. There are moments when I think I should lock the 

door, hide your keys, and tell Agent Vane to find some other 

brave fool. There are other moments when I know I owe my life, 
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and my sister’s, partly to the fact that you do not do such 

things.” 

“That is not selfishness.” 

“No,” she said. “But it is lonely.” 

I went to her, crouched before the sofa, and took her hands. 

They were cool. “I will be careful.” 

“Everybody says that before something terrible happens.” 

“Then I will say something more original when I come back.” 

She shook her head with a little movement halfway between 

exasperation and affection. “Go, then. But return before your 

coffee gets properly cold. I am trying to cultivate domestic 

normalcy here, and you are not helping.” 

I kissed her forehead rather than her mouth. Such gestures 

suited us better at that stage. Passion there was, and enough of 

it, but there is a kind of reverence that comes before passion 

when one has met another person at the edge of ruin. 

The British Museum had already begun its transformation into 

that curious species of modern battlefield where blue lights, 

cordons, police tape, and television cameras coexist with 

antiquity. Reporters clustered outside the barriers. Uniformed 

constables moved them back with professional hopelessness. The 

restricted archives, where the theft had occurred, lay in an 

interior zone to which I was admitted only after giving my name 

three times and being stared at by a detective sergeant who 

clearly thought my face insufficiently official for the trouble 

it announced. 
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Vane met me in the archive corridor with Graves and the 

Museum’s director, Dr. Margaret Shaw. The place still smelled 

faintly of overheated wiring. The emergency lamps cast an 

unpleasant yellow across the climate-controlled cases and metal 

shelving. 

“You took twenty-three minutes,” Vane said by way of 

greeting. 

“I am slipping.” 

“Dr. Norwood is alive,” said Graves. “Paralytic toxin. 

Temporary. He’s in there.” 

The unfortunate Norwood, wrapped in a blanket and clutching 

a paper cup in a hand that still trembled, sat giving his 

statement to a detective. He was precisely the type of scholar 

one sees in museums and old universities: distinguished beard, 

expensive untidiness, and the expression of a man who has spent 

his life among dead civilizations only to discover, too late, 

that one of them objected to the arrangement. 

He described the telephone call, the blackout, the Coil men, 

and finally the woman who had stepped from the shadows with the 

confidence of one born to command fear. 

“She knew my family history,” he said. “Or claimed to. The 

scroll, she said, had come into my family through a sale my 

great-grandfather should have questioned and did not.” 

Dr. Shaw, hearing this again, looked pained rather than 

surprised. Museums have spent the last few decades discovering 

that their labels often flatter the dead and launder the crimes 

of the living. 
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“What exactly was taken?” Vane asked. 

Shaw consulted a tablet. “Three pieces from the same 

dispersed collection. A cast figure, a ceremonial blade, and the 

manuscript the old catalogues melodramatically called the Mercer 

Scroll.” 

“The Mercer Scroll?” I said. 

“The nineteenth-century cataloguers gave melodramatic names 

to things they only half understood,” she replied. “The title 

stuck.” 

Norwood interrupted us. “There was something else. She 

wasn’t in a hurry. That was what struck me most. Those men were 

efficient, yes, but she behaved as though the place already 

belonged to her.” 

There are observations which, because they concern 

atmosphere rather than action, pass too easily as trivial. Yet I 

have since found that the feel of a criminal intelligence is 

often more revealing than its footprint. Vane thought so too. He 

became very still. 

“Did she threaten to kill you?” 

“No. Worse. She threatened to leave me alive.” 

We examined the cases, the floor, the access points, the 

disabled cameras, the severed circuits. The method was 

sophisticated without being flamboyant. Whoever led the operation 

had calculated exactly how much violence was necessary and not a 

stroke more. That, too, was intelligence of a sort. 

Shaw spoke of alchemical manuscripts, of fragments of a 

private cipher, of inscriptions half medicinal and half 
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ceremonial. Vane listened impatiently until I asked her the 

practical question. 

“Suppose,” I said, “that someone believed these artifacts 

formed part of a larger whole. Would that belief be absurd?” 

She hesitated. “As scholarship? Not entirely. There are 

recurrent motifs. Certain symbols appear across objects now 

scattered in collections from London to Boston to Lisbon. Some 

historians think they once belonged to a single ritual archive. 

Others think that is romantic nonsense.” 

“And your view?” 

“My view,” she said, “is that educated people become 

dangerously stupid when treasure and ideology are involved.” 

I did not say aloud the thought that had begun to assemble 

itself as Shaw spoke, because it was still half-formed and wholly 

unwelcome. But it sat with me for the rest of that day. We had 

been treating the seven objects as plunder—as antiquities with a 

market and a history, the sort of thing over which collectors and 

nations conduct their genteel wars. That was wrong, or at least 

incomplete. They were not relics of some lost civilization. They 

were the work of one man, recent enough to have a grave: Mann’s 

father, who had taken the most dangerous knowledge of his life 

and, rather than publish it or sell it or burn it, had encoded it 

across seven beautiful objects and let them drift, disguised as 

curios, into the bloodstream of the world’s collections. He had 

hidden his masterpiece in plain sight, in museum cases and 

private galleries, trusting that no single heir would ever 

assemble the whole. It was an act at once of monstrous vanity and 
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monstrous caution, and it told me more about the family we were 

fighting than any dossier. They did not hoard treasure. They 

hoarded consequence, and dressed it as treasure so that the 

careless would guard it for them. 

That seemed near enough to truth for our purposes. 

Once we returned to the corridor, Vane said, “We need to 

speak to Mann.” 

I answered more sharply than was tactful. “We need not. We 

need only avoid doing exactly what he wants.” 

“You think he staged this?” 

“I think Mann stages everything. Including sincerity.” 

Graves sided with me, at least at first. But the very 

existence of a second guiding intelligence—one neither 

subordinate to Mann nor careless in its methods—had produced 

unease among us all. Vane looked not persuaded but compelled. In 

the car he said little, which with him usually meant that some 

deeply inconvenient course had already begun to harden into 

certainty. 

“You are considering using him,” I said. 

“I am considering whether the world is improved by my 

principles if they leave us blind.” 

“He will enlarge every threat and sell himself as the 

antidote.” 

“Yes.” 

“And you know this.” 

“Yes.” 

“Then why are we driving to the detention facility?” 
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“Because,” he said, “knowing a man lies does not prove that 

everything he says is false.” 

It is one of the more irritating qualities of intelligence 

officers that they can utter sentences of moral bankruptcy in 

tones of reason so calm as to make protest sound childish. 

Nevertheless, I continued protesting all the way through the 

security checkpoint and along the concrete corridor to the 

interrogation room. 

Mann received us with that composure which no prison had yet 

managed to disturb in him. Solitude had done nothing to diminish 

his air of cultivated authority. If anything, the confinement 

seemed to have burnished it. He looked at us as a chess master 

might look upon opponents who have finally discovered the value 

of a piece he sacrificed three moves earlier. 

“Well,” he said, “have the museums begun to vanish?” 

Vane did not waste time. “A woman raided the British Museum 

archives. She stole three artifacts. She claims ownership of at 

least one. We want a name.” 

Mann folded his hands. “Then you have met my sister.” 

That reply, though I had half expected a revelation, hit 

with the force of absurdity. “Your sister?” 

“Half-sister,” he corrected. “Different mothers, same 

father. Blood enough to be troublesome.” 

Vane’s face revealed nothing. Mine, I suspect, revealed too 

much. 

Mann watched us enjoy our surprise. Then he explained, in 

the tone of a lecturer granting undergraduates the privilege of 
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complexity, that Magda was not merely another lieutenant of the 

Heptarchy but in some sense its rival inheritance. Their father, 

he said, had been genius, fanatic, revolutionary, biologist, 

mystic, and madman in varying proportions according to the season 

and the success of his experiments. He had divided a dangerous 

formula among seven objects and scattered them. Magda had spent 

decades trying to reunite them. 

“What sort of formula?” Vane asked. 

“The sort your age would call impossible until the first 

corpse obligingly proves otherwise,” Mann replied. “Old 

biochemistry disguised as alchemy. Neurological modification. 

Adaptive compounds. Viral mediation. Herbal vectors married to 

venoms and fungi. Crude in instruments, exquisite in intuition.” 

“You expect us to believe that men working a century ago 

mastered genetic engineering?” 

“I expect nothing. I merely describe what they discovered in 

terms the twenty-first century can stomach.” 

He told us then—if telling is the word for a narrative 

delivered by a man who never ceases to curate the emotional 

effect of each phrase—that his father had tested an incomplete 

version upon himself. The result, Mann claimed, had not been 

physical monstrosity but cognitive catastrophe: sensation 

intensified beyond endurance, thought accelerated into agony, 

reality itself rendered too sharp to inhabit. Whether this 

account was literal truth or stylized memory I still cannot say. 

What mattered at that moment was not the exact mechanism but the 
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possibility of a weapon lying somewhere between plague and 

enhancement. 

“Magda believes she can perfect it,” he said. “I know she 

cannot. But she can come near enough to kill millions.” 

“And you,” I said, “are suddenly alarmed by mass death.” 

He turned those pale, wickedly intelligent eyes upon me. “Do 

not mistake me for humane, Doctor. I am merely disciplined. Chaos 

is wasteful. My sister is not disciplined.” 

One might have laughed at being offered Mann as the moderate 

alternative if the proposition had not threatened to become 

policy. 

Vane asked how Magda might be stopped. 

“You cannot stop her,” Mann said, “without me.” 

There was the bargain, naked at last. He did not dress it 

up. Release me, he implied, or watch your city burn. 

We left him there and watched through the observation glass 

while he sat back in his chair with the serenity of a man who had 

placed a bomb in one’s ethics and was now curious to see which 

principle would bleed first. Graves argued, as I argued, that we 

must not under any circumstances give Mann room in which to 

operate. Vane listened, said little, and finally asked for every 

file we had on the dispersed collection—objects stolen, rumored 

missing, or held in private collections with dubious provenance. 

By the time I saw the direction of his mind plainly enough to 

hate it, he had already committed himself to it. 

That same afternoon we drove to Hertfordshire to warn a 

collector named Lord Southbrook, in whose house there was rumored 



 GAEL / The Cinnabar Mark / 94 

to be a ceremonial mirror once associated with the old alchemical 

work. Southbrook turned out to be precisely what one expects when 

old money, acquisitiveness, and self-regard are left alone 

together for three generations. He was not foolish in the common 

sense; he had simply spent too long being able to confuse 

possession with legitimacy. 

“If this woman wants to steal from me,” he said, leading us 

through his private gallery, “she will find that my house is not 

the British Museum. My security is military grade.” 

“The British Museum also thought rather well of its 

security,” Vane said. 

Southbrook sniffed. “Public institutions are porous by 

design. My home is a fortress.” 

The gallery itself would have made a magistrate weep: cases 

of bronzes, scroll fragments, jades, lacquer, ritual blades, and 

a hundred objects whose labels converted plunder into acquisition 

by the graceful use of the passive voice. In a central case stood 

the mirror, darkly gleaming, its reverse engraved with concentric 

ciphers and star motifs. 

“Beautiful nonsense,” Southbrook declared. “Supposed to 

reveal hidden truths.” 

“Most mirrors do,” I said, perhaps not politely. 

Whether he even heard me I cannot say. At that moment the 

tactical officer nearest the door put a hand to his earpiece and 

reported movement along the southwest perimeter. Interference 

obscured the thermal feed. Before we had done more than look at 

one another, the lights failed. 
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Emergency power replaced them, but only partially. The room 

sank into a dim copper gloom. Somewhere deeper in the house glass 

shattered. Men began shouting over wireless. Southbrook’s 

confidence deserted him with almost comic speed. 

“There is a safe room,” he said. 

“Use it,” Vane snapped. “Now.” 

We moved toward the gallery again, too late. The case stood 

open. The mirror was gone. And from the shadows, as calm as 

though she had been waiting to receive guests rather than evade 

armed police, stepped Magda. 

She was not physically imposing. Indeed, were one to meet 

her in a drawing room one might first notice elegance, restraint, 

and the uncommon stillness that in some women reads as breeding 

and in others as danger. But there was something in the 

arrangement of her face—perhaps in the eyes, perhaps in the 

contemptuous economy of the mouth—which made one understand at 

once that other people existed for her either as impediments or 

as instruments. 

“Vane,” she said. “At last.” 

Her English was perfect. That perfection, in such mouths, 

always unsettles more than an accent would. Accents allow one the 

comfort of category. 

Vane announced the absurdity of arrest. She smiled, not 

because she found it amusing but because amusement was the 

expression she chose when contempt would have been too honest. 

She spoke of inheritance, of a birthright stolen across 

generations, of a work the world had buried because it feared 
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what their father had nearly proved. There are revolutionaries 

who believe their rhetoric and those who merely use it; in Magda 

one felt both conditions at once. She believed enough to be 

dangerous and used enough to be strategic. 

She also accused Mann of having driven their father to his 

death by ambition and premature experiment. Whether she believed 

that account as wholly as she spoke it I cannot say; but she had 

built her identity around the grievance. Some people live from 

one injury to the next. Others choose one old injury and inhabit 

it forever as a kingdom. 

Then she ended the interview by pressing a small device. 

Flash charges erupted elsewhere in the house. The room became 

white noise and fire. By the time our vision cleared, she had 

vanished, and accelerant hidden among the draperies and shelving 

had begun to take hold. We were forced to retreat through smoke 

and heat while tactical teams evacuated the remainder of the 

house. 

Out on the lawn, Southbrook watched his gallery burn with 

the expression of a man seeing for the first time that history 

may reach back. I had little pity for him. Some, yes—for shock 

strips everyone down to common humanity—but not much. 

Before the fire crews had gained control, Claire arrived 

with word that a second theft had been executed at the Victoria 

and Albert thirty minutes earlier. Southbrook’s estate had been, 

as Vane said with savage disgust, a performance staged to occupy 

our best people while Magda’s operatives removed another piece 

elsewhere. She had not only evaded us; she had used us. 
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“Now do you see?” Vane said quietly as the manor collapsed 

inward under a burst of sparks. “We need Mann.” 

“No,” I replied. “I see only that she thinks as well as he 

does.” 

“Which is why we need the map in his head.” 

The argument that followed at the safe house was brief in 

duration and enormous in consequence. Graves opposed any 

conditional release. Thorpe of MI5 opposed it. I opposed it. 

Claire proposed a compromise in which Mann would remain under 

armed guard in an underground facility and operate only through 

monitored systems. Vane accepted that compromise before Graves 

had formally finished objecting. When Vane chooses a dangerous 

course, he does so with the irritating serenity of a man 

accepting responsibility for a sin he has already committed in 

his conscience. 

“Put it in writing,” he said. “If it fails, the failure is 

mine.” 

He meant it. That almost made it worse. 

So Mann came out. 

An ankle monitor was secured to him. Armed guards remained 

at his shoulders. He was transported not to any public office but 

to an underground operations center buried beneath enough 

concrete to discourage both reporters and assassins. Yet even in 

those conditions he entered like a prince receiving temporary 

inconvenience rather than a prisoner being indulged. 

In the armored vehicle he attempted, as usual, to poison 

whatever part of the journey he could not control materially. He 
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spoke of Lena—not crudely, for he was too intelligent for 

crudity, but with that subtle blend of insinuation and confidence 

calculated to make the hearer distrust his own mercy. He 

mentioned Singapore. He mentioned Professor Hale. He asked 

whether I fully understood what had been done in his service by 

those he had broken to obedience. 

“She told me enough,” I said. 

“Did she? How fortunate for both of you that the soul can be 

narrated into innocence.” 

I nearly struck him. The guards, perhaps observing in me the 

same impulse they had observed in others, shifted before I had 

moved an inch. Vane ordered me not to let Mann bait me, which was 

excellent advice and impossible to enjoy receiving. 

At the operations center Mann sat before a secure terminal 

and demanded broader access before he would begin. Piece by 

piece, because urgency is the solvent of principle, he obtained 

it. Under his fingers histories, customs records, auction 

catalogs, estate inventories, and museum databases became not 

scattered facts but routes through which predation had travelled. 

He was very good. One must say that much. He was also enjoying 

himself. 

“Magda now possesses five of the seven objects,” he said 

after an hour. “The Mercer Scroll, the cast figure, the 

ceremonial blade, the mirror, and the seal taken from the V and 

A. Two remain. One is another text—the Book of Transformations. 

The other a bronze key, literal and symbolic both, that opens the 

last of our father’s vaults.” 
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He went on, unprompted, in the flat lecturing tone he 

reserved for the subjects that cost him most. His father had not 

trusted institutions, governments, or his own children with the 

completed work; he had trusted only the patience of objects. Each 

of the seven carried a fragment—a sequence, a key, a correction—

meaningless in isolation and catastrophic in assembly. “He used 

to say that any secret a single mind can hold is a secret already 

half betrayed,” Mann told us. “So he divided himself. Seven 

pieces, seven hiding places, and a confidence that the world’s 

greed would preserve what its conscience would have destroyed. He 

was right about the greed. He was always right about the greed.” 

He looked at the screen with an expression I could not name. 

“Magda has spent her adult life reassembling our father. I spent 

mine trying to forget him. We are, in our different ways, his 

most faithful works.” 

“Where are they?” Vane asked. 

“The scroll,” Mann said, “is in the private collection of 

Dr. Evelyn Harding at Cambridge. The key is more complicated.” 

He dug deeper. The key had passed through a Lisbon sale in 

the late forties into the hands of an American industrialist, 

then vanished from clean record. Mann followed insurance trails, 

shell holdings, probate transfers, and the quiet routes by which 

the rich conceal acquisition from both taxman and conscience. At 

last he sat back with a look that I had already learned to 

distrust. 

“Southbrook,” he said. “The key went into Southbrook’s 

holdings years ago.” 
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“Then it burned,” I said. 

“Bronze rarely cooperates so completely with fire.” 

Graves telephoned at that instant. Cambridge police had 

found Dr. Harding unconscious in her home. Intruders were still 

believed to be present. By the time the call ended it was evident 

that we had lost the scroll as well. Mann showed not the least 

surprise. 

“You see,” he said. “While you watch me, she moves. That is 

why one should never build one’s strategy around moral disgust 

alone.” 

We drove that night to the ruins of Southbrook’s estate, now 

a blackened carcass under temporary floodlights and police tape. 

The heat had diminished but not disappeared. The eastern portion 

of the house remained half-standing in a twisted and theatrical 

manner that made one think of old engravings of bombarded abbeys. 

Southbrook himself, affronted by insurance investigators and 

disaster alike, confirmed after much pressure that a small bronze 

key had indeed once stood in a third-floor study among various 

metallurgical curiosities. 

“If your thieves want it,” he said, “they are welcome to dig 

through the ashes for it.” 

“They will,” said Mann from between his guards. “That is 

precisely what they intend.” 

We set the trap accordingly. Tactical teams ringed the 

grounds. Drones watched the tree line. The wind shifted among the 

scorched stones and brought with it the wet mineral smell of 

extinguished fire. We waited. 
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It is in waiting that one best discovers the quality of 

companions. Vane became quieter and more dangerous. Graves moved 

incessantly between communications points. Mann stood almost 

lazily, hands cuffed in front, like a naturalist amused by the 

habits of predators smaller than himself. I found that I hated 

him most not when he threatened but when he relaxed. Threats are 

at least honest about their purpose. Ease in a man like Mann 

implies reserves. 

“Why are you helping us?” I asked him in a low voice while 

floodlight shadows moved across the rubble. 

“Perhaps,” he said, “because my sister has become tiresome.” 

“That is not an answer.” 

“No. But it is near one.” 

Before I could press him, thermal imaging detected movement 

in the east wing. Four figures entered the ruins with lamps. 

Among them, unmistakable in carriage even at a distance, was 

Magda. 

They searched rapidly, pulling at half-fused debris until 

one of them uncovered a metal box warped by heat yet not wholly 

consumed. Magda opened it and lifted something dark and narrow in 

the light. Even from where I stood I knew it must be the key. 

Vane gave the signal. Floodlights snapped brighter. Armed 

police flooded inward. The Coil men returned fire at once. The 

ruins, which had seemed moments before only dead architecture, 

became a geometry of muzzle flashes, shouted commands, crumbling 

brick, and drifting red smoke. One of Magda’s men fell. Another 

vanished through a breach I had not realized existed. Then smoke 
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took them all for an instant, and when it thinned she was running 

for the tree line with the key in hand. 

Vane pursued. I followed with two tactical officers. Behind 

us Mann called out something—perhaps warning, perhaps mockery. I 

did not hear the words distinctly, only the satisfaction in the 

voice. 

The forest beyond the estate swallowed sound badly. Branches 

struck one’s face. Wet leaves slid underfoot. Ahead, in a small 

clearing silvered by the emergency lamps of vehicles too distant 

to help, Magda stopped and turned. Her remaining escorts had 

peeled away. She wished to speak. 

“Far enough,” she said. 

Vane raised his weapon. “Drop the key.” 

“And deprive history of its little joke? No.” 

Her attention shifted to me. “Doctor Marsh,” she said, and 

there was in her tone a species of curiosity colder than hatred. 

“You are the one who rescued Lena.” 

“If that troubles you, I am delighted.” 

“It does not trouble me. It interests me. Men like you 

always imagine rescue to be an event. It is usually only an 

interruption.” 

“She is free of Mann.” 

Magda smiled with real contempt now. “No one is free of the 

structures that made them. One day she will show you that.” 

Had she accused Lena of treachery I could have dismissed it 

as malice. Instead she spoke in the language of psychic damage, 

which was harder to deny because it held truth twisted into 
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cruelty. That was her talent: not pure falsehood but corrupted 

insight. 

Vane ordered her again to surrender. She answered by 

pressing the detonator in her other hand. 

Charges hidden through the wood ignited. Trees burst at the 

roots. Soil leapt. We were thrown down in a storm of earth, bark, 

and splinters. My left shoulder struck a trunk hard enough to 

numb the arm. By the time the smoke and dirt settled, Magda had 

gone. 

Back among the ruins Vane came straight to Mann with fury 

plain at last upon his face. 

“She escaped.” 

“Naturally,” Mann said. 

“You knew.” 

“I know her,” he replied. “That is not the same thing, 

though often more useful.” 

Then with infuriating calm he produced further news. While 

we had been engaged at the estate, the Cambridge scroll had been 

removed. Magda now possessed all seven artifacts. 

I think there are moments in protracted crisis when the mind 

refuses escalation not because escalation is impossible but 

because it is too plausible. For several seconds I simply stared 

at him. 

“Then we have failed,” I said. 

“Not yet,” said Mann. “Possession is not synthesis. She 

still requires translation, laboratory conditions, specialist 

materials, and time. Days perhaps. A week at most.” 
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“And you know where she will go.” 

“Perhaps.” 

“What do you want?” Vane asked. 

Mann smiled. “At last the practical question. Greater 

freedom. Broader access. Resources. And a place at the 

confrontation. This is family business.” 

Before Vane could answer, Graves arrived with word that 

another faction of the Heptarchy had entered the hunt. Brandt’s 

people were already in London. They wanted Magda stopped, though 

whether to seize the formula, to bury it, or merely to settle an 

old account inside the Council was a question beyond our 

immediate capacity to resolve. 

Mann found the development delightful. I did not. Three 

hunting parties, overlapping motives, one city, one hidden 

laboratory, and a completed formula of uncertain but possibly 

apocalyptic power: that was the arithmetic presented to us by 

midnight. 

Much of the remaining night went to consolidating 

intelligence, moving personnel, and trying to decide which danger 

was most urgent. Yet one image remains more clearly than the maps 

and screens. It came later, when for a brief hour I returned to 

my flat. Lena was awake in the chair by the window, a lamp beside 

her and my unopened kitchen crate serving as a footstool. She 

looked up at once, not startled, merely alert. 

“You are late,” she said. 

“I regret to report that civilization remains inconvenient.” 
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She read the answer in my face before I sat down. “It is 

worse.” 

“Yes.” 

I told her enough, though not every detail. One does not 

always protect those one loves by withholding truth; but neither 

does one throw all one’s darkness into their hands simply because 

one is tired of carrying it. She listened without interruption, 

then asked, “And him? Mann?” 

“Vane has brought him into the operation under guard.” 

Her fingers tightened almost imperceptibly around the arm of 

the chair. “Then the house is on fire from both ends.” 

“That is a fair medical summary.” 

“Do not joke.” 

“I am sorry.” 

She stood and crossed to me. There are forms of sympathy 

more intimate than embrace. She rested one hand against the back 

of my neck and for a moment said nothing at all. Then: “Whatever 

happens next, he will try to use every wound already present. 

Yours, Vane’s, mine, his sister’s, perhaps even his own. You must 

remember that understanding a wound is not the same as earning 

the right to probe it.” 

“I know.” 

“No,” she said, and met my eyes with a steadiness that made 

contradiction impossible. “You know it intellectually. I need you 

to know it when he speaks.” 

She was right. She often was. Experience gives some people 

caution; to others it grants a devastating clarity. 
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Dawn came reluctantly. Before it fully arrived, Claire 

called with a preliminary assessment from surveillance gaps, 

financial anomalies, and utility consumption patterns across East 

London. Several possible sites emerged. None could yet be proven. 

Magda, if she had any sense—and she had too much—would be 

decoding the artifacts already. 

And somewhere beneath London, as we later learned, she was. 

I did not see her laboratory that night, yet I have 

reconstructed it often enough from later testimony, from 

intelligence photographs, from the terrified brilliance of the 

scientists she had coerced, and from the shape of the disaster 

that followed. I picture a hidden room of steel and filtered air 

beneath some anonymous warehouse or abandoned industrial shell; 

men and women in protective suits bent over tables where the 

seven objects lay at last united after more than a century of 

theft, concealment, and blood. Scrolls unrolled beneath task 

lights. The jade figure placed beside the mirror. The bronze key 

blackened by fire but legible where it needed to be. The woman 

herself standing above them all, patient and merciless, while 

sleep-starved scholars tried to reconcile archaic inscriptions 

with modern biochemistry under a deadline no honest science could 

have survived. 

“By morning,” she would have said. “You will finish it by 

morning.” 

Such people always invoke destiny when they mean exhaustion 

enforced at gunpoint. 
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Thus ended the fourth chapter of our affair: with Mann 

restored, though not freed; with Vane having surrendered 

necessity to the enemy he most distrusted; with Magda in 

possession of all seven pieces; and with London unknowingly 

resting above a hidden labor in which the grievances of empire, 

the ambitions of fanatics, and the ancient dream of altering man 

itself were being translated into practical method. 

There are stages in every long crisis at which one still 

believes that timely courage may repair matters. We had not yet 

passed that stage, but we were nearing it. The trap had closed so 

gently that many would not have known they were in it. I knew. 

Vane knew. Lena knew. Mann perhaps knew best of all, and smiled 

because knowledge, to him, had always been a form of dominion. 

That, I have come to think, was the true signature of the 

family we were fighting—not violence, though there was violence 

enough, but the patient engineering of situations in which one’s 

own best instincts became the mechanism of one’s defeat. Vane had 

agreed to use Mann because the alternative was blindness; the 

agreement was reasonable, perhaps unavoidable, and it was also 

exactly the door through which Mann re-entered the world. We had 

been maneuvered not by force but by necessity, which is the only 

lever that reliably moves careful people. I lay awake more than 

one night that fortnight trying to find the point at which we 

might have chosen otherwise, and I never could. That was the 

genius of it, and the horror. A trap one could have escaped is 

merely a trap. A trap built out of one’s own correct decisions is 

something closer to fate. 
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I slept for less than an hour before the next call came. 
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Chapter Five 

“The River” 

 

The summons came before dawn and with it a feeling I had 

begun to recognize as the true rhythm of my life since Dr. Mann 

entered it: not ordinary fear, but the cold narrowing of the 

world to one impossible decision after another. Vane had not 

slept. Graves looked as though coffee had ceased to be a beverage 

and become instead a constitutional principle. Mann, in his 

monitored captivity, sat before a terminal under guard and 

appeared, to my mounting irritation, both fresher and more amused 

than any honest man had a right to be at four in the morning. 

We had learned during the night that Magda had assembled all 

seven stolen objects and was somewhere in London with the means 

to decode, refine, and perhaps deploy the formula over which 

Mann's family had already destroyed so many lives. That would 

have been calamity enough. But London, like all cities in moments 

of crisis, prefers abundance. Before dawn had fully reached the 

windows of the operations room, we learned that a rival faction 

of the Heptarchy had sent its own hunters into the capital with 

orders at once practical and merciless: recover Magda if 

possible, kill her if necessary, and bury the formula beneath 

whatever wreckage the morning required. 

Mann listened to the briefings, the updates, the clipped 

curses of overworked analysts, and then went on typing as if the 

fate of the city were merely another academic inconvenience. At 

intervals he paused, consulted a set of chemical supply records, 
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and resumed with the fastidious confidence of a pianist warming 

his hands before a recital. 

"Anything?" I asked Vane, carrying him coffee more as 

tribute to exhaustion than from any hope of usefulness. 

"Twenty-three sites," he said. "All plausible. Which means 

none of them are useful." 

Mann spoke without turning. "On the contrary. Plausibility 

is useful when one understands vanity. Magda would never trust a 

registered laboratory. She would repurpose something defunct, 

secretive, and already contaminated by history." 

He tapped one long finger against the screen. A map bloomed 

before us. Twelve locations vanished under his elimination 

process with insulting ease until a single site remained: an 

abandoned pharmaceutical plant in East London, near the Thames, 

purchased through a shell company that traced, with infuriating 

predictability, to one of Mann's older financial networks. 

"She has been using my infrastructure," he said. "As younger 

relatives often do. With less imagination and more dramatics." 

Before Vane could answer, Graves came in carrying a fresh 

disaster. Colonel Brandt had entered the country with a team of 

his own—Council men, loyal to the Heptarchy's other wing. Mann 

smiled at the name with such faint private satisfaction that I 

immediately distrusted both the smile and the history behind it. 

"Brandt was once my student," he said. "Brilliant tactician. 

Ruthless in the efficient way. He will kill her if he reaches her 

first. The Council cannot permit that formula to exist in the 

open, beyond its control. Too many questions would follow." 
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"Questions about what?" I asked. 

"About its origin. The formula was no antique miracle. It 

was my father's life—forty years on the chemistry of human 

limits, built on older and crueler experiments he salvaged and 

never named. The notes survived in fragments. The failures 

survived in graves. He mistook that labor for destiny. Magda 

mistakes it for prophecy." 

I have set Mann’s account down plainly, but it did not reach 

me plainly. It reached me as the rest of that family’s history 

always did—obliquely, in fragments offered as if at random and 

arranged, I came to suspect, with great care. What I assembled 

from it was this. His father had not been a fanatic in the 

ordinary sense; he had been a serious scientist who had asked a 

serious question—why the human animal must age, fail, and die on 

so short and so cruel a schedule—and had then refused, across 

forty years, to accept any of the honest answers. He had salvaged 

the wreckage of older and uglier experiments, work that decent 

laboratories had abandoned and indecent ones had buried, and had 

bent it all toward a single obsession: the chemical correction of 

mortality itself. He had killed men reaching for it. He had 

killed, in the end, a great part of himself. And he had 

bequeathed the unfinished thing to two children who had each 

taken from it precisely the lesson the other had refused. There 

is no inheritance more poisonous than an unanswered question that 

someone you loved died asking. 

That was how the matter stood: a madwoman with a half-

finished biological revolution, a rival Council strike team 
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authorized to erase her, and Mann in the center of it all, 

offering information in precise increments calculated to make 

himself indispensable. He did not ask to accompany us at first. 

He merely explained, step by step, why we could not possibly 

succeed without him. 

"You breach the site blindly," he said, "and she destroys 

the formula, kills herself, and perhaps takes half the plant with 

her. You hesitate, and Colonel Brandt reaches her first. You 

negotiate without me, and she laughs. I am not saying you need me 

because I enjoy saying it—though naturally I do. I am saying it 

because it happens to be true." 

Graves muttered that the proposal was insanity. Vane 

replied, with a grimness I had come to recognize as his version 

of acceptance, that insanity had ceased to be a disqualifying 

feature of our operations several days earlier. And so Mann was 

fitted with a wire, his ankle monitor removed, and his freedom—

temporary, conditional, and to my mind disastrously symbolic—

granted in order that he might walk unrestrained into a 

laboratory built by his father's other child. 

Before we left the secure facility there occurred, at some 

distance from our military improvisations, a scene which I did 

not witness until later, when Lena told it to me. Yet because it 

belongs to the movement of the day, and because her truth had 

become bound up with mine, I must set it down. 

She woke just after five in the morning from a nightmare so 

violent that she at first could not distinguish memory from 

imagination. She found my side of the bed empty and my message on 
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her phone absurdly inadequate: called away, important case, stay 

safe. To people unacquainted with terror such words are 

placeholders. To those who have lived under the shadow of a man 

like Mann, they are detonators. 

Her younger sister, Nadia, came to her in the half-dark. The 

girl had not really returned from what she had suffered in the 

years she was held; she had only learned to imitate the outward 

motions of return. In that dawn conversation, with London still 

outwardly peaceful and catastrophe already on the move, Nadia 

confessed what she had withheld even from Lena: that Mann's 

network had used her in experimental work, that she had been 

forced to assist with animals, and at times with people. The 

child believed herself stained by what had been done through her 

hands. Lena, hearing it, understood at last that rescue had not 

ended anything. It had merely changed the architecture of 

captivity. 

I did not know this while it happened. I only know that when 

she later looked at me that evening there was in her face a new 

gravity, as if the radius of the wound had widened to include all 

those whom Mann had damaged, whether directly, indirectly, or by 

the terrible power of surviving him. 

The abandoned plant by the Thames stood in a landscape that 

looked as though industry itself had been arrested mid-gesture 

and left there to rust in self-contempt. Snipers occupied nearby 

roofs; armored vehicles idled behind crumbling walls; Graves's 

mobile command station hummed with thermal imaging, encrypted 

comms, and badly concealed dread. The heat signatures inside the 
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building suggested more than twenty persons moving across two 

levels. No obvious hostages. Plenty of equipment. Too many 

unknowns. 

"If we storm the place," I said, "we may finish this before 

she acts." 

"If you storm the place," Mann answered, "she triggers 

failsafes, destroys her research, and dies in martyrdom. You 

people are often so impatient to save the world that you neglect 

to preserve the evidence." 

"And you are often so interested in preserving the 

evidence," I said, "that one suspects you value it above the 

world." 

He inclined his head, which I took for agreement. Vane, 

after a long silence, laid out the terms: Mann would enter alone, 

wired, watched, and followed in spirit if not in body by every 

marksman and breaching team we could deploy. If he betrayed us, 

if he attempted escape, if the slightest signal suggested 

collusion, we would move. Mann received these terms with what 

amounted, for him, to good humor. 

"One request," he said as the technician adjusted the 

transmitter near his collar. "If I survive this family's latest 

melodrama, I want real freedom, not the sort that comes attached 

to concrete walls and state-issued cutlery." 

"That is not mine to grant," Vane said. 

"No. But recommendation is an art, and you are a patriotic 

man. You may one day decide that preserving civilization requires 

my comfort." 



 GAEL / The Cinnabar Mark / 115 

I thought then that Vane should have had him gagged. Instead 

he simply stared until Mann smiled and walked away toward the 

open door of the plant, hands visible, posture relaxed, like a 

man arriving for a recital rather than an armed negotiation with 

his own blood. 

We watched his progress on the monitor clipped from the body 

camera. He moved through dark corridors in which laboratory 

apparatus glimmered by night-vision green, past guards who looked 

at him with wary recognition. He descended into the basement, and 

then the image widened into a fully lit laboratory where masked 

technicians bent over benches and steel tables, and in the center 

of it all stood Magda with a vial in her hand that seemed, even 

through the camera, to possess a malign inner luminosity. 

"Hello, brother," she said. "I wondered when your captors 

would become desperate enough to trust you." 

"And I wondered," he replied, "whether your ambition would 

outgrow your caution before it killed you." 

There followed one of those conversations which reveal, more 

nakedly than any confession, the private mythology by which a 

family has destroyed itself. Magda spoke of justice, of colonial 

theft, of humiliation stretching backward through generations. 

Mann mocked her rhetoric while conceding its historical 

foundation. She accused him of murdering their father's dream by 

giving him incomplete work; he replied that their father had been 

a fanatic who mistook warning for betrayal. She said he had 

always been weak. He said she had always confused annihilation 

with revolution. 
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What emerged most clearly was not agreement but resemblance. 

Each possessed the same intellectual ferocity, the same appetite 

for domination through science, the same contempt for sentimental 

restraint. The difference was one of scale and self-knowledge. 

Mann knew he was a monster and had trained himself to 

discriminate. Magda had the soul of an absolutist and believed 

that extermination, if furnished with a sufficiently grand 

political argument, became virtue. 

"How do you mean to demonstrate the formula?" Mann asked. 

"Through the Thames," she said. "One vial. Half the city 

drinks evolution by nightfall." 

I remember saying aloud in the command vehicle, though no 

one was listening to me in particular, "She is insane." Vane, 

with his eyes fixed on the screen, answered, "That is no longer a 

useful category." 

Mann tried argument. He tried memory. He tried insulting 

their father, which I suspect was less tactic than reflex. None 

of it moved her. And then, with a calmness that froze every 

person watching, she lifted the vial and drank half of it 

herself. 

I have witnessed a great many things the body can be made to 

do, in war and in wards, and I had believed myself beyond 

surprise on the subject. I was wrong. What the formula did to 

Magda in those seconds was not illness and not injury; it was 

acceleration, as though some governor that holds the human 

machine within safe limits had been torn out and the engine 

permitted, for the first time, to run at the speed for which it 
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had secretly been built. I watched the vessels stand out at her 

throat and her pupils flare and contract in a rhythm no living 

nervous system should produce. I watched her spine arch under a 

force that came from inside her. And then—this was the part I 

could not afterward stop seeing—I watched her stabilize, watched 

the agony resolve not into collapse but into a terrible, luminous 

competence, as if she had been handed the proper instruments of 

the species at last and found her former self a child’s sketch by 

comparison. It is one thing to read of such a thing in a report. 

It is another to stand twenty feet away and understand that the 

line between medicine and abomination is drawn, in the end, only 

by the restraint of the man holding the syringe. 

What followed cannot be accurately described in medical 

language because medicine presumes an order of causation which 

that scene seemed to violate. Her pupils dilated and contracted 

in spasmodic sequence; the vessels in her neck rose and darkened; 

her body arched as if some electrical force had passed through 

every system at once. Yet the convulsions did not end in 

collapse. They ended in stabilization. She stood breathing hard, 

drenched in sweat, and looked at the room with a new and 

predatory brightness, as though all our senses had until then 

been children's toys and she had just been handed the instruments 

proper to the species. 

"I can hear his heartbeat," she said, and though she meant 

Mann, it was clear she heard all of ours—the room, the gunmen, 

the city perhaps. "I can smell fear. I can see everything." 

That was the moment Vane ordered the breach. 
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The plant became in seconds an inferno of gunfire, impact 

charges, shouted commands, and impossible movement. Magda moved 

faster than training could explain. She dodged, disarmed, and 

struck with a violence that seemed not merely strong but newly 

efficient, as if the formula had not only amplified force but 

removed the body's ordinary hesitation. Men who had prepared 

themselves for an armed woman found instead a creature moving 

beyond their anticipatory mathematics. 

Mann, in the confusion, broke from the guards who had 

momentarily pinned him and went not toward safety but toward her 

equipment. He emerged with a case of compounds and shouted into 

the mic that she had prepared some form of reversal agent. Then 

he pursued her through the rear exit while our teams scrambled to 

reconfigure around a target who no longer behaved according to 

any familiar tactical model. 

Daylight made the surreal seem more obscene. Magda crossed 

the broken ground behind the plant at extraordinary speed, 

reading the snipers before they fired, adjusting to this new 

physical kingdom with each passing second. Mann called after her—

not with the command one might expect from a strategist, but with 

something rawer, almost paternal. She stopped once, turned, and 

invited him to join her. There was a grandeur to the temptation 

and a sadness too. She believed herself liberated. He believed 

power of that magnitude was corruption distilled. Each spoke 

sincerely; each lied to themselves. 

Then Colonel Brandt entered the scene from the opposite side 

with his own team, weapons raised and clipped commands cutting 
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through the noise. If London has ever hosted a more absurd 

standoff than British intelligence, a renegade Council strike 

team, an escaped terror biologist, and her formerly imprisoned 

brother arguing over evolutionary apocalypse beside the Thames, I 

hope not to read of it in any future dispatch. 

Brandt ordered surrender. Magda answered by moving straight 

at his team. She did not evade violence then; she embraced it. I 

saw her hit one operative and send him aside as if he had been 

made of bundled reeds. Brandt himself met her with real skill and 

would, against any ordinary opponent, have done well. Against her 

altered speed he was nearly killed. Mann tackled her from behind. 

They rolled together in the mud and gravel, brother and sister 

less like combatants than like two incompatible theories of 

history trying to throttle one another into coherence. 

She escaped him and ran for the river. By the time Vane, 

Brandt, and the rest of us closed on the embankment, she had 

produced the remaining vial and held it above the water like a 

sacrament. 

"One drop," she said, "and London changes forever." 

It is an odd thing to stand in open air and feel as though 

all oxygen has gone from the world. I remember the angle of 

Vane's pistol, the look of calculation in Brandt's eyes as he 

sought a shot he did not have, the expression on Mann's face as 

he approached her with empty hands and spoke to her not as an 

enemy but as the last surviving witness to the same childhood 

ruin. 
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"If you do this," he told her, "you do not avenge anything. 

You merely become Father's final mistake." 

She answered with the most devastating charge she had yet 

made against him: not that he was evil, but that he was weak, 

that he had become a collaborator, that he would live for 

approval where she would die for transformation. He closed the 

remaining distance and said, with a sincerity I could neither 

trust nor dismiss, "I will die for you if I must." Then he 

lunged. 

The vial slipped. They both dived. It shattered on the 

stones and its contents ran in quick bright threads into the 

Thames. 

There is a particular vertigo that takes hold when a danger 

changes scale faster than the mind can follow, and it took hold 

of all of us in the same instant on that embankment. A moment 

before, we had been trying to subdue a woman. Now the woman 

scarcely mattered. The thing she had carried was in the river, 

and the river fed a city of millions, and the clock that governed 

our chances had begun to run in a currency none of us could 

afford. I remember the strange, shaming clarity of it—how quickly 

the human animal sets aside horror in favor of arithmetic when 

arithmetic is all that can save it. I have stood in trauma bays 

during multiple-casualty events and felt the particular cold 

descend, the one that strips away everything except the next 

necessary act. I felt it then, on a grey embankment beside two 

people fighting in the mud over the ruin of their father’s dream, 

with a metropolis drinking poison at our backs. 
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There are moments in any crisis when everyone present knows, 

with perfect simultaneity, that the scale has changed. That was 

such a moment. Until then we had been trying to stop a woman. Now 

we were trying to stop a river. 

Magda laughed first, then faltered. The bullet wound in her 

shoulder, which had seemed incidental to her altered physiology, 

began at last to matter; the metabolic violence of the formula 

turned on her from within. She collapsed into Mann's arms with an 

exhaustion so sudden it looked almost like grief. He questioned 

her low and fast, in the private shorthand of their childhood, 

with an intensity I had never heard from him. She told him there 

was an antidote in the lab, that he would need her blood, that 

the dilution curve left us perhaps six hours before the 

contamination passed beyond practical containment. 

"Then come," Colonel Brandt said, stepping forward. "Council 

custody." 

"British custody," Vane answered at once. 

Had the city not been on the brink of biological 

catastrophe, the argument might have become a diplomatic incident 

of some duration. As it was, practical terror triumphed over 

principle. Mann insisted that only he could synthesize a compound 

quickly enough to neutralize the formula in water. Brandt, after 

one furious exchange with his own masters and one equally furious 

silence besides, offered the use of a Council facility kept ready 

in the city. Vane objected, naturally. Mann replied, equally 

naturally, that sovereignty was less important than survival. 
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Graves radioed that the Thames intake already showed anomalies. 

Six hours, perhaps less. 

So we made a truce so unstable that it seemed itself a form 

of experimental chemistry. Mann carried his unconscious sister to 

Brandt's vehicle. I went with them because I was a physician and 

because, by that point, not accompanying Mann into the next 

impossible room felt almost like negligence. Vane remained behind 

to prepare London for what he called, with grim understatement, 

worst-case contingency. What he meant was quarantine, panic 

management, and the prospect of trying to evacuate or isolate 

nearly two million people in a capital city before nightfall. 

The secure facility was efficient in the way clandestine 

systems often are when confronted with problems they do not 

intend to confess publicly. Magda was placed on a monitored bed. 

Brandt and his lieutenant, Decker, stationed guards everywhere. 

Mann began analyzing her blood with a concentration so intense 

that for long stretches he seemed to forget all of us. 

His findings, relayed in that detached lecturer's cadence of 

his, would have dazzled me had they not been attached to 

disaster. The formula had altered her at the cellular level: 

denser musculature, accelerated neural conduction, amplified 

sensory pathways. It had also begun to destroy her. Her organs 

were failing under the stress of their own forced improvement. 

Mann, almost admiringly, said that his father had dreamed of the 

next stage of human evolution. I answered that his father's dream 

was busy killing his daughter. He accepted the correction without 

offense. 
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"We cannot antidote two million separate victims in six 

hours," he said. "Therefore we do not treat the people. We treat 

the water. Neutralize the formula before it reaches the homes." 

There was elegance in the plan and horror in the necessity. 

While Mann worked, I assisted where I could, more assistant than 

equal, though I flatter myself I was not useless. Brandt's men 

procured military-grade materials Mann demanded: platinum 

catalyst, rare-earth compounds, elements unavailable by any legal 

or rapid civilian route. The Council, when properly frightened, 

moved with exemplary speed. 

I asked Mann then why he was really helping us. It was not a 

philosophical inquiry. I wanted to know whether what we were 

seeing was sincerity, opportunism, or some still uglier alloy of 

the two. 

"Because I do not want mass extinction," he said. "Because I 

am a scientist, not a nihilist. And because she is my sister." 

"You have killed people." 

"Yes. Specifically." 

He said it without bravado. That was perhaps what made it 

worse. Yet when he glanced toward Magda there was in his face a 

weariness I had never seen there before, and for the first time I 

wondered whether redemption, though too large a word for such a 

man, might still have some smaller cousin in him. 

Magda briefly regained consciousness while the compound was 

still in development. Her eyes retained, for a little while, the 

strange predatory cast of enhancement. She understood at once 

that her brother was trying to undo her work and despised him for 
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it. She spoke of evolution as liberation, of humanity as a 

sentimental burden, of choice as an illusion. I argued with her; 

it did no good. Ideologues near death seldom become more 

reasonable. 

Then she crashed. Cardiac arrest. The monitors screamed, and 

all the facility's order became suddenly very small beside the 

primal fact of a stopping heart. I began compressions while Mann 

drew up an experimental reversal agent from the bench. He warned 

that it might kill her. I told him she was already dying. He 

drove the syringe home directly into her chest. For several 

seconds I believed we had lost her. Then her body spasmed, her 

pulse returned, and the readouts crept back toward a survivable 

rhythm. 

"You were always too ambitious," he murmured to her 

unconscious face. It was the closest thing to tenderness I had 

yet heard in him. 

There followed four hours of synthesis that felt both 

endless and impossibly brief. London, beyond the facility's 

walls, had begun to hear whispers of contamination. Social media 

magnified fragments into panic. Vane, relaying updates from the 

emergency command center, told us water advisories were being 

drafted under the cover story of accidental industrial discharge. 

Graves coordinated with treatment plants. Analysts tracked spread 

patterns. The Prime Minister's office asked impossible questions 

and received impossible answers. 

At last Mann tested the prototype in a sample of 

contaminated Thames water. We watched a reaction so simple in 
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appearance that it offended the scale of fear behind it: a murky 

beaker clearing, readouts falling, the molecular structure of the 

formula collapsing into inertness. Mann allowed himself the 

smallest of satisfactions. It worked. But it worked in miniature. 

To save the city he needed vastly more. 

There is a peculiar agony in watching a thing succeed at a 

scale that mocks the scale at which it is needed. We stood around 

a single cleared beaker as though it were the dawn, and then 

remembered, all at once and in silence, the size of the river. To 

save a teaspoon of London was a triumph of chemistry. To save the 

rest meant manufacture, distribution, the cooperation of 

frightened bureaucracies, armored convoys moving through a city 

that did not yet know it was sick—all of it against a clock that 

did not care how clever we had been. I have noticed that the 

public imagines such rescues as moments: the antidote discovered, 

the day saved, a swell of music. They are not moments. They are 

logistics performed in terror, and the difference between 

salvation and catastrophe is very often nothing more inspiring 

than whether enough vehicles can reach enough valves in time. 

The compound was produced in large containers under guard, 

loaded into armored vehicles, and distributed under joint escort 

to three principal treatment facilities. I remained with Mann and 

Magda for the final stages, then listened by radio as the first 

injection began at Ridgeway. There are few forms of suspense more 

excruciating than waiting for chemistry to decide whether a 

metropolis lives. The readouts dipped, rose, dipped again, and 

then fell clean to zero. The same result followed at Amberford 
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and Thames Gateway. London, which had come within hours of forced 

metamorphosis, was given back its water. 

The relief in the lab was almost indecent in its suddenness. 

Brandt thanked Mann with the courtesy of a man already 

calculating the next concession he would refuse. Mann, in turn, 

accepted the gratitude as though it were overdue and immediately 

began negotiating for improved terms in his own captivity. He had 

saved, by any fair reckoning, near two million people. Naturally 

he wished to monetize the fact in liberty. 

I assisted Mann through those hours as a junior assists a 

surgeon he despises and cannot do without, and I will confess 

that somewhere in the small hours my hatred of him acquired a 

complication I have never entirely resolved. I had come to that 

lab prepared to watch a monster bargain for his freedom over the 

body of a dying city. What I watched instead was a man work 

himself past exhaustion to undo a horror his own family had 

loosed, pausing only—and this undid me—to check the pulse of the 

sister who would have let the river kill us all. I do not offer 

it as exculpation. The man had murdered to order, and tenderness 

toward a sibling does not erase a single grave. But I had been 

raised, professionally and otherwise, to believe that people are 

of one piece, that the cruel are cruel through and through. Mann 

taught me, against my will, that this is a comfort and a lie—that 

the same hands may, in a single night, engineer death and labor 

to prevent it. 

"Have I earned redemption?" he asked me. 
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The question, coming from him, was not rhetorical, and that 

was what made it intolerable. A lesser villain would have asked 

it slyly, fishing for absolution; Mann asked it the way a man 

checks a sum, genuinely wishing to know the figure. I gave him 

the only answer I had, which was that he had earned consideration 

and nothing more, and that he should be careful not to mistake 

the one for the other. He accepted it without protest, even, I 

thought, with a flicker of something like respect, as though I 

had passed a small test by refusing to grade him generously. I 

have wondered since whether that was the whole of what he wanted 

from me across the entire affair—not forgiveness, which he held 

in contempt, but the company of one person who would neither 

flatter him nor look away, who would keep the account honestly 

and tell him the running total when he asked. It is a strange 

office to have filled for such a man. I did not choose it. But I 

do not think, on reflection, that I performed it badly. 

"You have earned consideration," I answered. "Do not mistake 

the one for the other." 

Magda woke again after the danger had passed. She was 

herself once more, in the biological sense, though not in spirit. 

When she learned that Mann had neutralized the contamination she 

called him weak exactly as she had at the river. He answered that 

weakness, in this case, had preserved her life. Colonel Brandt 

informed her that the Council intended to take her and try her by 

its own law. She accepted this with the calm of one who had 

already wagered her existence and considered the result merely 

bookkeeping. 
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Yet she said one thing before closing herself again to us, 

and it remains with me. She told Mann that their father would be 

proud of him, even if she was not. It was meant as insult, 

blessing, and surrender all at once. He answered with contempt 

for their father's madness, but his eyes betrayed the wound 

beneath the contempt. 

By evening we were back under British authority in a 

debriefing room where everything was recorded, witnessed, and 

dressed up in official language so that posterity might pretend 

chaos had minutes and signatures. Graves stated for the record 

that Dr. Mann's assistance had prevented mass casualty 

transformation. The Home Office, he said, was considering 

clemency. Vane, not quite contradicting him, clarified that the 

current proposal amounted to improved confinement, more 

privileges, and perhaps a future role as consultant under 

permanent surveillance. 

Mann objected not to the surveillance but to the boredom. He 

proposed, with outrageous calm, that since unconventional threats 

now dominated our lives, unconventional assets ought to be 

cultivated accordingly. In short: recruit him. I protested. 

Graves protested more forcefully. Vane, to my disgust and 

reluctant understanding, did not dismiss it outright. He said 

only that the matter would require approvals well above any one 

of us. 

That evening, when I returned home, Lena met me with relief 

first and questions second. Nadia had seen the news and was 

terrified by reports that Mann might no longer be held in strict 
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confinement. I reassured her in words I did not fully believe. 

After she had gone to her room, Lena told me what had passed 

between her and her sister that morning. I listened, and with 

each detail felt my hatred of Mann gain a fresh and more 

complicated root. Not because the revelation was new in kind, but 

because each new victim altered the scale on which one must 

reckon the man. 

"Do not trust him," she said. "Not because he is only evil. 

Because he is not. A man who is only evil is easier to see." 

She was right, though I did not tell her how much I feared 

she was right. I had watched Mann save a city. I had watched him 

labor over his sister's failing body. I had heard him speak, 

perhaps honestly, against mass extinction. None of this absolved 

him. All of it made him more dangerous. 

That night he was transferred to better quarters—still 

confinement, but comfortable enough to flatter his vanity. He 

received food, books, restricted internet access, and the sort of 

treatment states reserve for men they hate and intend to use. 

Somewhere else in the city, Magda waited in secure holding for 

the journey into the Council's custody and whatever sentence its 

tribunal had prepared. 

There the day might have ended, had Dr. Mann been a simpler 

species of villain. But simplicity was never his vice. In his new 

room, with the surveillance state upon him and the city briefly 

safe, he received an encrypted message from someone still inside 

the Heptarchy. The council, it said, endured. It awaited his 

return. 



 GAEL / The Cinnabar Mark / 130 

Vane knew enough by then to suspect as much, though he did 

not yet know the content of the message. He stood in the command 

center watching monitors that showed Mann in his room, Magda in 

holding, the treatment facilities restored to operation, and 

London itself glittering on toward midnight as though no hand had 

that day nearly altered its blood. Graves urged him to rest. Vane 

answered that it was over only in the shallowest sense. 

He was right. The city had survived. The man who saved it 

remained in play. And under that uneasy peace, the same old 

machinery of ambition, grief, science, empire, and revenge went 

on turning, patient as ever, beneath the lights of London. 
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Chapter Six 

“Provenance” 

 

Three weeks after Magda's capture, the machinery of official 

relief had begun, with touching optimism, to declare the worst 

behind us. London had resumed its ordinary vulgarities; 

newspapers that had flirted briefly with catastrophe returned to 

politics, football, and minor scandal; and even within the 

Service one could detect the dangerous human instinct to believe 

that because one fire had been put out, the building itself must 

therefore be safe. I did not share the sentiment. Neither did 

Vane. If anything, victory over Magda had made him more rather 

than less suspicious, for he had learned—as had I—that the family 

to which Dr. Mann belonged regarded defeat not as an ending but 

as a method of transition. 

I was not present when Magda was handed over to the 

Council's people, though Vane later told me the scene with 

sufficient detail that I can almost pretend to have stood beside 

him upon the tarmac at Heathrow. She was led in restraints toward 

a waiting cargo plane under the eye of Colonel Brandt and his 

lieutenant Decker, and she carried herself, Vane said, with the 

dreadful composure of one who has already made terms with death. 

Calder muttered that we were handing evidence to an executioner. 

Vane answered, with that clipped bleakness which served him in 

place of comfort, that Britain had neither the jurisdiction nor 

the appetite for a war with the Heptarchy over a woman who had 

nearly rewritten biology in the Thames estuary. The aircraft 
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lifted into the night, and with it, or so everyone hoped, an 

entire category of trouble. 

Trouble, unhappily, prefers substitution to departure. 

Before Vane had even left the airport, Graves called him back to 

the safe house with the words dead diplomats and golden 

scorpions, a phrase absurd enough that, under other 

circumstances, I might have assumed it referred to a 

hallucination or a satirical opera. By the time I reached the 

operations room three hours later, absurdity had hardened into a 

body count. Ambassador Richard Greyson lay dead in a luxury suite 

after opening an ornate parcel. Heinrich Mueller, the German 

cultural attaché, had died in his own home by the same infernal 

method. Anna Volkov, a Russian cultural minister temporarily in 

London for hearings and private discussions, followed them before 

dawn. In each case the murderer had used a deathstalker scorpion 

plated in gold so delicately that the creature remained alive 

beneath the beauty and struck with venom modified for immediate 

cardiac collapse. 

I examined the reports while Claire enlarged photographs on 

the main screen. The punctures were minute. The toxin profile was 

elegant in the worst sense—rapid, precise, and very likely 

untraceable had one not already learned to look for the 

impossible. I remember saying, more sharply than was useful, that 

this bore Mann's signature as clearly as any forged cheque. Vane 

answered that Mann had been in custody for weeks. Claire, who had 

become less reverent toward official language and more accurate 

with each passing case, observed that custody was not the same 
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thing as helplessness, especially when one had granted a genius 

criminal limited research privileges and access to monitored 

technology on the theory that civilization could afford nuance. 

Mann was brought in from his cell with the air of a man 

interrupted at an interesting book rather than one summoned to a 

murder board. He studied the photographs of the plated scorpions 

almost appreciatively. That expression, I confess, made me want 

to strike him. Instead I watched while he named the supposed 

craftsman: Dr. Verrick, a geneticist and former pupil whom he 

described as brilliant, impatient, and temperamentally incapable 

of moderation. According to Mann, Verrick had both the technical 

skill to produce such creatures and the professional vanity to 

relish a sequence of theatrical assassinations. Vane demanded a 

location; Mann offered instead a set of observations, a theory of 

motive, and a request for broader access. He did this with such 

calm confidence that one could see the trap without quite 

determining where the teeth were hidden. 

His explanation, however, had a nasty plausibility. All 

three victims had been involved, directly or by testimony, in a 

provenance inquiry that had begun to pull at the quiet trade in 

undocumented antiquities. Hearings were due in Parliament. 

Auction houses and museum boards were preparing public positions. 

Private collectors who had long relied upon laundered provenance 

stood to lose money, prestige, and the protection of a polite old 

narrative which converted plunder into acquisition by the 

graceful use of the passive voice. Mann suggested that the 

Heptarchy, with its investments in the black-market trade—and its 
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interest in keeping certain of the seven objects unexamined—had 

reason to stop the inquiry. Or perhaps, he added with calculated 

vagueness, certain collectors required no prompting to defend 

their hoards. It was at once too broad to prosecute and too 

shrewd to dismiss. 

I have come to think that this was the cleverest of all the 

season’s cruelties, precisely because it wore the costume of 

ordinary greed. The world is full of men who will kill to protect 

a fortune in stolen art, and a string of murdered diplomats and 

curators, however shocking, fits a pattern the authorities know 

how to read. But the pattern was a disguise. What the killings 

actually protected was not the market value of any single object; 

it was the secret the objects collectively kept. Somewhere in the 

provenance records the inquiry threatened to open lay the trail 

of the seven—the dispersed pieces of Mann’s father’s work—and the 

Heptarchy could not permit a parliamentary committee, of all the 

clumsy instruments in the world, to go pulling at that thread in 

public. So they had dressed a matter of existential consequence 

as a matter of money, and trusted, correctly, that everyone would 

believe the cheaper story. It is the oldest trick the powerful 

know: to hide a thing that matters absolutely behind a thing that 

merely matters a great deal. 

We were still arguing over whether to use him at all when a 

third death arrived on Claire's screen and stripped the room of 

patience. Vane took Mann into an interrogation room and began 

again with the kind of anger he reserved for circumstances in 

which every available course of action was morally repellent. 
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Mann replied that he did not know where Verrick was but knew how 

he worked. Verrick, he said, would already be observing his next 

target, learning habits, security, routes of entry, and points of 

symbolic advantage. Faced with a list of forty-seven names 

connected to the inquiry, Mann asked for the most visible among 

them. The answer came quickly: Dame Patricia Whitmore, chair of 

the British Museum board, due to give a public lecture at the 

Victoria and Albert Museum before her testimony. 

I had already spoken by telephone to enough of the 

prospective targets to know the truth of what Mann said next. 

Idealists and grandees are often alike in one respect: they 

dislike being instructed in practical danger by men with guns. 

Most had resisted enhanced protection on the ground that it would 

signal weakness, or encourage panic, or lend melodramatic dignity 

to a threat they preferred to classify as improbable. Dame 

Patricia had proved more sensible than some, but not by much. She 

agreed to police presence and insisted upon remaining in her 

Kensington residence, partly from conviction and partly, I think, 

because there are people of rank who would rather be assassinated 

among their own books than inconvenienced in a government flat. 

So it was that before midnight I found myself once again in 

an unmarked van with Vane, Calder, four armed officers, and Dr. 

Mann fitted with an ankle monitor and tracking vest like an 

unusually dangerous specimen on temporary loan from a research 

institute. Mann seemed to enjoy the arrangement. He cast a cool 

eye over the outer perimeter at Dame Patricia's townhouse and 

asked, almost idly, whether anyone had checked sewer access, 
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Victorian service tunnels, and adjoining rooftops. Calder 

admitted that the answer to at least one of those questions was 

no. Mann remarked that this gave the enemy a hole the size of 

London. It is one of his many infuriating gifts that he can 

insult a professional man while sounding as though he is merely 

offering a helpful footnote. 

Dame Patricia met us in a dressing gown and with the 

expression of a woman who had already decided that the state was 

about to trample either her dignity or her carpets. She was 

handsome in the severe way age sometimes grants to forceful 

minds. Her house was lined with books and artifacts, but unlike 

the treasure-dens of private fetishists it did not carry that 

sour smell of possession. Labels were present. Provenance had 

been recorded. Scholarship, not vanity, had arranged the rooms. 

When Mann introduced himself, the colour left her face; when Vane 

explained that he was assisting, she gave us all a look that 

suggested she would have preferred burglars. 

What followed did not improve her opinion. Mann moved 

through the house not like a guest under guard but like a 

surveyor of structural weakness. He admired a Tang vase, 

commented acidly on the moral ingenuity of collectors who 

purchase stolen objects through respectable dealers, and then 

stopped at a study window to point out recent movement in the 

dust, a faint scuff on the sill, and damage to the lock subtle 

enough to escape ordinary inspection. Dame Patricia suggested her 

housekeeper might have opened it earlier in the week. Mann asked, 

in that soft almost courteous tone of his, whether the 
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housekeeper also possessed the skills of an intelligence 

operative. 

The real device, however, waited in the conservatory. Among 

a recent delivery of orchids—beautiful, pale, and cardless—rested 

a gold-plated scorpion so well camouflaged that even when Mann 

indicated it I had trouble seeing it at first. There is a 

particular physical sensation that attends the discovery of a 

lethal creature in a domestic room: the immediate collapse of all 

confidence in scale. Suddenly a table, a bouquet, a pane of glass 

become strategic terrain. Dame Patricia stood very still while 

Mann, with long tweezers and a specimen jar supplied by Calder, 

lifted the thing from the flowers and sealed it away. The 

scorpion struck the glass repeatedly with furious precision. 

Everyone in the room exhaled at once, as though we had been 

sharing one lung. 

It would be difficult to say whether Dame Patricia's 

gratitude exceeded her anger. She looked from the jar to the 

orchids and back to Mann with a steadiness I respected at once. 

He informed her that the flowers had likely been delivered by a 

false florist, that her routines had been studied, and that 

whoever had set the scorpion there would now know his first 

attempt had failed. Vane, therefore, proposed the only strategy 

left to him: stop defending passively and turn the next public 

appearance into a controlled trap. Dame Patricia objected, 

naturally, to being used as bait. Mann observed that she was 

already bait, only without the advantage of preparation. I 

remember disliking the truth of that sentence. 
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She listened to the plan in her library over tea, after the 

house had been reswept and the conservatory half transformed into 

a crime scene. Vane promised everything humanly possible and made 

the promise as a man does when he knows humanity is, in such 

matters, a limited instrument. Mann contributed that Southbrook—

though not yet fully exposed—was precisely the kind of bitter 

collector who would risk all rather than watch his social world 

reclassify itself as criminal. Dame Patricia fixed him with a 

scholar's stare and asked whether he was describing Southbrook or 

himself. Mann smiled very slightly and said that the categories 

were not mutually exclusive. In the end she agreed, as serious 

people often do, not because she trusted us but because she 

preferred danger to surrender. 

That same night Vane confronted Lord Southbrook outside his 

club in St. James's. I stood out of sight with Calder while Vane 

laid before the man such evidence as we then possessed: the 

financial trail to Verrick, the suspicious timing, the motive 

born of a ruined collection and threatened legislation. 

Southbrook denied everything with admirable old-school composure. 

No warrant, he said, would issue on such circumstantial material. 

He then added, with what he perhaps intended as poise and what I 

heard as triumph, that he was very much looking forward to Dame 

Patricia's lecture at the V&A the following evening. When he had 

gone, Vane merely said, 'Now he knows we're watching.' I answered 

that desperation might produce mistakes. He replied that it had 

better. 
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If the man in question had indeed been Lord Southbrook, 

there remained one intolerable difficulty: why had Verrick 

himself disappeared? We got our answer before dawn. Credit-card 

activity and delivery records tied laboratory equipment to a 

warehouse in Docklands, and on Mann's insistence we raided it 

immediately. The building proved to contain exactly what one 

expects from modern villainy: makeshift gene-editing apparatus, 

terrariums full of scorpions, venom notes, breeding logs, and, on 

the floor, the corpse of Dr. Verrick. He had been shot through 

the head hours earlier. Mann recognized him at once. The 

implication fell over the room like icewater. Whoever had hired 

Verrick had learned from him, killed him, and taken over his 

research under the protection of his name. 

Claire found the contract trail. The shell companies led, 

with the vulgar inevitability beloved by melodrama and finance 

alike, back toward Southbrook Holdings. More decisive still were 

surveillance photographs showing Southbrook and Verrick together. 

Mann studied them and said, not with pleasure but with the 

professional satisfaction of a theorem confirmed, that Southbrook 

had not merely patronized the man. He had apprenticed himself to 

him. The murders, then, were not the work of some remote 

Heptarchy artisan but of an English aristocrat using exotic 

biotechnology to defend the market value of objects he should 

never have owned. Vane wanted to cancel the lecture at once. 

Mann, Graves, and eventually even I argued against it. Cancel, 

and Southbrook would vanish into uncertainty. Proceed, and he 

would come to ground under our eyes. 
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There was a special horror in the revelation, and Mann, to 

his credit or his shame, named it before any of us. We had been 

looking for the monster in the wrong costume. We had imagined 

some remote and exotic artisan of death, an outsider whose 

strangeness made his cruelty legible. Instead we found an English 

gentleman of impeccable address who had quietly apprenticed 

himself to a murderer in order to keep his hobby safe, and who 

had killed three people across two cities with the same 

untroubled conviction he might have brought to outbidding a rival 

at auction. “You look for evil at your borders,” Mann observed, 

with the satisfaction of a man whose low opinion of the 

respectable has once again been confirmed. “It is so much more 

reliably found at your dinner tables.” I did not enjoy agreeing 

with him. I have rarely enjoyed it. It has, unfortunately, been a 

frequent obligation. 

I spent part of the following day at the museum, moving 

between security rooms, service corridors, and the lecture hall 

while pretending not to think of Lena, who had begun to regard 

each new case not simply as a danger but as a test I seemed 

determined to fail. She did not say so in those words. That was 

my own paraphrase. Yet she understood, perhaps before I did, that 

my continued association with Vane and Mann had begun to 

rearrange my sense of what counted as a normal day's work. One 

cannot spend enough evenings waiting for scorpions in national 

institutions without becoming, in some inward and undesirable 

way, adjusted to the possibility. 
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The V&A that evening was full in the way cultivated 

institutions become full when death and principle have lately 

been linked in the press. There were donors, academics, 

journalists, curators, and a sprinkling of government persons who 

had perfected the art of attending dangerous events while 

appearing to have drifted there by accident. Undercover officers 

were spread through the galleries. Snipers held balconies. 

Cameras watched corridors, side exits, loading bays, and service 

lifts. Dame Patricia moved among her guests with impressive 

composure. Southbrook, impeccable in evening dress, radiated 

exactly the level of urbane concern proper to a patron under 

suspicion but not yet humiliation. He chatted, nodded, and 

offered his arm to nobody. 

Mann stood in the security room with me and Vane and watched 

the feeds as if he were reading a difficult score. His attention 

fixed not first upon Southbrook but upon a woman near the 

antiquities gallery, an assistant or staffer by dress, who had 

placed herself, he said, between Dame Patricia and several exits 

with too much professional consciousness. He was right often 

enough by then that we no longer wasted time mocking his 

intuitions. The woman was marked for observation. Graves reported 

that Dame Patricia was moving to the lecture hall. We followed by 

camera and then by the narrow, practical routes reserved for 

staff, where one sees the public grandeur of museums from the 

reverse side: cables, loading doors, plaster dust, and tired men 

in black carrying ladders. 
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Southbrook's method, when at last it clarified itself, was 

more elegant than a pistol and more cowardly than poison. Dame 

Patricia's water glass had been placed at the lectern in advance. 

At some point a golden scorpion had been introduced into it, 

submerged and waiting. Had she drunk in the ordinary course of 

her remarks, the creature would have struck at her mouth or hand 

and killed her in view of two hundred witnesses. But before that 

final movement occurred, the suspicious assistant made for the 

east side of the building, and when officers moved to intercept 

her she triggered a small explosion elsewhere in the museum. 

Smoke, alarms, panic: misdirection by textbook means. In the 

security room, all eyes dragged toward the detonation. All except 

Mann's. 

He kept staring at the lecture hall feed. 'The water,' he 

said. 'Watch Southbrook.' On the screen the old man was already 

approaching the stage under cover of the confusion. His purpose, 

Mann explained in a tone so cold it seemed carved from the 

monitor itself, was either to remove the evidence or confirm the 

kill. Vane was on the radio before I had fully processed the 

meaning. By the time we reached the hall officers were converging 

from three directions. Southbrook saw them, smashed the glass 

upon the floor, and the scorpion shot out among the shards like a 

piece of mechanical gold suddenly animated by hell. 

What followed had all the ugliness of a grand social order 

losing its nerve. Guests screamed and recoiled. An officer 

stamped the creature before it could strike. Southbrook shouted 

that we did not understand, that they had preserved history, that 
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the inquiry would scatter civilization into unworthy hands. Dame 

Patricia, who had spent her life studying such rhetoric beneath 

better tailoring, answered him with more sadness than contempt. 

He drew a pistol and made a little drama of refusing prison and 

infamy. For a few taut seconds I believed he meant to shoot her. 

Instead he turned the weapon upon himself, pulled the trigger, 

and achieved only a dry click. Mann, who had somehow relieved the 

gun of its cartridges earlier in the evening, displayed the 

bullets in his palm with irritating composure. 

I had liked her at once, which is not a thing I can say of 

many people met across the wreckage of an attempt on their lives. 

Dame Patricia possessed the particular courage of the scholar who 

has spent a career being unfashionable on principle, and she met 

the discovery that her own collection had become a battlefield 

with the dry composure of a woman who had always suspected that 

beautiful objects carried debts. When Southbrook spoke his creed 

at her—that they had preserved history, that the careful hands of 

men like himself had saved civilization from the careless—she did 

not argue the economics or the law. She told him, quite gently, 

that he had mistaken ownership for stewardship, and possession 

for love, and that the difference between them was the whole of 

the moral life. He had no answer to that, because there is none. 

I have heard a great many justifications for taking what is not 

one’s own, dressed in a great many vocabularies. They all reduce, 

in the end, to the same small sentence: that the taker loved the 

thing more than its rightful keeper, and was therefore entitled. 



 GAEL / The Cinnabar Mark / 144 

Southbrook fell then not from physical injury but from the 

collapse of self-mythology. He wept, or something close to it, 

while officers cuffed him. The hall smelled of spilled water, 

panic, and the metallic aftermath of adrenaline. Dame Patricia 

stood near the lectern, pale but upright. Vane gave orders. 

Calder took statements. I checked two guests for minor injuries 

from the rush. And Mann—always Mann—watched it all with the look 

of a man assessing whether an experiment had produced the 

expected intermediate result. That expression disturbed me more 

than the attempted murder. Evil in action is terrible; evil in 

observation is worse, because it suggests duration. 

I have tried, in setting down this history, to be fair to 

Mann, and fairness compels me to record that he was never more 

disturbing than when he was being useful. A man committing a 

crime is at least engaged, present, spending himself; there is 

something almost reassuringly human in the heat of it. But Mann 

assisting us—standing at our shoulder, naming the killer, 

predicting the next move with that cool connoisseur’s relish—was 

a study in detachment so complete that it chilled the room. He 

watched the deaths of strangers, and the near-deaths of people I 

loved, with the unhurried interest of a man following a difficult 

proof toward its conclusion, and I understood that for him the 

suffering involved was real but immaterial, a by-product of the 

only activity that had ever truly engaged him: the watching of 

patterns as they completed themselves. I came to fear that 

detachment more than I feared his cruelty. Cruelty, at least, 

acknowledges that the victim matters enough to be hated. 
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If the episode had ended with Southbrook's arrest, we might 

have claimed something like success. We had prevented a fourth 

murder. We had broken a chain of diplomatic assassinations. We 

had shown, at least for a night, that the trade in stolen 

antiquities could no longer hide behind pedigree and accession 

numbers. But the deeper matter remained. The female assistant 

escaped in the evacuation confusion after triggering her 

diversion. We had her on camera and almost nothing else. Mann 

insisted that she was Heptarchy. Vane agreed. The implication was 

plain enough: Southbrook had been the visible beneficiary and 

perhaps even an enthusiastic participant, but larger hands had 

arranged the board on which he played. 

Vane said as much to me outside the museum while Southbrook 

was loaded into a police van beneath the flash of cameras. The 

case, he observed, was too neat. Too successfully solved. I 

answered that neatness had become, in our line of work, a 

category of threat. He looked at Mann, who was being escorted 

back to transport, and said nothing for a moment. Then: 'He is 

helping us close doors while opening others.' It was among the 

truest things he ever said about that man. 

It was among the truest things Vane ever said about that 

man, and it named the trap we had walked into with our eyes open. 

Every door Mann closed for us was real; the murderers he 

identified were caught, the plots he unraveled were genuine, the 

lives he helped us save would have been lost without him. And 

every one of those services widened his liberty, deepened our 

dependence, and advanced some longer purpose of his own that we 
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could never quite bring into focus because it was always one move 

further on than the crisis in front of us. We were not being 

deceived, exactly. We were being used by means of the truth, 

which is the only form of manipulation that works on careful 

people. I had begun to suspect that this was the real shape of 

the bargain we had struck: not that we had hired a monster to 

catch monsters, but that a monster had hired us, by the slow 

accumulation of indispensable favors, to rehabilitate him. 

There remained one final scene, and though I was not present 

for it, I know it from the reports of others and from Mann's own 

altered behavior in the days that followed. Colonel Brandt 

obtained access to Mann's cell late that night and told him that 

Magda had escaped during transport into the Council's custody. 

The plane had been taken in the air. Her rescuers had vanished 

with her. For perhaps the first time since I had known him, 

Mann's surprise was genuine enough to be visible. Whatever 

arrangement he maintained with remnants of the Heptarchy, 

whatever poisonous correspondence he continued to cultivate, this 

development had not been his doing. He understood at once what it 

meant: someone within the surviving structure had acted without 

him, around him, and perhaps against him. 

When I saw him the next morning there was a new tension in 

him, subtle but unmistakable. He was still controlled, still 

ironic, still careful to remain several moves ahead in outward 

appearance; yet beneath that polish ran the unease of a 

strategist who has discovered that another player has been 

touching the pieces in the dark. He had feared, I think, his 
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sister's death for reasons mixed and difficult—family, vanity, 

unfinished argument. But what unsettled him more was 

independence. Magda loose in the world, beyond custody, beyond 

the Council, and beyond his own design, represented not merely 

danger but mutiny in the blood. 

I did not yet have a name for the unease that settled over 

the operation in those days, and neither, I think, did Mann—

though he felt it sooner and more exactly than the rest of us. We 

had grown accustomed, in our long campaign, to a particular shape 

of enemy: brilliant, singular, possible at least to confront. 

Madame Renard had been such an enemy. So had Magda. So, for all 

his monstrousness, was Mann himself. But the escape of Magda by 

hands that were not his own had opened, beneath the visible 

struggle, a colder possibility—that the people we fought were not 

the architects of the design but merely its more decorative 

tenants, and that somewhere behind them sat an intelligence older 

and quieter than any we had met, content to spend his lieutenants 

the way a chess player spends pawns. I record this only because 

hindsight has made it unbearable to omit. We thought, that 

season, that we were nearing the end of the matter. We were, in 

fact, only just arriving at its beginning. 

Thus Chapter Six of our affair closed not with resolution 

but with multiplication. Southbrook had fallen, yet the machinery 

behind him continued. The golden scorpions were crushed, yet the 

hand that had first set them moving remained hidden. Diplomacy, 

scholarship, empire, vengeance, and private greed had all touched 

the same nerve and made it spasm. Most troubling of all, Mann had 
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ceased to be the single controlling intelligence we had once 

imagined him to be. There are few things more dangerous than one 

genius criminal. I had just learned there was something worse: a 

succession. 

I lay awake that night turning the word over as though it 

were a stone in my shoe. A succession. Not a man but a lineage; 

not a threat but a tradition, capable of replacing its own losses 

faster than we could inflict them. We had been congratulating 

ourselves, in our small way, on attrition—on the steady removal 

of names from the board. And here was Mann, who knew the board 

better than any of us, telling me without quite saying it that 

the names did not matter, that for every one we struck out the 

structure beneath would supply another, and that we had been 

playing, all this while, a game whose rules guaranteed that 

diligence alone could never win it. It was the first night I 

understood that we were not fighting toward an ending. We were 

fighting to postpone one—ours. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 GAEL / The Cinnabar Mark / 149 

Chapter Seven 

“The Daughter” 

 

The weeks following Magda’s escape had the unpleasant 

quality of an illness gone latent rather than cured. One still 

rose, dressed, answered calls, and attended meetings; one still 

drank coffee of indifferent origin in rooms full of maps and 

monitors; yet all ordinary motions were accompanied by the 

conviction that some deeper fever remained at work beneath the 

skin of events. London, which possesses an extraordinary talent 

for pretending that danger elsewhere has nothing to do with it, 

continued its habits with admirable selfishness. Buses groaned, 

traders shouted, couples quarreled in cafés, and the newspapers—

those tireless merchants of arranged alarm—moved on from 

scorpions and murdered diplomats to whatever parliamentary 

vulgarity had most recently presented itself. But among us there 

was no such recovery. We knew too much. 

Vane, Graves, and their analysts spent those days chasing 

the shadow of Magda across maps of half a continent. Fragments of 

satellite imagery, border chatter, unexplained purchases, and 

whispers from compromised informants all suggested movement 

somewhere in the old Eastern bloc, though nothing sufficient to 

justify action. One grainy sequence, which Marcus enlarged upon 

the main screen until the pixels themselves seemed offended by 

the indignity, showed a fortified compound in a barren valley and 

a woman whose carriage, if not her face, might plausibly have 

belonged to Magda. Vane asked whether we could confirm it; Marcus 
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admitted we could not. Graves proposed involving Colonel Brandt. 

Mann, who had been listening with the expression of a physician 

hearing a patient misdescribe a symptom, advised against it at 

once. If the Council received certainty, he said, the place would 

vanish in smoke before anyone reached its gate. 

It was one of those moments in which one sees, not merely 

that a man is dangerous, but that danger itself has become his 

native grammar. Mann spoke of obliterating an isolated compound 

with the detached exactitude of a solicitor discussing a lease. 

Yet what most discomposed me was not the coldness of it but the 

certainty. He did not speculate that Magda would return to 

London; he stated it. She would come back, he said, because 

unfinished struggles possess a stronger magnetism than victory. 

She would want closure. Preferably his death. When I asked 

whether she would truly kill her own brother, he answered that 

ideology had always consumed family more eagerly than it consumed 

strangers. He had learned that, he added, from their father. It 

was exactly the sort of answer one wishes to dismiss as melodrama 

and cannot, because the speaker has already furnished too much 

evidence of having lived by such laws. 

The facility was therefore running at a level of vigilance 

that no one admitted was inadequate until it proved so. There is 

a particular smell to government buildings under strain—warm 

circuitry, stale carpet, machine coffee, and the faint medicinal 

note of men who have gone too long without proper sleep—and by 

that afternoon the whole place seemed to me to smell of 

anticipatory failure. Then the klaxons began. Not one uncertain 
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bell but the full-throated mechanical howl which informs you, 

with bureaucratic courtesy, that whatever was theoretical five 

seconds earlier has become actual now. Graves snatched up a 

radio. Somewhere a security officer shouted about a perimeter 

breach. Vane drew his sidearm and went out at once. I followed, 

because by that stage following Vane had become a habit only 

marginally less destructive than smoking. 

The attack inside the corridors was one of those episodes 

which memory replays in fragments rather than sequence: smoke 

rolling low beneath strip lights; the slap of boots on polished 

floors; a tactical officer striking the wall hard enough to leave 

blood there; the pungent sting of explosives mingling with 

cordite; and over all of it the strange composure of Mann, who 

seemed less alarmed than mildly interested, as if a theorem were 

at last producing the anticipated result. He remarked, almost 

idly, that the men had not come for him. A second later the door 

to the secure wing blew inward and I understood what he meant, 

though not yet how completely. 

Two of the intruders died quickly under concentrated fire. 

The third did not behave like a man constrained by the ordinary 

limits of speed, pain, or balance. Bullets struck him and altered 

nothing. He crossed the room with the sickening efficiency of a 

machine supplied with rage instead of current, broke one guard as 

one might snap dry timber, and turned toward Mann with a purpose 

so direct that even now I can recall the quality of it. There was 

no theatricality in the fellow. He had not come to menace, boast, 

or negotiate. He had come to collect. What happened next occurred 
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so swiftly that I did not at first understand it. Mann produced 

from somewhere upon his person a prepared syringe and drove it 

into the operative’s neck. The effect was immediate and ghastly. 

The man convulsed, folded, and lay still before the last of the 

smoke had settled. 

Vane reached us with reinforcements seconds later. Graves 

arrived just behind him, breathing hard, his face gone chalk-pale 

at the sight of the bodies. Mann, kneeling with irritating 

neatness beside the fallen operative, explained that Magda had 

perfected her enhancement work but left a flaw in the 

neurological architecture. He had anticipated such a development 

and prepared, years before, a chemical kill-switch. I asked 

whether he had expected an assault of this exact kind. He said 

only that he expected everything eventually. It was not a useful 

answer, but it was truthful in the worst way. He then pointed 

out, with maddening calm, that the attack’s visible violence had 

obscured its real aim. While we had all rushed to contain the 

obvious threat, a smaller team had entered the restricted 

archives. 

That discovery altered the atmosphere more completely than 

the dead guard upon the floor. Footage showed operatives in the 

files room, moving fast and with purpose; servers had been 

accessed, copied, and wiped. By the time security reached the 

place, our internal intelligence, Mann’s research, asset 

locations, informant identities, and operational history had been 

ripped from us and carried elsewhere. Graves began barking 

emergency instructions before the full implication had even 
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settled. Vane’s face became, for several seconds, so 

expressionless that I knew fury had passed beyond the stage of 

visible performance. As for Mann, he merely observed that between 

Magda’s audacity and Madame Renard’s resources we had just 

delivered into enemy hands enough knowledge to set half the city 

trembling. One grows tired, in such company, of hearing the worst 

thing in the room spoken as if it were an elegant footnote. 

I went home late and found Lena and Nadia before the 

television, watching reports carefully designed to alarm the 

public without telling it anything useful. Official spokesmen 

still spoke in that solemn, diminished language by which 

institutions attempt to avoid the appearance of being surprised. 

Lena’s first question was whether I had been hurt. Her second, 

though framed differently, was whether the danger now touching us 

was of the ordinary kind or of Mann’s kind. I told her enough to 

be honest and not enough to burden Nadia beyond what she already 

carried. It made no one feel safer. I had barely finished when 

Vane rang to say that someone was asking for me specifically and 

that I would not, in his view, believe who it was until I saw 

her. 

Through the glass of the interview room I first saw Iris 

seated with the poise of a woman fully aware that everyone 

present was trying, and failing, to decide whether she ought to 

be classified as witness, liar, or weapon. She was very young, 

yet there was about her the polished self-command one more often 

associates with diplomats, gamblers, or particularly dangerous 

daughters. Vane informed me, in a tone that suggested he expected 
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the claim to explode on contact with logic, that she said she was 

Mann’s child. My instinct was disbelief, not because such a thing 

was impossible but because Mann had so successfully arranged his 

life around omission that one expected every fresh revelation 

about him to sound structurally implausible at first telling. 

Still, the eyes, the composure, and the air of disciplined 

mockery were enough to make one uneasy. 

What unsettled me about Iris in those first hours was not 

that she might be lying—liars I had met, and could usually feel—

but that she so plainly did not need to. She had the 

disconcerting calm of a person to whom the truth has always been 

the more powerful instrument, and who had been trained, 

expensively, to wield it. When she spoke of her own upbringing 

she did so without self-pity and without appeal, as one might 

describe the manufacture of a precision tool: the languages 

installed early, the loyalties tested and discarded, the 

childhood spent learning that affection was a currency and trust 

a vulnerability to be audited. I had treated soldiers raised 

hard. This was something colder. She had been raised the way a 

weapon is forged, and the most unnerving thing about her was that 

she knew it, named it, and had decided—so she claimed, and I half 

believed her—to be something other than what she had been made 

for. I have wondered since which is the greater feat: to become 

good having been raised gently, or to reach for it having been 

raised by Mann and Madame Renard between them. I incline, on 

reflection, to the second. 
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She received me with an ease I found more disturbing than 

open hostility. When I demanded proof, she gave it not in 

melodramatic declarations but in details: an old scar on Mann’s 

shoulder blade; a knife fight in a port city when he was 

fourteen; the fact that he hummed the same handful of old arias 

while he worked, music beloved by the mother she said he had 

never ceased mourning. Each fact was delivered without flourish, 

as if she were not persuading me but correcting an ignorance that 

ought never to have existed. There was vanity in her, certainly, 

and calculation besides; yet beneath both lay a note of something 

more difficult to counterfeit. Injury, perhaps. Or orphanhood 

complicated by the knowledge that one’s father had not strictly 

vanished so much as elected to place empire before attendance. 

Her account of herself was, in its way, as startling as the 

claim of blood. She had been raised first under Mann’s 

supervision and then under the colder tutelage of Madame Renard. 

She described that education not as victimhood but as training: 

universities, agencies, languages, finance, influence, 

statecraft. She was, she said, what Mann might have become had he 

chosen legitimacy over criminal grandeur—the socially acceptable 

face of the same appetite. Yet Madame Renard, in backing Magda’s 

crusade rather than her own more disciplined pragmatism, had 

rendered her expendable. Therefore she had come to us. Not out of 

sentiment, she insisted, but because Magda’s methods would wreck 

the world in ways bad for business, bad for order, and bad for 

everyone clever enough to live by structure rather than ecstasy. 

Such language should have repelled me. Instead it convinced me 
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she was probably telling the truth, for only the truly bred can 

speak of catastrophe in the accents of portfolio management. 

What mattered most was the warning. Magda, she said, had six 

enhanced soldiers with military training and superhuman 

capacities. They would strike London within seventy-two hours. 

She could not name the targets, but she knew her aunt’s 

psychology well enough to insist they would be symbolic: places 

where the architecture of the West congratulates itself upon its 

own permanence. When I asked how such opponents could be stopped, 

she answered that the older chemical kill-switch no longer 

sufficed. Magda had adapted beyond it. We would need tactical 

thinking, misdirection, and equivalents rather than antidotes. 

Before any more could be drawn from her, however, she asked to 

see Mann alone. She put it with a directness that abolished 

argument: there were matters only a daughter might ask, and 

despite everything he remained her father. 

Vane heard all of this from the other side of the glass and 

agreed, reluctantly, to the meeting under heavy guard. I confess 

that some part of me expected theatrics when the door to Mann’s 

cell opened and he saw her. Instead the effect was simpler and 

more persuasive. For perhaps the first time since I had known 

him, Mann looked genuinely unprepared. The mask did not merely 

slip; it failed to rise in time. He said her name in a tone 

stripped of irony. She answered with perfect steadiness. After 

that, privacy was refused in the official sense but granted in 

the practical one, for Vane and I withdrew to where we could not 

hear their first exchange. Even at a distance, though, one could 
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read enough in the body to understand the emotional mathematics: 

accusation, memory, leverage, grief held in disciplined posture, 

and the dangerous tenderness reserved for those who know too 

precisely where one’s weaknesses lie. 

Later, Mann summarized enough of the interview for the rest 

of us to proceed. Iris had confirmed what she had told me: Magda 

meant not only to hurt London but to kill Mann publicly, as 

demonstration that compromise was weakness and blood the only 

valid inheritance. Madame Renard supported her entirely. The 

Heptarchy had declared Mann a traitor. If he left formal 

protection, assassins would likely do the rest. One might have 

thought this would sober him into passivity. On the contrary. 

Perhaps because the warning came from family rather than enemy, 

perhaps because he heard in it the final proof that the 

institution he had built had evolved beyond his control, he chose 

that moment to propose the maddest plan yet. Since Magda had 

enhanced soldiers, we would answer with enhanced soldiers of our 

own. 

What he meant by this was not the creation of new 

monstrosities, though Graves naturally assumed as much and 

reacted with a moral disgust made sharper by fatigue. Mann 

informed us that there already existed seven early test subjects—

survivors of his failed enhancement programme—scattered across 

several continents under new identities, monitored quietly and 

maintained at a distance by his own continuing oversight. They 

possessed unusual strength, speed, and resilience, though not 

without psychological cost. He had preserved them, he said, when 
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others in his position would have eliminated them. Therefore they 

owed him their lives. He would now collect that debt. I do not 

think there was a humane way to hear such a sentence. Yet neither 

was there a practical alternative once one accepted Iris’s 

timeline. Ethics, Mann observed when Graves tried to object, were 

a luxury in short supply when six perfected operatives intended 

to fall upon the city within three days. 

Vane resisted as long as a man in his position could resist 

without becoming performative. He demanded control over any 

incoming enhanced assets, made it plain that stepping out of line 

would mean termination, and extracted from Mann the sort of 

conditional assent one receives from cobras and constitutional 

monarchs. Iris watched this with an expression of cool amusement 

that suggested she found officialdom both tedious and endearing. 

Mann then made a series of calls in multiple languages while 

Graves listened as if each syllable might itself conceal a bomb. 

Berlin, Tokyo, Sydney, New York: in each city some damaged 

survivor answered, heard his summons, and agreed or half-agreed 

to travel. By the end of it seven people were converging upon 

London because a man in custody had asked them to honour the debt 

of being left alive. 

I have turned that arrangement over many times since, and it 

has never grown less monstrous or more avoidable. Mann had kept 

seven broken people alive—survivors of the experiments that had 

ruined so many others—not from mercy, though he was content to 

let us mistake it for mercy, but because a debt is a more durable 

bond than gratitude and infinitely more durable than love. Now he 
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was calling the debt. He was asking seven damaged human beings to 

stand between a city and six perfected killers, and he was 

framing the demand as an honor so that those who answered might 

keep some shred of the dignity he was spending. I objected, of 

course. Graves objected. It changed nothing. The terrible 

arithmetic was sound: without them, more would die. That is the 

trap such men set for the decent. They arrange the world so that 

the only available good requires you to participate in an evil, 

and then they watch, with genuine interest, to see how you will 

dress the participation to yourself afterward. 

That night my private life, which had been attempting with 

gallant persistence to remain private, objected again to my 

public usefulness. Lena heard what she could from me and inferred 

the rest. Her complaint was not theatrical. That would have been 

easier to endure. She spoke instead with the exhausted accuracy 

of one who had already lived too long under the weather system 

created by Mann and all who orbit him. I was spending more time 

answering his crises, she said, than building any life with her. 

There was always another emergency, and there always would be, 

because this was what such men made of the world. She wanted me 

to choose, not necessarily that night but honestly, between a 

future with her and an endless succession of noble catastrophes. 

I told her we would speak after the immediate danger passed, and 

even as I said it I heard how contemptibly familiar the phrase 

had become. 

She was right, and the worst of it was that I could not even 

take refuge in believing her unfair. Every word she said was the 
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plain truth, delivered without cruelty, which is the only kind of 

truth that cannot be argued with. I had told myself a flattering 

story—that I was a reluctant man dragged repeatedly back into 

danger by duty and friendship—and she had, very quietly, declined 

to believe it. What if, she asked, without raising her voice, the 

danger was not something that happened to me but something I went 

toward, because in its presence I did not have to feel the 

smaller, harder weather of an ordinary life? I had no answer. I 

have met that question in the eyes of soldiers' wives, and I had 

always thought myself exempt from the diagnosis. Sitting across 

from Lena that night, I understood that no one is exempt, least 

of all the man holding the clipboard. 

Iris, meanwhile, remained with Mann for a later conversation 

whose quietness made it harder to overhear but not harder to 

interpret. She accused him, I learned afterward, of choosing 

empire over family. He did not deny it. That alone was 

extraordinary. More extraordinary still was the manner in which 

he described his regret: not as moral conversion, for Mann has 

never been sentimental enough for that, but as a specific sorrow 

that his daughter had been formed by Madame Renard’s coldness 

rather than by her mother’s warmth. He admitted he regretted her 

orphaned childhood. He did not, however, regret the work itself. 

Without purpose, he said, he would be merely a man—ordinary, 

mortal, forgettable. Such vanity might sound comic in another 

mouth. In his it came as simple biography. Iris asked whether 

being ordinary would truly be so terrible. For him, he answered, 

yes. 
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The seven arrived thirty-six hours later through a private 

terminal at Heathrow, where official discretion and private 

absurdity often meet with mutual embarrassment. Vane had tactical 

teams in place, though what exactly one can do tactically against 

a cluster of chemically altered human beings remains a matter of 

optimism more than doctrine. They came off the aircraft in no 

fixed formation yet with an evident, practiced awareness of one 

another’s position. Elsa, their informal leader, spoke first. She 

made it plain that they were not there for Britain, justice, or 

any narrative that might flatter us. They had come for Mann. That 

debt again. It ran through the whole business like an iron wire. 

The briefing with them was among the strangest conferences I 

have ever attended, and I have attended inquests, field 

hospitals, and committees of medical procurement, which is saying 

something. Graves projected surveillance images. Iris analysed 

probable strike logic. Vane assigned target clusters. Mann 

described the enhanced subjects’ adversaries with a professional 

respect so cold it almost passed for pride. The newcomers 

themselves listened with the air of old boxers being informed 

that the next opponent would be younger, faster, and medically 

irresponsible. They objected when they understood that their role 

was essentially to delay, absorb, and perhaps die gracefully 

enough for civilians to escape. Mann responded that he was asking 

them to be heroes. Marcus, one of the Americans, said the 

arrangement sounded suspiciously like being sacrificial pawns. 

Mann replied that the difference between those categories was 

largely narrative. No one laughed, because he was not wrong. 
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I have turned that exchange over many times, because it 

contained, in a single grim joke, the whole of Mann’s philosophy 

and the whole of my objection to it. He was right, of course, in 

the narrow logical sense: the line between a hero and a 

sacrificial pawn is often only the story told afterward by the 

side that survived. But it is precisely the story that makes us 

human—the meaning we insist on draping over the brute facts, the 

refusal to let a death be merely a subtraction. Mann saw the 

draping as a sentimental lie. I had come to see it as the one 

thing that distinguishes a man from a mechanism: the stubborn, 

unprovable conviction that what a life was spent for matters, and 

is not made identical to waste merely because the chemistry of 

the ending is the same. 

I have sat in a great many briefings in my life, military 

and civilian, and I have never been in one quite like that. There 

is a particular silence that falls when professionals are told 

the plain truth about what is being asked of them, stripped of 

the usual flattering vocabulary, and choose to accept it anyway. 

These were people the world had already broken once and 

discarded; they owed us nothing, believed in nothing we were 

defending, and had every reason to walk back onto their aircraft. 

They stayed. Not for Britain, not for justice, not for any of the 

words by which we dress such things up, but for a debt to the one 

man who had not killed them when killing would have been simpler. 

I have wondered since whether that is the meanest foundation for 

courage or the most honest. I have decided it does not matter. 
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The courage was real. It is the only part of that strange 

alliance I remember without shame. 

By late afternoon the city had been seeded with watchers. 

Two of Mann’s people at Trafalgar. Two near Parliament. Two at 

the British Museum. One in the financial district with 

conventional support close by. Other teams covered secondary 

targets. In the mobile command unit, screens multiplied our 

anxiety by giving it angles. Iris stood over maps with one hand 

resting upon the table as if she could feel pressure through 

laminate and ink. Vane watched clocks. Graves watched feeds. I 

checked medical supplies with the useless diligence of a man who 

knows he is packing dressings for events that will require 

theology instead. Outside, the city entered rush hour as it 

always does: commuters pressing forward under the assumption that 

systems continue because they continued yesterday. 

At five-fifteen the first explosion came from Trafalgar. 

Then Westminster. Then the museum. Then Canary Wharf. There are 

few sounds more dreadful over a communications net than the first 

burst of panicked, overlapping human voices after coordinated 

violence; it is not merely fear but the collapse of ordinary 

sequence. Elsa and Takashi engaged at the Gallery. Marcus and 

Maya at Parliament. Elsewhere chaos rose in smoke and sirens. Yet 

even before the fourth site reported contact, Mann had begun to 

look not alarmed but dissatisfied. The pattern, he said, was too 

symmetrical. Too theatrical. Madame Renard would be directing; 

Magda would not waste her central act at a remove. The attacks, 

therefore, were feints. The real target was here—this facility, 
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and Mann within it. I felt the truth of that before the alarms 

confirmed it. 

What followed in the corridors cannot easily be dignified 

with the name of battle, for battles imply proportion. Magda 

moved through the secure wing with the ghastly certainty of a 

force no longer answerable to pain in the usual way. Doors closed 

before her and became scrap. Men fired and were flung aside. 

Specialized ammunition slowed but did not halt her. Through 

monitors we watched her approach in fragments—one camera losing 

her to sparks, another finding her already through the next 

threshold. Mann told Iris to leave. She refused. He said the 

quarrel was between him and his sister. She answered, rightly, 

that children of such houses inherit quarrels whether they 

consent or not. 

When the final barrier came down and Magda entered the 

command space, bloodied yet upright, I understood at once why 

ideologues so often become family legends. She carried injury as 

proof rather than impediment. Her grievance, too, was not 

abstract. She accused Mann of choosing weakness, collaboration, 

and betrayal; of killing not merely their father but the lineage 

of purpose itself. He answered, while scarcely able to breathe 

once she seized him, that their father had been consumed by 

obsession rather than murdered into meaning. It was exactly the 

wrong thing to say if one wished to soothe her and exactly the 

only true thing available. She hurled him across the room. Iris 

tried first appeal, then gunfire. Neither altered Magda’s 

intention. 
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I do not pretend courage in what I did next. Opportunity is 

often misremembered as bravery. While her attention fixed upon 

Iris, I managed to reach her flank and drive into her neck a full 

syringe of the most powerful tranquilizing compound available to 

us. She struck me before the chemical could properly declare 

itself. I recall only the sense of the world becoming briefly 

doorless and then returning in pieces: flooring, bright light, 

blood in the mouth, voices too far away. By the time coherent 

sight came back, Magda was swaying. She addressed Mann with the 

weary promise common to siblings and empires—that this was not 

over—and then collapsed. I have seldom been so relieved by the 

sight of a body hitting the ground. 

Reports from the other strike sites arrived in exhausted 

fragments. Trafalgar had held at cost. Westminster had been 

bloodier. The museum attack proved mostly diversion. Canary Wharf 

had escaped the worst of it. In each place panic had outrun 

casualty, which in a city of that density may almost be called 

mercy. Within the facility we secured Magda under enough 

restraint to satisfy even Graves, who by then had acquired the 

haunted look of a man mentally redrafting every protocol he had 

ever signed. Iris checked Mann first. Mann, coughing blood, 

retained enough humour to inquire by what definition he was meant 

to be all right. Vane, whose standards for victory are 

necessarily degraded by experience, announced that survival would 

serve. 

Lena found me later in medical with the speed of those who 

know how to move through institutional spaces while appearing not 
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to hurry. Bruised, bandaged, and somewhat ashamed, I tried once 

again to assure her that things would settle when this phase 

passed. She listened with the expression of a woman who loves a 

fool and has therefore grown intimately familiar with the 

dialects of self-deception. Still, she kissed me, held me, and 

extracted from me another promise that once this was over we 

would decide what life was to look like beyond triage and 

pursuit. I gave it. Whether I deserved the chance to keep it was 

another matter. 

Mann visited Magda before her renewed extradition. I was not 

in the cell with them, but between official summaries and what 

passed later through quieter channels I can reconstruct the 

tenor. She was groggy, bound, and unrepentant. He informed her 

that Madame Renard and the council had abandoned her as too 

unstable even for their purposes. She replied that time had a way 

of revising outcomes and that he, of all people, should know it. 

Their father returned, inevitably, as the phantom at table. She 

said he would be ashamed of both of them. Mann answered that 

their father had chiefly been ashamed of himself and that this, 

more than any murder, had killed him. It is difficult to imagine 

a family less suited to sentimental reconciliation, yet there was 

in the exchange something almost dignified: two catastrophes 

acknowledging that blood explains much and absolves nothing. 

The chapter closed, for me, not with Magda’s capture but 

with the quieter image of Mann and Iris seated together later 

that night, speaking not as strategist and asset, nor jailer and 

claimant, but as father and daughter attempting, with the tools 
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available to such natures, to invent a form of kinship after the 

fact. She asked what would become of her now that she had 

betrayed the Heptarchy. He offered safety, obscurity, a new life 

under another name. She refused the premise of retreat. He told 

her that extraordinary lives extract extraordinary payment. She 

said, with a steadiness that made the whole room seem briefly 

younger and sadder, that someone would have to remain and keep 

him honest. For the first time since I had known the man, he did 

not look solitary. It was not redemption; one ought not cheapen 

the word. But it was, perhaps, a reprieve from the old geometry 

of his life, in which everyone drew near only to be used, 

wounded, or buried. 

I left them together that night and did not look back, 

because there are reconciliations one has no right to witness, 

having contributed nothing to earning them. But I carried the 

image with me down the corridor and have carried it since: the 

old murderer and the daughter his trade had made, sitting in a 

guarded room, attempting with the only tools their natures 

supplied to build, very late, the thing that ought to have come 

first. It was not tender, exactly. Tenderness was a language 

neither of them had been taught. It was something more like two 

careful people disarming a device together, each watching the 

other's hands. And yet I have seen warmer rooms hold less. 

Whatever Mann had been—and I knew, better than most, exactly what 

he had been—some part of him in that hour was simply a father who 

had nearly lost a child and had been granted, against the run of 

his deserving, a little more time. 
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Chapter Eight 

“Deep Water” 

 

The week that followed Magda’s second capture brought with 

it a deceptive calm, the sort one encounters after a violent 

fever has broken and before the physician has had the honesty to 

say that the disease itself remains seated somewhere deeper. 

London, which is a city of extraordinary gifts and almost no 

conscience, resumed its traffic with gratifying speed. Newspapers 

turned away from poisoned men, vanished laboratories, and 

diplomatic panic to parliamentary scandal, football, and the 

infinitely renewable spectacle of public vulgarity. In Whitehall, 

however, and more particularly in the rooms where Vane and Graves 

maintained their elaborate nervous system of maps, screens, coded 

traffic, and sleepless young analysts, no one of sense mistook 

relief for safety. 

I had thought, or wished to think, that our last collision 

with Magda had broken the back of the season’s evil. She had been 

taken, the formula neutralized, and those singularly unhappy 

experiments upon the human frame temporarily checked. Dr. Mann, 

though still guarded and watched with all the official suspicion 

his name commanded, had become less of a caged beast and more of 

a dangerous consultant—one who answered questions when it suited 

him, withheld answers when it amused him, and carried himself 

with the cold patience of a man who knew that his usefulness had 

become indispensable. Iris, revealed at last as his daughter, 

remained with us in an ambiguous capacity that no department 
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could quite define. She was too valuable to dismiss, too 

compromised to trust, and too intelligent not to perceive both 

truths. Lena, meanwhile, had withdrawn for a little while with 

her sister to Scotland, where the air was cleaner and the memory 

of London’s machinery of terror did not press so heavily at the 

throat. 

It is an odd confession for a man to make, but I own that I 

missed her with a degree of physical ache that astonished me. One 

learns in war to part from people abruptly and to expect from 

affection no guarantee of continuity. Yet Lena had entered my 

life by way of danger, pity, admiration, and something deeper 

than all three, until the rooms of my flat seemed altered by her 

absence. The cup she preferred, the scarf left over the back of a 

chair, the slight trace of her perfume at the edge of a hallway—

each became a form of accusation. She had not been wrong to 

demand that I choose, or at least to insist that I stop 

pretending I could indefinitely postpone the choice. If I had not 

yet wholly chosen her over the work, I had begun, at last, to 

understand the cost of not doing so. 

It was in that spirit—half hopeful, half ashamed—that I 

received Vane’s call on the morning when Chapter Eight of this 

unhappy history properly begins. 

He did not waste time on preliminaries. 

“Come in,” he said. “Immediately. We’ve intercepted 

movement. Not Magda. Something above her.” 



 GAEL / The Cinnabar Mark / 170 

“Above her?” I repeated. “You’ve been saying for weeks there 

may be surviving council elements, but you’ve had nothing 

certain.” 

“We have something now. Or rather someone. Graves will brief 

you. And Marsh—bring patience. Mann is in one of his more 

insufferable moods.” 

That last remark, absurdly enough, reassured me. A crisis in 

which Mann was insolent rather than silent at least possessed the 

virtue of familiarity. 

When I reached the secure facility the air inside had the 

exhausted bitterness that attends rooms in which coffee has been 

brewed in industrial quantities and no one has opened a window 

for hours. Graves stood by the main screen with the grave, over-

managed composure of a man who expected catastrophe and had 

therefore begun to resent anything less. Vane was at the table, 

sleeves rolled, tie gone, eyes bloodshot but alert. Mann sat 

apart from them, not handcuffed but very visibly under guard, one 

ankle tagged, his expression so composed that it seemed a 

deliberate affront to everyone else’s anxiety. Iris leaned 

against the far wall with folded arms, watching him rather than 

the screen. There was more feeling in that watchfulness than in 

anything she said. 

The screen showed, first, a sea on which there was 

apparently nothing; then the same stretch of sea under a 

different imaging method, on which one could just detect a 

thermal inconsistency, a blur that ought not to have existed if 

water and weather were all that lay there. 
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“A private island,” Graves said, before I had asked. “Or 

rather an installation built into one. Far out, in waters no 

state troubles to patrol. Off the standard satellite record. 

Cloaked. Masked thermally and by radar profile. We didn’t find 

it. Someone else wanted us to know enough to be frightened.” 

“Madame Renard,” Vane said. 

The name had been moving through our intelligence traffic 

for days as a rumor moves through a fever ward—unseen, vaguely 

described, and always accompanied by a lowering of voices. She 

was said to be older than Magda, subtler, less theatrical, and 

therefore more dangerous; a woman of means, discipline, and 

ferocious patience, who had profited by every failure beneath her 

without ever exposing herself to it. 

“And what is she to Mann?” I asked. 

Mann smiled very slightly. “A colleague once. A rival later. 

An administrator always. She keeps ledgers while other people 

die.” 

Iris gave him a look sharp enough to cut paper. “That is 

your charitable summary?” 

“It is my accurate one.” 

Vane ignored them both. “We picked up a courier trail 

through an American diplomatic channel. Cultural attaché cover. 

Female. Name of Anja Roth. She has access, or claims to. If she 

travels to the island without interruption, whatever Madame 

Renard is preparing advances on schedule. If she does not travel, 

Lin accelerates. Which means we have a narrow window in which to 

use the courier, the access, and the expectation.” 



 GAEL / The Cinnabar Mark / 172 

“To do what?” I asked. “Reconnoiter? Strike? Extract?” 

“All of the above, if possible,” said Graves. “Ideally we 

get confirmation of the installation, identify command structure, 

and disrupt whatever final phase Lin is preparing. Less ideally, 

we improvise.” 

“That last word,” said Mann, “is what governments use when 

they mean they have no plan.” 

Vane turned on him. “Then give us one.” 

Mann steepled his long fingers and regarded the image of the 

false sea. “You already possess the germ of one. If Anja Roth is 

expected, she must arrive. If a delivery is expected with her, 

then the delivery must also arrive. Madame Renard is too 

suspicious for absence, but sufficiently vain to enjoy surprise. 

Therefore we present her with one.” 

Graves frowned. “What delivery?” 

Mann lifted his brows. “Me.” 

It is a curious thing that in that room of veterans, 

analysts, and conspirators, the suggestion produced for several 

seconds an almost childish silence. 

Iris spoke first. “No.” 

Mann did not look at her. “Yes.” 

“You want to walk voluntarily into the headquarters of the 

people who just voted to kill you.” 

“They have voted to kill me for years in one form or 

another. The novelty is gone.” 

“You are not amusing,” she said. 

“No. Merely correct.” 
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Vane asked the practical question. “Would Lin believe you 

had been captured?” 

“She would believe almost anything that gratified her sense 

of irony,” said Mann. “My daughter delivering me bound to 

judgment would appeal to her deeply.” 

Iris’s face altered then in a way I had seen only once or 

twice before: not weakness, not grief, but injury so quickly 

disciplined that only a slight tightening at the mouth betrayed 

it. “Do not volunteer me for your theatrics.” 

At that, Mann turned his head and looked at her fully. “I am 

not volunteering you. I am saying Lin would believe the fiction 

if you were seen to endorse it. Whether you do so is another 

matter.” 

“And if I refuse?” 

“Then,” he said with maddening calm, “we shall devise a less 

elegant absurdity.” 

The argument that followed lasted the better part of an hour 

and would have continued longer had the alternatives not all 

proved worse. Anja Roth, when finally brought in under controlled 

circumstances and questioned, confirmed enough of the route and 

the protocols to persuade even Graves that the scheme, however 

insane, was possible. She was younger than I had expected, self-

possessed, and possessed of that peculiar fatalism one sometimes 

sees in people who have served evil faithfully just long enough 

to lose the illusion that obedience will save them. She knew the 

island. She knew Madame Renard. She knew also that if Lin 
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believed for a moment she had betrayed her, she would not live 

long enough to regret it. 

“Why help us?” I asked her privately, while the others 

argued over insertion teams and extraction windows. 

She considered before answering. “Because Madame Renard has 

ceased to be strategic. She has become devotional. People like 

that burn everything they cannot own.” 

“And you think we can stop her?” 

“I think,” she said, “that if anyone can, it will not be 

because you are better than she is. It will be because she 

finally believes herself beyond consequence.” 

That answer, delivered without drama, impressed me more than 

any display of courage might have done. 

By evening the plan, such as it was, had acquired shape. 

Anja Roth would travel as expected. Vane, Graves, a small 

tactical detachment, and I would form the disguised security 

element. Mann would be delivered in restraints, publicly 

humiliated, the prodigal doctor reduced to spoil. Iris would 

accompany the party as the visible instrument of filial betrayal, 

a role she accepted with hard contempt once it became plain that 

her refusal would not keep him from going and might only doom the 

rest of us to blindness. It was one of the bitterest ironies of 

the entire affair that the child most injured by Mann’s life of 

deceit should be required to imitate, for strategic purposes, the 

daughter he had always feared creating. 

Late that night, before departure, I placed a call to 

Scotland. 
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Lena answered on the second ring. Her voice, even through 

encrypted static and distance, retained the quality of bringing a 

room back into proportion. 

“You sound tired,” she said. 

“I am tired.” 

“Then you are about to tell me something I dislike.” 

There was no use in evasion. I told her enough to be honest 

and not enough to burden her with operational detail: the island, 

the attempt, the uncertainty, my being part of it. She was silent 

for so long that I thought the line had failed. 

At last she said, “Do you know what frightens me most?” 

“That you will say goodbye and mean it?” 

“No,” she replied softly. “That you will keep returning to 

these things because they make you feel necessary, and one day 

necessity will take you where love cannot follow.” 

There are sentences one hears not with the ear but with the 

conscience. I leaned against the cold wall of the corridor 

outside briefing and closed my eyes. 

“I know,” I said. “I know. But if this works—if we get 

through this—I mean to come to you. Properly. Not as a man 

between calls, or carrying other people’s nightmares into your 

rooms. Properly.” 

She breathed out, a sound half resignation, half hope. “Then 

come properly,” she said. “Do not make me teach you twice.” 

I have kept her phrasing exactly, because it was so entirely 

hers—the gentleness and the steel in a single breath, the refusal 

to plead disguised as a refusal to repeat herself. She had 
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learned, in a harder school than mine, that the people who love 

us are not owed our endless rescue of the world, and that a man 

who treats his own indispensability as a virtue is usually 

running from something he is afraid to name. She did not beg me 

to come home. She instructed me to, as one instructs a slow but 

redeemable pupil, and left the rest to whatever in me was still 

capable of learning. It is the particular gift of those who have 

survived real captivity that they can recognize, instantly, a man 

building himself a more comfortable one, and decline to admire 

the architecture. 

I promised her I would try. It was an inadequate promise. It 

was, however, the best one I possessed. 

We departed before dawn aboard a military aircraft whose 

interior smelled of metal, oil, and suppressed apprehension. Mann 

was seated opposite me, wrists bound for appearances though not, 

I think, because anyone believed the restraints would truly 

govern him if he chose otherwise. Iris sat several feet away, 

face turned toward the tiny porthole, refusing conversation. Vane 

slept in intervals too brief to deserve the name. Anja Roth 

studied a printed manifest as though it might yet contain some 

overlooked clause by which we could all be spared. 

At one point Mann said quietly, “You disapprove of me.” 

“Is that fresh intelligence?” 

“It interests me how much and on what grounds. There are 

many available.” 

“Today I chiefly disapprove of your serenity.” 
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“That,” he said, “is because you mistake acceptance for 

serenity.” 

I might have answered sharply had I not seen then that 

beneath the perfect control his left hand—free only because the 

visible restraints were elsewhere—had tightened on the edge of 

his seat until the knuckles showed pale. For the first time it 

occurred to me that returning to the island of the Heptarchy was 

not for him merely a tactical movement. It was a pilgrimage to 

the ruins of his own authority. 

The approach was managed exactly as Claire had described. 

For a long time there was only sea—brilliant, empty, implacable. 

Then, quite suddenly, the emptiness resolved into pattern: an 

angle where none should have been, a glare arrested, a shape 

rising from what had seemed unbroken water. The island revealed 

itself not all at once but by degrees, as though the world had 

decided to admit a lie only reluctantly. There were docking 

facilities hidden among black rock, low structures built into the 

slope, surveillance towers disguised as natural outcroppings, and 

higher inland, partially obscured by engineered vegetation, the 

central complex itself: old fortress lines translated into steel, 

glass, and covert warfare. 

“No wonder no one saw it,” I murmured. 

Mann answered without triumph. “People see what the age has 

taught them to expect. A fortress now must look like a hotel, a 

laboratory, or nothing at all.” 

It is difficult to convey, to anyone who has not stood 

inside such a place, the particular vertigo of discovering a 
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hidden state. We tend to imagine criminal power as a thing of 

back rooms and borrowed buildings, parasitic upon the ordinary 

world. This was not that. The island was a sovereignty in 

everything but recognition—with its own laws, its own currency of 

fear, its own citizens who had been born or bought into it and 

knew no appeal beyond it. Walking those corridors, I understood 

for the first time the true scale of what Mann had built and 

Renard now kept, and I understood, too, why governments preferred 

not to know it existed. To admit the island was to admit that the 

map of the world was a polite fiction, and that beneath the 

agreed borders ran other borders, older and crueler, drawn in 

obligations no parliament had ever ratified. 

Armed guards met us at the landing platform. Claire 

performed her role with admirable coolness. Iris, who had chosen 

every word of hers during rehearsal as though selecting knives, 

announced that the doctor had been taken through internal 

betrayal and delivered to Madame Renard as promised. One of the 

senior guards, clearly astonished by the sight of Mann bound and 

silent, addressed him directly in a tone hovering between 

contempt and curiosity. Mann responded with one of those glacial 

remarks by which he seemed able to preserve his dignity while 

increasing everyone else’s irritation. 

The guard struck him. 

Iris intervened before I could move, not in a daughter’s 

panic but in the clipped, contemptuous authority of a loyal 

subordinate anxious to protect the value of her offering. It was 

brilliantly done. The guard stepped back; the fiction held. 
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We were led inland through a sequence of spaces that made 

even Vane, who prided himself on professional skepticism, mutter 

an oath under his breath. This was no temporary refuge. The 

island was less a headquarters than a concealed state. 

Laboratories lined one passage, armories another. There were 

barracks, medical rooms, communications centers, and chambers of 

ceremony so carefully designed that barbarity could be dressed 

there as lineage. Men and women moved with purposeful silence, 

each aware of rank and consequence. Whatever we had destroyed in 

London and elsewhere, the heart of the organization still beat 

here. 

It was a sobering thing, after months of imagining ourselves 

on the offensive, to walk through the actual center of the power 

we had been chipping at from the edges and to grasp how little we 

had truly touched. We had raided nodes, seized shipments, 

captured lieutenants, and congratulated ourselves on each; and 

here, in steel and stone beneath an ocean that obediently kept 

its secret, was the thing those efforts had barely 

inconvenienced. I understood then why Vane never permitted 

himself the language of victory, why each success seemed only to 

deepen the grim patience in him. He had known all along what I 

was only now seeing with my own eyes: that the visible struggle 

in London had been a quarrel at the gate of a house whose true 

dimensions we had never been allowed to measure, and that the 

people who lived in that house regarded our entire campaign as 

weather—violent, occasionally costly, and certain to pass. 
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At the central tower we were taken upward to Madame Renard’s 

office. 

She stood when we entered. She was neither exotic nor 

theatrical in any crude sense; the danger in her lay exactly in 

the absence of ornament. A handsome woman in late middle age, 

impeccably controlled, elegantly dressed, she gave one the 

immediate impression of someone for whom cruelty had ceased to be 

emotional and become administrative. Her eyes went first to Mann, 

then to Iris, then to Claire, and in each glance one felt the 

calculating weight of ownership and loss. 

“Mann,” she said in English, “how far you have fallen.” 

He lifted his head. “Only in your estimation. Fortunately I 

have never valued it highly.” 

She laughed very softly. “Still proud. Good. I should hate 

to execute a broken man.” 

The interview that followed was a masterpiece of civilized 

hatred. She addressed Iris as a promising child, Claire as a 

useful and temporary tool, and Mann as a relic whose mythology 

had outlived his power. He, in turn, spoke to her as one might to 

a talented clerk who had mistaken access for greatness. I saw 

then that what united them, beyond history and mutual treachery, 

was that each understood the other too well to be seduced by 

style. There was no romance in their enmity. It was bookkeeping 

of blood. 

Madame Renard was, in her way, the most frightening person I 

had yet encountered in the whole affair, and the fright lay 

precisely in how little she resembled a monster. Magda had been 
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fire; Mann was ice with a fault line in it; but Renard was 

something more modern and more durable—an administrator of 

atrocity, a woman who had risen through a criminal empire not by 

appetite but by competence, the way a gifted executive rises 

through a firm. She did not appear to hate anyone. Hatred would 

have been a distraction from the ledger. She had simply 

concluded, long ago, that human beings were a resource like any 

other, to be allocated, expended, and written off according to 

the requirements of the enterprise, and she conducted herself 

with the unhurried confidence of a person who has never once been 

contradicted by a conscience. I have met cruelty in many forms. 

Renard taught me that the most dangerous is the kind that has 

been fully professionalized. 

At length she ordered Mann taken below to a holding cell and 

dismissed the rest of us pending payment and overnight 

accommodation. The instant the doors closed behind us, Vane 

exhaled sharply and said what all of us were thinking. 

“That was too easy.” 

Claire nodded. “Because the easy part was for us. The hard 

part begins now. She’ll test all of you before midnight, and if 

she suspects the slightest inconsistency, she won’t arrest you. 

She’ll simply separate you, interrogate you, and feed the remains 

into the sea.” 

“Charming place,” I said. 

The first crack in the island’s composure came from a source 

as improbable as it was providential. In the temporary quarters 

assigned to us, before the anticipated testing could begin, Vane 
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received word from one of the disguised technical men in our 

support element that a woman had been detained at the perimeter 

and brought to a secure room under suspicion. The woman, 

insisting she would speak only to senior personnel, identified 

herself as Anja Roth before the guards had time to decide whether 

she meant the real courier or an impersonation. 

Our Claire, standing in front of us alive and grim, closed 

her eyes for a second. “Then Lin already knew enough to plant a 

contradiction.” 

The detained woman was indeed the real Anja Roth—or rather 

the version of her Madame Renard expected. The woman who had 

accompanied us had been operating under diplomatic credentials so 

artfully layered that even our own side had needed an hour to 

trust them. She admitted then what she had not earlier: Anja Roth 

was one of several names she had worn. Madame Renard, suspicious 

by habit, had clearly arranged for the impossible meeting of both 

identities to force disclosure. Our position became untenable 

instantly. 

“Then why help us at all?” I demanded. 

“Because I meant every word,” she said. “I also knew Lin 

would eventually discover me. I had hoped ‘eventually’ might come 

after you had killed her.” 

There was no time to admire the honesty. Alarms began within 

minutes—not general alarms at first, but targeted security 

closures, doors sealing, movement restrictions, the quiet 

internal hardening of a place preparing to become a trap. Vane 

gave the order for fracture action. We would separate, pursue 
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independent objectives, and converge where possible. Graves and 

the technical unit would aim for communications and grid 

disruption. Vane would seek Madame Renard. I was to find Mann, if 

he were still where she had placed him. Iris insisted on coming 

with me; no power present could have prevented it. 

I shall not attempt a blow-by-blow account of everything 

that followed in those corridors, laboratories, and stairwells, 

not because the action lacks importance but because prose itself 

grows dishonest when it pretends to dignify confusion with neat 

sequence. There were shots fired in enclosed passages that 

magnified sound into physical pain. There were men who died 

without ever seeing their assailants. There was a laboratory in 

which experimental subjects—some willing, some not—had been 

quartered behind glass until emergency procedures released them 

into the chaos. There was smoke, the intermittent failure of 

local power, and at least twice the sensation that the entire 

island had become a machine attempting to digest us. 

We found Mann in a reinforced cell beneath the central 

structure, bruised but not yet damaged in the manner Madame 

Renard had promised herself. He looked up when the locks gave 

and, seeing Iris first, did not waste energy on surprise. 

“So,” he said, stepping out as though from an inconvenient 

meeting, “the evening has deteriorated.” 

“You’re welcome,” she replied. 

“We’re blown,” I said. “Can you get us out?” 

Mann’s gaze sharpened at once. “Out, yes. All of us, no. 

This island’s central power and cloaking systems are linked. If 
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they fail cleanly, the facility goes dark and visible. If they 

fail badly, secondary destruction begins. Lin would rather drown 

her kingdom than see it catalogued.” 

“Then we stop her first.” 

“No,” said Mann. “We stop the island. Lin is not the point 

anymore.” 

It is possible only a father could have said that in front 

of his daughter without being shot by her on the spot. Iris did 

not shoot him, but what she said was in some ways worse. 

“The island is your point,” she said. “Your vanity in 

concrete. Say the truth at least once in your life.” 

To my astonishment, he did. “Yes,” he said. “It is. Which is 

why I know it must burn.” 

We moved upward toward the core of the complex, joining and 

losing fragments of our party as the fighting thickened. At one 

junction Vane reappeared, blood on one sleeve not his own, with 

Graves behind him carrying a drive case stripped from the 

communications center. Madame Renard, they reported, had escaped 

to the cliffside battery where emergency extraction was possible 

and where, more importantly, the primary destruct protocols were 

housed. Mann changed direction without discussion. We followed. 

The path to the outer cliff ran through a service spine cut 

into the rock. Here the island ceased to resemble a covert court 

and became what it truly was: a weaponized excavation, cables and 

coolant lines married to old stone, modern greed grafted onto 

geological patience. Through one breach in the outer wall I saw 
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the sea, black and immense below, and beyond it a horizon already 

changing color with the first intimation of dawn. 

Madame Renard waited on the cliff platform with armed men 

and, to my astonishment, no trace of panic. She had expected us 

after all. At her back stood the beginnings of a maritime 

extraction: a fast launch below, floodlights, personnel moving in 

practiced order. On a side gantry, however, chained to a control 

post, was the woman who had first helped us—our false Claire, if 

one wishes the term, though no phrase sat comfortably on a person 

who had just wagered her life against a tyrant. 

“Too late,” Madame Renard said as we emerged. “Even now the 

island is entering final sequence. You may kill me, if you can. 

You may even survive me. But you will not take what is mine.” 

“What is yours,” said Mann, “has always consisted chiefly of 

other people’s labor and your belief in inevitability.” 

“And what was yours?” she returned. “An empire you betrayed 

because a conscience arrived late? Spare me.” 

The exchange might have continued longer had not one of her 

men fired first. What followed was short, violent, and decisive 

only in fragments. Vane’s people engaged the guards. Graves and 

two others made for the side controls. Iris moved with the 

terrible competence of someone whose education had been bought at 

the price of innocence. I found myself grappling with a man 

larger than I and more eager to kill than to live; when at last 

he went over the railing I did not watch him fall. 

The most terrible moment of that struggle belonged not to me 

but to Claire. Seeing that the cliffside battery could not be 
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disabled in time while still manned by Lin’s loyalists, she broke 

from cover, reached the manual release assembly, and with a speed 

born of decision rather than impulse forced the overload sequence 

through by hand. I understood what she had done almost before she 

had time to. The battery room flashed white behind the armored 

glass. A fraction later the blast took her with it. 

One says of such acts that they are sacrifices, and so they 

are; but that word, dignified by centuries, often conceals the 

brutal speed with which a living person becomes memory. Claire 

was present, moving, intent. Then she was gone, and the machinery 

she had chosen to break began breaking the island. 

I did not know her real name. I am not certain anyone did; 

she had worn so many that the question had perhaps stopped 

meaning anything to her. But I have thought of her more often 

than of people I knew for years, because of the manner of her 

ending. She had served evil faithfully, by her own account, just 

long enough to lose the comfort of believing in it, and when the 

moment came she did not hesitate or speechify or wait to be 

asked. She simply crossed an open floor under fire to a thing 

that had to be broken, and broke it, and was gone in the same 

instant—converting herself, by a single decision, from an 

instrument of one tyrant into the means of his undoing. Sacrifice 

is a word we keep for such acts because we need them dignified. 

What I saw was faster and plainer than the word allows: a living 

person, present and intent, who chose, and then was not. I have 

not found a way to make my peace with how quickly the second 

thing follows the first. I am no longer sure one should. 
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Madame Renard saw it too late. Whatever escape calculations 

she had made depended on retaining the cliff systems. Mann moved 

toward her then, not like a man rushing an enemy but like one at 

last arriving at an appointment that had been postponed for 

years. They fought only briefly. Lin was not physically weak, but 

she belonged to the class of rulers who mistake delegated 

violence for personal invulnerability. Mann, for all his 

injuries, did not. She went backward toward the outer edge. He 

might have saved her, I think, had she asked in some human voice. 

Instead she cursed him with magnificent contempt, called him the 

ruin of his own creation, and vanished over the cliff into smoke 

and sea. 

There was no time to verify death. The island had entered 

collapse. 

What remains in my mind of the next ten minutes is a 

sequence of impossible images: a hallway tearing open as if 

unzipped from below; laboratory glass imploding inward and 

outward at once; the sea rushing white against black rock while 

portions of the concealed dock sheared away; Vane shouting for 

head counts no one could honestly give; Graves half carrying a 

wounded analyst whose name I did not know; Iris refusing to leave 

until she had seen Mann aboard the extraction boat; and Mann 

himself, once on that boat, turning back to look—not with 

triumph, not with grief precisely, but with the exhausted 

comprehension of a man watching the material evidence of his own 

legend sink into the element from which it had tried to hide. 
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We were not the only survivors. Several guards surrendered 

when the command chain broke. Others fled in launches. Whether 

every scientist on that island deserved rescue I cannot say. Some 

did not. Yet in such moments one drags whomever one can into the 

boats and lets later courts, if any survive, reckon with motive. 

By full morning the island was half drowned, its cloaking 

systems dead, its remaining structures visible for the first time 

to a sky now crowded with aircraft and to satellites that would 

at last record what had long insisted on secrecy. Smoke laid 

itself flat over the water. Here and there secondary explosions 

still sent up dull fountains of debris. Vane sat opposite me, 

face ash-grey with fatigue. Graves dozed upright. Iris, one hand 

bandaged and blood drying on her sleeve, kept her eyes on her 

father as if willing him not to disappear when she blinked. Mann 

sat apart, shoulders squared by habit though one could see the 

effort required to maintain the posture. No one attempted speech 

for some time. 

When at last he did speak, it was not to Vane or to me but 

to his daughter. 

“It is finished,” he said. 

She looked at him without softness. “No,” she answered. “It 

is changed.” 

I believe that was the truer statement. 

Back in London, after debriefings, medical examinations, 

intelligence reviews, and the hundred bureaucratic indecencies by 

which governments convert lived peril into paper, I returned to 

my flat with the sensation of having been absent not days but 
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several ages. The rooms were the same. I was not. There are 

operations after which one feels larger, sharpened, justified. 

This was not such an operation. We had won, yes, if the 

destruction of a covert fortress and the death of a principal 

antagonist may be called victory. Yet Claire was dead. The 

Heptarchy, though decapitated again, had not dissolved. Too many 

of its cells, habits, and fortunes remained dispersed through the 

world. And Mann, though he had consented to the ruin of his 

island, was not thereby absolved of having built it. 

I stood for some while with Lena’s number on my phone before 

finally calling. 

She answered at once. 

“I saw the reports,” she said. “An island, somewhere far 

out. Fire. A military response. I knew.” 

“I’m alive.” 

“I know that too. Alive has become your irritating 

specialty.” 

Despite exhaustion I laughed. It was the first clean laugh I 

had produced in many weeks. 

“I meant what I said before,” I told her. “I have been using 

crisis as camouflage. For fear, for indecision, for everything 

ungenerous in me. I do not want to do that anymore.” 

There was silence on the line, but it was not the dangerous 

kind. 

“And what do you want?” she asked. 

“To come to Scotland tomorrow,” I said. “And not as a 

fugitive from my own life. To speak plainly. To choose plainly.” 
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When she answered, the gentleness in her voice nearly undid 

me. 

“Then come,” she said. “We will speak plainly.” 

It ought perhaps to have been the closing note of the 

chapter: ruin behind us, reconciliation ahead, the illusion of 

earned peace. But history, and especially the history of wicked 

organizations built to outlast individuals, has little taste for 

symmetry. 

That same night, in a room far from mine, a surviving 

council voice informed an unseen superior that Madame Renard was 

dead, the island destroyed, and central command lost. The 

superior listened, asked a handful of practical questions, and 

then spoke words that would reopen every wound we had thought at 

least provisionally stitched. 

“We adapt,” said the woman’s voice. “We rebuild. Stronger 

than before.” 

When she stepped from the dark into the blue light of the 

screens, the face revealed was Magda’s. 

She had escaped. 

More than that: she had inherited. 

“I am the new head of the Heptarchy,” she told her unseen 

subordinates. “My brother taught me restraint. Madame Renard 

taught me ruthlessness. Now I combine both.” 

And there it was again—the lesson the whole long affair had 

been teaching us, patiently, corpse by corpse. We had destroyed a 

fortress and killed a queen and dragged ourselves home believing 

the season's evil broken, and the evil had merely changed its 
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tenancy, moving from the dead into the living without so much as 

a pause in its purposes. A throne, Mann had told me once, is 

never the thing itself; the thing itself is the appetite that 

requires thrones, and that appetite does not die when its current 

occupant does. It waits. It finds the next ambitious orphan with 

a grievance and a gift, and it dresses her in a dead woman's 

authority, and it begins again. We had not won. We had bought 

time. I was learning, slowly and against every hope, that time 

bought is the only victory the world reliably stocks, and that a 

wise man learns to spend it gratefully rather than waste it 

grieving for the clean conclusions that exist nowhere outside the 

last pages of comforting books. 

Thus the chapter closes as so many in this memoir have 

closed—not on peace, but on transition; not on the extinction of 

evil, but on its reorganization. Yet if the enemy endured, so too 

did what opposed it. Vane remained unwearied in suspicion. Iris, 

wounded but unbroken, had chosen neither her father’s world nor 

quite ours, but a difficult borderland between them. Mann had 

consented to the destruction of his own hidden kingdom and lived 

to bear witness to it. And I, for my part, had at last begun to 

understand that love is not what one postpones until history 

grows convenient. It is what one must choose while history 

remains dangerous. 

 

 

 

 



 GAEL / The Cinnabar Mark / 192 

Chapter Nine 

“The Grid” 

 

The days immediately following the destruction of the island 

headquarters produced in London that dangerous species of relief 

which resembles health chiefly because it permits a man to 

postpone admitting how ill he remains. Our enemies had suffered a 

conspicuous reverse. Madame Renard was dead. Magda had, at least 

for the present, disappeared from our immediate grasp into the 

diffuse apparatus of the Heptarchy. The city, obedient to its 

usual habit of self-forgiveness, began at once to speak of other 

things. Trains resumed their delays with proper dignity, 

ministers resumed lying with their customary moral serenity, and 

the newspapers, having briefly trembled before catastrophe, 

returned to scandal, finance, football, and the eternal necessity 

of pretending that history belongs elsewhere. Yet in those rooms 

where Vane and Graves kept watch over maps, intercepts, and the 

pale insomnia of the security state, no one genuinely believed 

the matter ended. 

For my own part, I had gone north with Lena and her sister 

less from confidence than from exhaustion. The little cottage in 

the Highlands which had been procured for them stood by a loch of 

singular stillness, surrounded by that severe beauty which makes 

a city-bred man suspect the earth is morally superior away from 

men. There, for the first time in months, I saw Lena breathe 

without listening for pursuit. Nadia laughed more easily. The 

windows opened upon water and hills instead of glass towers, 
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police sirens, and the mechanical insomnia of London. I had 

promised—half to her and half to myself—that whatever share I had 

taken in Vane’s war against Mann and his family was drawing to an 

end. I would advise if required, examine evidence, interpret 

toxins and traumas if unavoidable; but no more field operations, 

no more midnight races toward death in borrowed body armour, no 

more treating my continued survival as an administrative 

convenience. 

Those were strange days, and I have learned since to 

treasure them precisely because I did not know how to value them 

at the time. We fell, the three of us, into the small rituals by 

which damaged people persuade themselves they are ordinary. In 

the mornings Nadia walked down to the water with a mug of tea 

cupped in both hands and stood watching the surface until the 

cold drove her in. Lena cooked badly and with enormous 

concentration, as though a properly made meal were a kind of 

evidence that the future existed. I chopped wood I did not know 

how to chop, split my thumb twice, and was mocked for it in two 

languages. There is a particular medicine in being mocked by 

someone who, a season earlier, had flinched at the sound of a 

closing door. 

I watched Lena recover in the way I had watched soldiers 

recover, which is to say unevenly and against her own 

expectation. The body heals on a schedule; the nervous system 

keeps its own calendar and consults no one. She slept through a 

whole night for the first time in our second week there and wept 

in the morning, not from sorrow but from the strangeness of 
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having been, for eight hours, no one’s instrument. Nadia improved 

faster, as the young do, though I noticed she never sat with her 

back to a door and never quite finished a plate, as if some 

buried arithmetic still warned her that food might one day have 

to be earned again. I said nothing of it. There are wounds one 

does not probe merely because one has the training to find them. 

Vane telephoned twice in those weeks, ostensibly to report 

on the dismantling of the island’s affairs, in truth, I think, to 

reassure himself that I had not dissolved entirely into 

domesticity. He disapproved of happiness on principle, regarding 

it as a lowering of the guard, and he was not wholly wrong. The 

second time he called I stood at the cottage window and watched 

the two of them at the shore while he listed, in his dry 

administrative shorthand, the accounts seized, the cells rolled 

up, the names gone dark. I made the right noises. I was not 

listening. I was learning the particular angle at which late 

light fell across a body of water and two people I had decided, 

without quite announcing it even to myself, to spend the rest of 

my life protecting. It is the only briefing of Vane’s I have ever 

deliberately failed to absorb, and I have never regretted it. 

It was during a walk by the loch that I said aloud what I 

had until then scarcely dared to formulate even in my own mind: 

that I wished for an actual life with her. I do not mean the 

furtive, improvised life one steals in intervals between alarms, 

but a whole existence—shared rooms, ordinary breakfast quarrels, 

books left open, years accumulating without conspiracy. Lena, who 

had long possessed the infuriating gift of hearing the precise 
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sentence one has been trying not to say, stopped and looked at me 

with that grave tenderness which made her seem at once younger 

and immeasurably older than the years she could reasonably claim. 

When I blundered on from the prospect of domesticity to the 

possibility of marriage, children, and the indignity of growing 

old respectably, she laughed through sudden tears and said it was 

the nearest approach to romance I had yet managed. I might, 

perhaps, have done better had the moment been allowed to mature. 

But fate, having always preferred vulgar timing, chose then to 

thrust Vane back into our peace through my telephone. 

He had called fifteen times. When at last I answered, his 

voice contained none of its usual ironical waste. Magda, he said, 

had acquired a cyber weapon and intended within seventy-two hours 

to strike at the infrastructural nervous system of the country. 

He did not say apocalypse; he did not need to. The terms were 

technical and therefore all the more terrifying. A digital virus. 

Distributed hardware triggers. Cascading failures across power, 

finance, communications, perhaps military networks. Lena heard 

enough of the conversation to understand its nature before I had 

ended it. I remember the silence between us afterward more 

sharply than Vane’s words. She told me I had to go. I told her I 

had promised. She answered that if there were to be any future 

for us I must first help preserve a world in which such a future 

could still exist. Yet she made me one final condition—that this 

be the last time I placed duty in direct rivalry with the life we 

had just begun to imagine. I swore it should be so, and I think 
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both of us knew that promises made in extremity are the most 

honest and the least reliable utterances in the language. 

I have broken a great many promises in my life, and kept 

some at ruinous cost, and I have learned to mistrust the ones 

made in the white heat of a crisis above all others. They are 

sincere—that is precisely the trouble. A man swears, in the grip 

of fear or love, exactly what he most wishes were true of 

himself, and the wishing has nothing to do with the keeping. I 

knew, even as I gave Lena my word, that I was promising a version 

of myself I had not yet learned how to be, and that the distance 

between the man making the vow and the man who would have to 

honor it was the whole unmapped country of my character. She knew 

it too. That she accepted the promise anyway was not credulity. 

It was a wager—on me, against considerable evidence—and I have 

spent the years since trying, with mixed success, to make it one 

she did not lose. 

At the safe house I found Vane, Graves, Mann, Iris, and the 

now familiar assembly of analysts who looked as though sleep had 

become an eccentric civilian superstition. The name that 

dominated the room was Aleksandr Petrov, a Russian cyber 

specialist long thought dead, who had apparently sold his 

formidable intelligence to the surviving apparatus of the 

Heptarchy. Mann, with the cold irritation of a professor 

compelled to discuss an inferior but dangerous pupil, explained 

that Petrov favored physical deployment nodes: hard devices that 

initiated digital spread, each one not merely a bomb but a key 

inserted into the locks of modern society. We began with 
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assumptions. Financial centres. Power distribution. 

Communications hubs. Vane wanted certainties; Mann offered 

probabilities with the maddening calm of a man who understood 

that the distinction between the two is often only visible in 

retrospect. Iris, pale but refusing the dignity of convalescence, 

supplied insight into Magda’s temperament. Symbolism, she said, 

would matter to her aunt as much as effect. Mann disagreed only 

by refining the point: Magda had finally learned to mask her 

melodrama under strategic thought. That, he remarked, made her 

more dangerous than before. 

The first success came at Canary Wharf, where one of the 

specialist teams found a device buried in server architecture so 

intimately that removal would have triggered the very disaster we 

wished to prevent. By shutting down the district’s systems, we 

deprived the machine of its target and rendered it inert. The 

achievement lasted less than five minutes before it became clear 

that we had not discovered five devices but dozens, then scores, 

distributed across the country. The larger scheme revealed itself 

with the cruel elegance peculiar to intelligent enemies: shut 

down everything and you wreck the economy yourself; keep critical 

systems alive and those systems become the channels of your 

enemy’s leverage. When the Prime Minister, under Vane’s pressure, 

authorized an emergency shutdown of financial networks, the 

decision carried with it the peculiar nausea one feels when 

catastrophe has already grown so large that only lesser 

catastrophes remain available as remedies. 
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It was then that National Grid reported a breach at 

Sizewell. To say that a nuclear facility concentrates the mind 

would be an understatement of almost parliamentary tact. The 

tactical deployment eastward unfolded with frantic speed. By the 

time we arrived, guards were down, cameras disabled, and someone 

inside had reached the control room. Mann, still technically a 

prisoner and legally little more than a tolerated serpent, became 

indispensable with infuriating ease. He knew the psychology of 

Magda’s defensive patterns, the likely distribution of personnel, 

the logic of her risk. He told us there would be multiple access 

points but only certain ones worth heavily guarding; she had been 

trained, he said, never to spread strength where concentration 

could serve. I confess I no longer remember in proper sequence 

the tunnel, the steel door, the flash-bang breach, or my struggle 

with the man I believed was Petrov. I remember only impact, hands 

at my throat, the humiliation of discovering too late that 

technical genius does not exclude a taste for throttling one’s 

opponents personally, and then Mann’s arm appearing from nowhere 

to inject the assailant and pitch him into unconsciousness. 

What I do remember, with the unwelcome clarity the mind 

reserves for its worst evenings, is the room itself once the 

fighting in it had stopped. Sizewell’s control room was a 

cathedral of cold instrumentation, banked screens and pale 

consoles humming with the indifferent confidence of machinery 

that does not know it has been turned into a weapon. The device 

sat married to the coolant controls as though it had grown there, 

a neat grey box with a countdown ticking in red, and around it 
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the air held the scorched-plastic smell that follows a flash-bang 

into an enclosed space. Mann crouched before it with the absorbed 

stillness of a man reading a difficult sentence in a language 

only he spoke. 

“Out,” he said, without turning. “All of you.” 

I told him I would stay. I am not certain why; it was not 

courage, or not only courage, but some physician’s refusal to 

leave a patient on the table, even when the patient is a bomb and 

the surgeon a man one would happily see hanged. He looked up at 

me then, and for once there was nothing performed in his face. 

“If I am wrong,” he said, “someone must remain alive to tell 

my daughter I loved her. You are the only person here she would 

believe.” 

That sentence did what no threat of his had ever managed. It 

moved me out of the room. I have thought since that it was the 

most honest thing he ever did, and that he knew, even as he said 

it, exactly how it would work upon me. With Mann the two were 

never separable: the sincerity and the instrument were cut from 

the same cloth, and one could not accept the first without being 

used by the second. We waited in the corridor while the seconds 

went by like a slow surgery. Iris arrived at a dead run, having 

ignored every order issued to her, and stood beside me with her 

hand pressed flat to the wall as if she could feel the countdown 

through the concrete. Neither of us spoke. There is a silence 

that belongs to operating theatres and to the families who wait 

outside them, and we had both, in our different educations, 

learned it. 
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The device in the control room, attached to the coolant 

controls and already counting down, produced one of those still 

moments in which every man present privately calculates the exact 

point at which courage becomes useless. Mann did not dramatize 

his choice. He merely ordered us out and moved toward the panel 

with the serene fatalism of a surgeon who has at last found a 

case worthy of his vanity. I would have remained had he permitted 

it; he dismissed me by saying, with a quietness that went 

straight through me, that if he failed someone must survive to 

tell his daughter he had loved her. Outside, while the rest of us 

waited in a silence unfit for language, seconds stretched into a 

moral punishment. Then he emerged alive. The device had been 

disarmed with one second remaining. Iris, having ignored explicit 

orders and arrived in time to see him walk free of the control 

room, flung herself toward him with a mixture of anger and filial 

terror that no official report could ever adequately phrase. 

Vane, who trusted Mann no more than a man trusts the cobra whose 

bite has, on this occasion, happened to kill a different enemy, 

nevertheless told him that such an act would carry weight. Mann, 

never wasting an opportunity, asked if that weight might amount 

to clemency. 

Our relief lasted scarcely long enough to become gratitude. 

Claire’s voice came over the command channel to report that the 

Sizewell device had been a decoy—a test, perhaps, or a 

calibration of our methods. The real network had just activated. 

Forty-seven devices were now live across Britain, linked in such 

a fashion that tampering with one risked triggering the rest. It 
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was then that Mann, with that abrupt inward click one sometimes 

heard in him when disparate patterns aligned, concluded that 

Magda herself must be near a symbolic centre of the operation. 

Not hidden in some obscure bunker but somewhere resonant—

somewhere from which one could witness the humiliation of the 

system one meant to break. He named the Bank of England with an 

uncertainty that was nonetheless stronger than most men’s 

certainty, and Vane moved on it at once. 

At Threadneedle Street the evening light lay upon the façade 

with such calm impartiality that the surrounding tactical chaos 

seemed almost indecent. Civilians were being moved back. Police 

had cleared the visible interior. No trace of occupation could be 

found. Mann insisted she was inside. He proposed, with the 

intolerable composure of a man volunteering to meet an 

executioner under laboratory conditions, that he go in alone. 

Magda, he argued, would want to speak before she killed or 

surrendered. She would want him to understand her rationale; she 

required an audience with sufficient intelligence to dignify her 

own performance. Vane called this madness and then consented to 

it, which in his profession is often the highest form of 

agreement. We wired Mann with audio and video. He tested the 

equipment with a dry little remark. Vane told him, in answer, not 

to die. The exchange was absurd enough that I nearly laughed. The 

laugh did not come. 

What followed we heard partly through the wire and partly 

afterward from Mann and Iris, each of whom noticed different 

aspects of the same crisis. Magda received her brother in the 
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vast empty hall with a composure new to her. The old fury 

remained, but beneath it there was now doctrine, discipline, and 

the dangerous confidence of a convert who believes she has 

finally become equal to the role history denied her. Her demands, 

as she laid them out, were political enough to flatter her 

conscience and impossible enough to ensure refusal: the release 

of her people, the surrender of the men who had buried their 

father's work, and the public unmaking of the order that had 

called him a criminal. When Mann told her Britain would never 

grant such terms under threat, she answered not with denial but 

with the logic of collapse. The devices, she claimed, were aimed 

at systems rather than bodies. Governments would fall, 

infrastructures would fail, and from that controlled ruin some 

new order might be built. Mann opposed her with a frankness I had 

not previously heard from him. He did not deny his own crimes. On 

the contrary, he used them as evidence. Violence, he told her, 

had never justified itself by changing flags or slogans. She was 

becoming precisely what he had been at his worst—a brilliant 

monster dressed in grievance. 

I have set down their exchange as it reached us, flattened 

by the wire and by my own later reconstruction, but I do not 

think any transcript could carry what those two made of a marble 

hall after closing. They had been raised by the same ruined man 

toward the same impossible horizon and had diverged only in their 

courage for it. Magda spoke of transformation as a debt the 

species owed itself; she said the human animal was a draft their 

father had nearly finished correcting, and that mercy toward the 
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unfinished thing was mere squeamishness dressed as virtue. Mann 

answered that he had once believed every word of it, and that the 

belief had cost him a daughter’s childhood, a sister’s sanity, 

and a body count he had stopped tallying because the number had 

ceased to instruct him. 

“You think I have gone soft,” he said. “I have gone 

accurate. There is a difference, though it is invisible from 

where you stand.” 

She told him accuracy was another name for fear. He did not 

deny it. He said fear was the beginning of every honest 

education, and that their father had died precisely because he 

had never once been afraid of his own ideas. For a moment—the 

wire caught it, a hesitation like a held breath—something in her 

seemed to lean toward him. Then it passed. Conviction, in people 

of that temper, is not a position but an addiction; one does not 

argue them out of it any more than one argues a man out of 

thirst. What unsettled me, listening in the dark of the command 

vehicle with Vane motionless beside me, was how reasonable each 

of them sounded, and how completely reason had failed to make 

either of them safe. I had spent my professional life on the 

proposition that understanding a thing is the first step toward 

curing it. Those two had understood each other perfectly, and it 

had brought them to a vault wired with the means to drown a 

country. 

For one fleeting interval it seemed he had reached her. The 

wire carried silence, then Magda’s voice lower, uncertain. Mann 

later said that in that moment he offered what he genuinely would 
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once have considered inconceivable: that they abandon the 

Heptarchy, disappear, and let their father’s poisonous legacy die 

without them. It was, perhaps, the closest thing to a plea I 

shall ever hear from him. The moment broke when Petrov emerged 

from the shadows. Not captured, not sedated, not in custody at 

all. The man at Sizewell had been a decoy with a similar face. 

Petrov himself had stood behind the entire structure and, more 

importantly, had never meant to honor Magda’s political 

programme. He wanted destruction for its own sake, or perhaps for 

the more banal reason that certain Russian interests found 

Western collapse strategically attractive. The dead-man’s switch 

in his hand made argument suddenly irrelevant. If he released the 

button, all devices activated at once. If he were shot, the same. 

The thing that had been framed as Magda’s leverage was, in truth, 

Petrov’s instrument of chaos. 

I remember Vane demanding options from snipers who had none, 

and my own mind racing uselessly through the mechanics of nerve, 

muscle, timing, and distance. It was Iris who found the one 

variable Petrov had omitted from his mathematics. Before any of 

us could physically stop her, she limped past the perimeter and 

entered the bank. She addressed him in Russian, shot him through 

the hand, and caused the remote to fall. Mann caught it. Magda, 

with reflexes still terrible to behold, closed on her niece and 

disarmed her. Thus the hall became in an instant a family tragedy 

conducted under the threat of national collapse: brother 

confronting sister, niece struggling with aunt, Russian zealot 

bleeding on the floor, and Mann standing between them with a 
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device he dared not release. Petrov jeered that there was no 

abort code. Magda, to her own horror, appeared to believe him. 

But Mann, who could smell deception as some men smell gas, found 

the hidden panel and inferred that no architect of systems ever 

willingly surrenders absolute control. When Petrov boasted that 

mutilating his hand would not help because a living fingerprint 

was required, he mistook cruelty for imagination. 

The instrument Mann used was, by his own later account, 

tetrodotoxin—enough to paralyze without extinguishing 

consciousness. He administered it with the detached courtesy of 

an expert carrying out an unpleasant but not morally negotiable 

duty. Then, with a pen taken from his own pocket, he broke 

Petrov’s little finger. I shall not pretend the scene sits 

comfortably in my memory. Yet neither shall I affect the luxury 

of abstract disgust. Had Mann failed, millions might have been 

imperilled. The code itself revealed itself not by speech but by 

instinctive eye movement toward the numerals on Petrov’s watch. 

Mann entered 1917, pressed the man’s living finger to the 

scanner, and the remote confirmed that the abort sequence had 

begun. Across the country, one by one, the devices disarmed. When 

tactical teams flooded the hall at last, they found no mad 

revolutionary tableau worthy of propaganda, only exhaustion, 

pain, and the collapse of one more monstrous illusion. 

Magda did not resist arrest. That fact affected me more than 

any burst of violence might have done. The fury seemed to have 

gone out of her all at once, as though she had finally reached 

the end of the argument sustaining her. Outside, as she was 
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loaded into an armoured vehicle, she asked Mann what any of it 

had been for—her father’s death, their sacrifices, the structure 

they had built. Mann answered with unusual sadness that this was 

the tragedy of fanaticism: it had been for nothing and for 

everything. Such phrases are easy to sneer at in safety, yet in 

his mouth they sounded less like rhetoric than like the worn 

remains of a verdict passed inwardly upon himself long before. He 

insisted afterward on seeing her alone in a holding cell. There 

he told her, not as conqueror but as brother, that imprisonment 

might yet serve if she used it to decide who she wished to become 

independent of their father’s design. She cried after he left, 

Vane told me later. I believe it. 

A week later the formal machinery of gratitude ground into 

motion with all the speed and moral grace expected from 

Whitehall. Mann’s record was too black for a full pardon, too 

useful for outright confinement, and too politically embarrassing 

for honest treatment. The result was conditional release under 

heavy monitoring, continued consultation with the services, and 

apartment-like quarters more agreeable than a prison but still 

undeniably part of one. Mann accepted on one condition only: that 

Iris be entirely freed. He argued, with more sincerity than I had 

expected from him, that her involvement had been under his 

direction and that she deserved a chance at an uncriminal life. 

She, naturally, wanted both freedom and her father. He forced the 

choice toward her future. When she left that office, she did so 

legally clean, though emotionally entangled beyond any statute’s 

competence. 
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For us, the matter ended at my flat. Lena and Nadia had 

returned from Scotland, and I entered to find ordinary domestic 

disorder—the happiest sight in the world to a man who has spent 

too long among command centres. Lena had heard enough by then to 

know the shape of what had occurred. I told her, as honestly as I 

could, that I meant to keep my promise: no more field work, only 

analysis, advice, medicine. Then, having delayed it through 

poison, gunfire, river chases, and the recurrent breakdown of 

civilization, I did at last ask the question properly. She 

accepted before the ring had quite found its place on her finger. 

Nadia, from the doorway, observed that the thing was overdue, 

which I considered an impertinence and treated as wisdom. 

There remained, nevertheless, one more image by which I find 

this chapter ending in my mind. In his new quarters, with books 

and tea rather than chains to define the boundaries of his 

captivity, Mann sat with Iris and listened while she spoke of 

Cambridge, of genetics used lawfully, of research intended to 

cure rather than weaponize. He told her her mother would have 

been proud. She told him he had chosen redemption. Mann, 

according to Iris, answered that redemption was too grand a term 

and that he was merely attempting atonement. The distinction 

mattered to him. It matters, perhaps, to all men who know too 

exactly the measure of their own crimes. 

I went to see him once in those first weeks of his strange 

half-liberty, more from a physician’s habit of follow-up than 

from any warmth I was prepared to admit. His quarters were 

comfortable in the deliberate, slightly insulting way of places 
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designed to remind a man that comfort is now a thing granted to 

him by others. He had books, a kettle, a window with a view of a 

courtyard he was not permitted to enter. He offered me tea with 

the courtesy of a host and the watchfulness of a prisoner, and 

for a while we said nothing of consequence. 

Then he asked me, without preamble, whether I thought a man 

could be forgiven for crimes whose full extent he himself did not 

know. I told him forgiveness was not a question I was qualified 

to answer, being neither priest nor victim. He accepted that with 

a small nod, as though I had confirmed a suspicion rather than 

disappointed a hope. 

“I do not want forgiveness,” he said. “It is too clean. I 

want only to finish as something other than what I began. Iris 

calls it redemption. I have told her the word is too large for 

me. Atonement is a smaller thing—it does not require that the 

account ever balance, only that one keep paying.” He looked at 

the courtyard he could not walk in. “I find I can manage the 

smaller thing. The large one was always for men who believed in 

their own innocence, and I have never had that particular 

comfort.” 

I left without answering. There are remarks one does not 

improve by responding to them. 

Magda, meanwhile, in solitary confinement, received a short 

letter from her brother urging her to seek peace even in 

captivity and to become something better than what their family 

had been. She kept the letter. Vane returned to his files; the 

city resumed its genius for denial; the remnants of the Heptarchy 
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withdrew into shadows to evolve into whatever future villainy 

awaited us. Yet for a brief sunset interval upon the Thames, 

walking with Lena’s hand in mine and seeing the ring there catch 

the last light, I permitted myself a thought I had long regarded 

as tactically unsound: that evil, though never finally dead, can 

sometimes be driven back far enough for human beings to begin 

again. Whether we deserved that reprieve I did not know. That we 

meant to use it, I did. 
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Chapter Ten 

“The Midnight Master” 

 

Three weeks had passed since Magda’s capture, and in those 

weeks, London performed its old and inextinguishable trick of 

looking almost innocent. The cyber assault had been averted; the 

banking system still stood upon its fraudulent feet; electricity 

continued to flow with the smug impersonality of a modern 

blessing; and ministers congratulated themselves in language so 

expensive and empty that one wanted to charge admission merely to 

hear it. Yet beneath that surface composure there persisted, in 

the circles where Vane lived and moved, a hard uneasiness which 

no official bulletin succeeded in dissolving. The remnants of the 

Heptarchy were still at large. Mann, though nominally cooperating 

with the authorities and enjoying a species of conditional 

liberty that scandalized half Whitehall, remained what he had 

always been: a source of intelligence inseparable from the danger 

it illuminated. Iris, newly freed to pursue a legitimate life, 

did so with an energy that struck me less as serenity than as 

discipline. And Magda, who in custody had shown signs of 

reflection that almost resembled repentance, had become the one 

question in the room whenever strategy turned from present 

nuisance to future catastrophe. 

The catastrophe arrived at two o’clock in the morning. I was 

awakened not by Vane’s voice but by the number of attempts with 

which he compelled my telephone to vibrate itself into moral 

authority. When I answered, he dispensed with preamble. Magda had 
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been taken from Belmarsh by a military-style assault team. 

Security systems disabled, internal cooperation suspected, twelve 

guards dead, forty prisoners abroad in the confusion, and our 

principal concern removed into the night by helicopter before the 

prison had properly understood that it had ceased to be a prison 

at all. I dressed while he spoke. Lena, sitting up in bed beside 

me, read the matter in my face before I had finished the call. 

There are some people to whom one must explain events, and others 

to whom one need only carry one’s silence. She belonged fatally 

to the latter category. 

At MI6 headquarters the atmosphere had about it the stale 

violence peculiar to emergency briefings held before dawn, when 

men who have not slept attempt to reorganize reality by means of 

maps, tablets, secure telephones, and indignation. The Director 

himself presided, which was proof enough that the affair had 

already outgrown anything the service cared to describe as 

routine. Vane stood at the table with that rigid economy of 

movement which in him passed for fury. Graves had taken 

possession of three screens at once. I arrived in time to hear 

the list of what had been done to obtain Magda: explosives at the 

perimeter, electronic sabotage of cell controls, precise use of 

sedatives, and above all the sort of inside knowledge that means 

either penetration or betrayal. When Mann was brought in under 

escort, even he appeared genuinely shaken. There are degrees of 

surprise in such a man, and I had by then learned enough of him 

to distinguish calculated theatricality from the cold alteration 

of a face forced to acknowledge unwelcome truth. 
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He said at once that Magda had not escaped so much as been 

extracted. She had been changing, he insisted. He had seen it in 

her last communication, heard it in the altered balance of her 

thought. Imprisonment had not softened her—nothing so 

sentimental—but it had compelled a species of self-scrutiny to 

which she had never before submitted. If she had now vanished, 

then the surviving apparatus of the Heptarchy had taken her for 

use rather than welcomed her in triumph. Claire soon produced the 

first hard evidence: identification of several attackers from 

prison cameras active moments before the sabotage, among them 

Kessler, an operative Mann knew from years before. It was an ugly 

little lesson in the continuity of evil. One does not dismantle a 

great criminal network by removing a throne, because the throne 

is never the thing itself. Underneath are old loyalties, 

unfinished ambitions, debts, vendettas, and those patient 

professionals of violence who require no ideology stronger than 

habit and a reliable salary. 

It is a lesson the public never quite learns, because the 

public prefers its villains singular and its endings clean. 

Remove the master, the story says, and the danger ends. But a 

great criminal structure is not a body with a head; it is more 

like a fungus, most of it underground, the visible part merely 

what has broken the surface in a given season. We had cut down 

the visible part again and again—Mann, Renard, Magda—and each 

time the network beneath had simply pushed up a new growth, 

drawing on the same buried mass of money, habit, fear, and 

grievance. I had begun to understand that men like Vane do not 
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fight to win, in the sense ordinary people mean. They fight to 

keep the surface clear, knowing the roots will never be reached, 

and they measure success not in victories but in the disasters 

that did not happen and can therefore never be counted. It is the 

loneliest profession I know, and I include my own. 

Iris then entered and, with the effortless offensiveness of 

filial courage, announced that she would assist. Mann opposed it 

on the instant. He said she was free now, that he had not watched 

her emerge from that infernal inheritance merely to see her 

return to it voluntarily. She replied that family did not become 

less family because one wished it would. Her aunt had been taken, 

perhaps against her will; the Heptarchy had again become active; 

and somewhere among the surviving financiers of the organization 

there still remained persons who owed her favours or feared 

refusing her. The Director warned her with bureaucratic solemnity 

that she would be risking liberty, future, and life. She answered 

that everyone in the room appeared to be doing that already. 

There was no good answer to such a remark, and so by noon she was 

on her way to Paris to meet a financier named Renn, while the 

rest of us waited in London with all the useless dignity of men 

forced to admit that their best lead was a daughter of Dr. Mann 

asking criminals to reminisce. 

There is something deranging about staking the safety of a 

city upon a daughter’s charm in a foreign café, and I felt it 

acutely in the hours she was gone. Vane filled the time with the 

busywork of contingency; Graves filled it with telephone calls to 

people whose titles were longer than their usefulness; I filled 



 GAEL / The Cinnabar Mark / 214 

it badly, drinking machine coffee and trying not to calculate the 

ways in which a clever young woman might be killed at a marble 

table in the eighth arrondissement while three governments 

pretended not to be watching. Mann did not pace. He sat with the 

unbearable patience of a man who has taught himself that anxiety 

is merely a tax the imagination levies on the unprepared, and who 

has consequently arranged never to be unprepared. Only once did 

the mask slip. When the secure line finally carried Iris’s voice, 

calm and a little amused, reporting that she had her answer, I 

saw Mann close his eyes for the length of a single breath—no 

longer—before composing his face again into its accustomed irony. 

I have wondered since whether that breath was the most paternal 

thing I ever saw him do. 

I had promised Lena, after the affair of the cyber attack, 

that I would take no further active part beyond consultation. It 

is one of the more humiliating properties of my life that I have 

repeatedly made promises to the woman I loved in forms too 

honorable to break and too impractical to keep. When I returned 

briefly to the flat she did not reproach me. Reproach is a luxury 

available only when the shape of danger is ordinary. Instead she 

asked the one essential question: how bad was it? I told her the 

truth as nearly as one can before breakfast—that the Heptarchy 

had recovered sufficient coherence to assault a maximum-security 

prison, and that Mann believed Magda had been taken not as 

comrade but as instrument. She looked at me a long time, then 

said that if I must go, I was to go fully and not in that half-

moral posture by which one deceives both duty and home. Yet she 
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required one more promise: that when this was over, when the 

matter of Mann and his family finally reached whatever conclusion 

Providence reserved for it, we would leave and build something 

not subject to midnight summons. Nadia, listening from the 

doorway, asked quietly whether the monster was at last going to 

die. I answered that I did not know. She said, with disarming 

seriousness, that he was still a monster but had lately been 

trying to become something else, and that ought perhaps to count 

for something. Children, by lacking our grown man’s attachment to 

consistency, sometimes arrive at justice more directly than 

courts. 

Paris yielded the revelation before evening. Iris met Renn 

at one of those elegant cafés in which expensive coffee disguises 

criminal negotiation as cosmopolitan leisure. Vane had her wired 

and watched, though from the way she spoke afterward I suspect 

she needed no supervision beyond her own contempt for failure. 

Renn was reluctant in the manner of a man who wishes to preserve 

both his gratitude and his life. At last he wrote a name on a 

napkin and slid it across the table. When Iris read it, she 

apparently forgot even the etiquette of concealment. The name was 

Reuel. To most of the room it meant little at first. To Mann it 

was equivalent to the sudden opening of a grave. Reuel, known 

once in whispers as the Midnight Master, had been Mann’s teacher, 

predecessor, and in many respects the original architect of the 

modern Heptarchy. Mann had believed him dead for three decades. 

More than that: he confessed, with a bleakness I shall not 

forget, that he himself had arranged the death—or thought he had. 
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Poison, misdirection, a staged assassination, and a succession 

accomplished on the presumption that the old master lay beyond 

retaliation. Such presumptions, as we were by then repeatedly 

learning, are the most expensive items in the intelligence trade. 

That night, while Iris flew back from Paris and the analysts 

assembled what little the archives still held, Mann talked to me 

about Reuel as a man talks about the country of his childhood—

precisely, unwillingly, and with the involuntary intimacy of one 

who can never fully emigrate from it. He had been nineteen when 

the old man found him, he said, a prodigy already bored by the 

legitimate ceilings of his field, and Reuel had offered him the 

one thing universities and governments withhold: permission. 

Permission to follow an idea past the point where decency 

installs its fences. Reuel did not teach cruelty as cruelty; he 

taught it as method, as the natural consequence of taking a 

problem seriously enough. A squeamish researcher, he liked to 

say, is merely a researcher who has decided in advance which 

truths he would rather not discover. 

For fifteen years Mann had been his instrument and then his 

heir apparent, and somewhere in those years the pupil had 

understood two things at once: that he had become the most 

dangerous man he knew, and that he would never be permitted to 

surpass his teacher while his teacher drew breath. So he had done 

what such an education trains a man to do. He had moved against 

Reuel with the old man’s own patience—a poison refined to leave 

the signature of natural failure, a body conveniently burned, a 

succession arranged among frightened lieutenants who preferred a 



 GAEL / The Cinnabar Mark / 217 

living master to a martyred one. He had believed it finished. He 

had built an empire on the belief. 

“I made one error,” Mann told me, and for once the irony had 

drained entirely out of him. “I assumed that because I had 

learned everything from him, I had learned the last thing. But 

the last thing a great teacher withholds is always the same. He 

never showed me how he intended to survive me. I never thought to 

ask, because I could not imagine the question applying in that 

direction.” He turned his glass slowly on the table. “Thirty 

years I have been the cleverest man in every room. It is a 

humbling sensation, Doctor, to discover at my age that I was 

merely the cleverest man my teacher had so far allowed into the 

room.” 

He spoke then, almost against his will, of the doctrine 

Reuel had drilled into him above all others: that a structure 

properly built should survive the death of the man who built it, 

and should, ideally, avenge him. Every cell compartmented. Every 

loyalty doubled. Every contingency seeded with a second 

contingency that activated only upon the failure of the first. 

“He let me kill him,” Mann said softly, “because a death I had 

arranged was the one cage from which he knew I would never think 

to watch for his escape. That is the whole of him, Doctor. He 

does not defend against the attack. He invests in it.” 

I have treated men who learned, late, that a parent they had 

buried was alive; the shock has a particular quality, compounded 

of grief, fury, and a strange retroactive vertigo, as though the 

floor of one’s whole biography had been quietly relaid while one 
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slept. Something of that was in Mann’s face. He had spent three 

decades as an orphan of his own manufacture. Now the manufacture 

had failed, and the dead father of his criminal life had risen to 

grade, at long last, the work of the only student who had ever 

frightened him. 

It was at this point that the scale of the matter altered. 

Madame Renard had been formidable; Magda had been brilliant, 

unstable, revolutionary; but Reuel represented something colder 

than either—a patience measured not in weeks of operations but in 

decades of concealment. Mann, whose vanity was usually the 

steadiest object in any room, looked for the first time as if he 

had met an adversary before whom even his own elaborate self-

mythology could not comfortably stand. He described Reuel as the 

man from whom he had learned genetics, manipulation, strategic 

cruelty, and the doctrine that one must always build systems 

which continue after betrayal. “He has no weaknesses,” Mann said. 

Vane replied with the Englishman’s automatic disbelief in 

perfection. Mann only shook his head. “You mistake unseen 

weaknesses for absent ones,” he said. “With him they may simply 

be inaccessible.” It was not a comforting distinction. 

I have thought often about that phrase—unseen weaknesses are 

not absent ones—because it is, I have come to believe, the truest 

thing anyone said in the whole affair, and it applies to a great 

deal more than Reuel. We are forever mistaking the limits of our 

perception for the limits of the world, concluding that what we 

cannot find is not there. Mann, who had spent a lifetime 

exploiting exactly that error in others, was not about to commit 
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it himself, even against the man who terrified him. He did not 

say Reuel was invulnerable. He said only that Reuel’s 

vulnerabilities were filed somewhere we could not reach, in a 

cabinet we did not know existed, and that our failure to locate 

them proved nothing except the modesty of our search. It is a 

humbling principle, and a useful one, and I have applied it since 

to enemies, to patients, and—less willingly—to myself. 

Iris returned to London at speed and joined us in the 

strategy room, where maps, photographs thirty years out of date, 

and freshly opened files made a ludicrous attempt to domesticate 

the impossible. Could Reuel be traced? Could his infrastructure 

be infiltrated? Could old Heptarchy contacts be turned? To each 

question Mann gave some variation of the same answer: no, not by 

ordinary means, not in time, not without his seeing the move 

before we ourselves properly understood it. What remained, then, 

was negotiation. He proposed it without drama, which gave the 

proposition a more dreadful weight than any speech might have 

done. Reuel wanted revenge upon him personally. Magda had value 

chiefly because she could be used against him. Therefore Mann 

would offer himself in exchange for her release. Iris objected 

with a violence sharpened by love. She had only just recovered a 

father, she said; she was not prepared to watch him convert 

remorse into theatrics and call the result atonement. He answered 

more gently than I had thought him capable of answering anyone. 

There are moments when even the wicked man begins to speak from 

the exhausted centre of himself rather than from the armour he 

has cultivated, and this was one of them. He said that everything 
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he had done in life had generated compounds of consequence for 

which no prison sentence and no official bargain could suffice. 

If there remained any action by which he might save his sister 

and perhaps prevent a wider disaster, then he could not honestly 

refuse it merely because at the end stood his own death. 

Reuel called before midnight, as Mann predicted he would. 

The call came through a chain of proxies that made Claire curse 

modern telecommunications in three separate registers. Mann put 

the phone on speaker. Reuel’s voice was cultivated, amused, and 

almost paternal—the very tone, I suspect, by which certain forms 

of evil secure loyalty from the gifted young. He reproached Mann 

for becoming a collaborator with the British; Mann retorted that 

he had made peace with enemies where his teacher could make only 

instruments. When Mann demanded Magda’s release, Reuel did not 

refuse. Instead he accepted the logic of the exchange with an 

elegance more terrifying than rage. Mann was to come alone, with 

no weapons, no devices, no backup, at coordinates to be supplied 

for the following day at noon. If he failed, Magda would die 

slowly while Reuel perfected her formula upon her body. When the 

line went dead the room remained still for a full second, as 

though no one wished to be the first to admit what we had all 

heard: that the old man had at once granted Mann the dignity of 

sacrifice and stripped it of every comforting illusion. 

Afterward I returned home long enough to tell Lena the worst 

of it. She heard me in silence and then, with that strange 

courage which does not resemble excitement in the least, asked 

only whether I meant to go after Mann if the meeting turned 
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violent. I answered that Vane would of course attempt 

surveillance and extraction, though under conditions set by a man 

who had probably designed countermeasures before I had passed my 

anatomy examinations. She took my hands and made me promise yet 

again that when this ended we would leave London altogether. “Not 

another district,” she said. “Not another safer flat. Another 

life.” I promised it. There are promises which become vows not 

because one speaks them in church but because fear burns off all 

irony before they are uttered. 

I did not sleep that night, and neither, I think, did she. 

We lay in the dark of the flat with the city’s low electric 

murmur coming through the glass, and for a long while neither of 

us pretended otherwise. At some point she asked me, without 

turning, whether I believed Mann would come back from the 

meeting. I told her the truth, which was that I did not, and that 

I thought he did not either, and that this was precisely why he 

had gone. She was quiet for a time. Then she said that she had 

spent years among people who treated their own deaths as 

instruments, and that she had hated it more than any cruelty, 

because a man who has decided to die becomes impossible to save 

and frequently takes others with him into the bargain. I had no 

answer to that. I had begun to suspect she was describing not 

only Mann. 

Meanwhile Mann spent the night writing letters. I know this 

because Vane told me so afterward, and because I saw the effect 

of the exercise in Mann’s face when next we met. There is a 

special stillness that comes over a man who has organized his 
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papers for death. He had written, it seemed, to Iris, to Vane, 

and—rather to my discomfort—to me. Instructions, apologies, 

unfinished remarks. Vane visited him late, partly from policy and 

partly, I think, from that respect which grows between enemies 

who have long since ceased to misunderstand one another’s 

quality. In that interview Vane informed him that a microscopic 

biological tracker had already been placed in his system under 

cover of routine medical treatment. Mann admired the ingenuity, 

condemned the deception, and accepted both as inevitable. “You 

should treasure Marsh,” he told Vane. “He is better than either 

of us.” Vane, to whom praise arrives like an unwelcome parcel, 

made no answer of the sort one reads in novels. Yet something in 

his silence admitted the point. 

I did not learn of that remark until later, and when I did I 

found I disliked it, though I could not at first say why. To be 

praised by Mann was to be implicated by him; he gave nothing, not 

even a compliment, that did not bind the receiver a little more 

tightly into his accounts. And yet I have come, with the years, 

to read the sentence differently—to suspect that it was, for 

once, simply true, and offered for no purpose deeper than that a 

dying man, taking stock, wished to say a true thing aloud before 

it was too late. Perhaps both readings are correct. With Mann 

they generally were. I have stopped expecting the people who 

matter most in a life to resolve into a single legible figure; 

the ones who do are usually the ones who mattered least. 

I did not see the remainder of their conversation, but I can 

imagine its drift. Men like Vane and Mann speak most honestly not 
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when exchanging confidences but when debating necessity. Mann 

would have insisted that there was no other path. Vane would have 

objected less on moral than on tactical grounds. Mann, I suspect, 

admitted freely that he was tired. Not weak—he would never have 

used the word—but tired in that profound sense in which a life of 

intrigue, manipulation, and permanent preparedness finally 

reveals itself as spiritual over-extension. One can survive too 

long in one’s own machinery. It was perhaps the first time he had 

chosen rather than merely endured the possibility of death. 

Whether one calls that redemption, exhaustion, vanity, or courage 

matters less than the fact that he meant it. 

He had written to me. I did not learn the contents until 

later, and I will not set them all down here, for some of what a 

dying man commits to paper is meant for one reader only and loses 

its dignity in being shared. But one passage I will record, 

because it altered, permanently, the way I was able to think 

about him. He thanked me—Mann, who had never in my hearing 

thanked anyone without converting the gratitude into leverage 

before the sentence ended—for treating Lena and her sister as 

persons rather than evidence. He said that in a long life of 

using people he had developed an exact eye for those incapable of 

it, and that he had found the quality, to his surprise, in me. He 

added that he did not expect this to make me think better of him, 

and rather hoped it would not, since a man who could win the 

regard of the decent by a single letter would be a more dangerous 

creature than he had ever managed to become. 
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It is a peculiar thing to be flattered and warned in the 

same breath by a man preparing to die. I read the letter three 

times and then put it away, and I have never decided whether it 

was the most honest document he ever produced or merely the most 

skillful. With Mann the distinction was the one thing he never 

permitted anyone to draw. 

Thus the chapter closed for us on the eve of noon. Reuel 

remained unseen; Magda was somewhere in his custody, divided 

perhaps between coercion and the old intoxication of being told 

she was necessary to history; Iris moved through the corridors of 

the safe house with the fury of a daughter who refuses to become 

an orphan by policy; Vane prepared his surveillance teams with 

that stubborn professionalism by which the British insist on 

meeting the impossible; and I lay beside Lena without sleep, 

hearing beyond the ordinary noises of the city the larger 

machinery of consequence moving into place. I had the queer 

conviction that the struggle had crossed some hidden frontier. We 

were no longer merely containing outrages or thwarting plots. We 

had entered the domain of origins, where teachers return from the 

dead, pupils discover the true cost of imitation, and families 

built in crime are compelled at last to choose whether blood is 

merely inheritance or the raw material of moral decision. Noon, 

when it came, would not simply continue events. It would judge 

them. 

I watched Iris through those days with a complicated and 

increasing respect. She had been handed, by an accident of birth, 

the worst inheritance I could imagine, and she had elected—
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deliberately, against the grain of everything she had been 

trained to be—to spend it rather than hoard it. She did not 

pretend to be untouched by her father’s world; she knew it too 

well for that, moved through it too fluently. But she had decided 

that knowing the dark did not oblige one to live in it, and she 

conducted herself accordingly, with a discipline I found more 

moving than any innocence could have been. Innocence is merely 

the good fortune of never having been tested. What Iris had was 

rarer and harder: the chosen goodness of someone who knows 

exactly, from the inside, what she has refused. 
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Chapter Eleven 

“Reckoning” 

 

Three weeks had passed since my marriage to Lena, and for 

once I had permitted myself the vulgar but necessary hope that 

peace might prove contagious. London had resumed its habits with 

that broad, practiced indifference by which large cities conceal 

their dependence upon luck. The river still carried its lights at 

night; taxis still complained in yellow processions along the 

embankments; ministers still uttered phrases about vigilance with 

the air of men who imagine speech itself a species of defense. 

Mann, newly pardoned and theoretically free, had begun to move 

among us with a manner at once less guarded and more dangerous, 

for gratitude in such a man was not a simplification but an 

additional mystery. Iris, though determined to conduct herself as 

a respectable citizen, remained too much her father’s daughter to 

stand at any true distance from events. Magda, who had become our 

unwilling ally against Reuel, lived under guard and under 

suspicion, and bore both with a composure that made one uneasy. 

Over all of it there hung the knowledge that the old master—the 

thing behind Mann, behind the Heptarchy, behind half the 

poisonings and calculated horrors of the season—still breathed 

somewhere in the same world as ourselves. 

The blow fell a little after nightfall. Reuel chose his hour 

with the same taste he applied to torment: not at the dead center 

of the night, when panic narrows into private fear, but while 

London was still illuminated and public, while bridges carried 
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sightseers and government buildings glowed with official 

reassurance. Alarms brought us to MI6 headquarters, where the 

operations room had the immediate appearance of a ship taking 

water. Claire stood before a bank of screens calling out 

locations in a voice that had become thin from speed: Tower 

Bridge, Parliament, Buckingham Palace, St. Paul’s, the London 

Eye, and a dozen lesser targets besides. A white van had been 

seen at one site, another vehicle at a second, and communications 

intercepts left no ambiguity. Twenty devices had been planted 

across the city. Then Reuel himself came over the monitored line, 

his voice calm, cultured, almost tender in its cruelty, to say 

that if Mann came to him alone the devices would be spared, and 

that if he did not, London would lose a piece of itself in ten 

minutes. 

No one in that room required further explanation. Graves was 

already dispatching bomb units and tactical teams; Vane, whose 

gift in crisis was to become less expressive the worse matters 

grew, demanded estimates that everyone knew to be impossible. We 

had assets at six sites. The rest could not be reached in time. 

Someone asked whether the city ought to be evacuated; Vane 

answered, rightly, that any attempt at mass flight inside so 

narrow a clock would kill as many as the bombs themselves. It was 

Mann who ended the argument. He stepped forward with the 

impatience of a man offended by lesser imaginations and said that 

he would go. Reuel wanted him. Very well: let him be the offered 

body. Iris at once declared she would accompany him; he refused 

her with more feeling than I had ever heard in his voice. Their 
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exchange lasted only seconds, yet I remember it more clearly than 

whole briefings. Beneath all Mann’s irony there was, in that 

moment, naked paternal fear. Vane resisted as long as pride and 

duty permitted, then yielded to necessity. Tactical teams would 

position themselves nearby, out of sight if possible, and breach 

the instant London was safe or the bargain failed. Mann accepted 

that as one accepts bad weather—something regrettable but not 

negotiable—and left almost at a run. 

We followed in a mobile command vehicle and reached the 

Docklands warehouse district under a sky whose low cloud seemed 

to press the river fumes back upon the streets. Mann entered the 

appointed building alone. Through drone feeds and interior 

surveillance we watched him cross an enormous, empty floor before 

hidden lights rose and revealed Reuel standing as if he had 

always belonged at the center of every chamber. The old man had 

the peculiar stillness of certain predators and certain judges. 

Even over the monitor one felt the relation between them: not 

merely adversaries, but a teacher confronting a student who had 

denied the lesson by surviving it. 

There is a peculiar horror in watching two people bound to 

each other in the only language available to them, which in their 

case was the language of destruction. For that, I came to 

understand, was what lay between Reuel and Mann: not hatred 

merely, though there was hatred enough, but the deformed intimacy 

of a master and the one pupil who had ever been worthy of him. 

Reuel had made Mann. Mann had unmade Reuel, or believed he had. 

Each was the other’s masterpiece and the other’s wound. Even 
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through the cheap distortion of the warehouse speakers, one heard 

in the old man’s voice the cadence of a teacher who has waited 

thirty years to set a final examination, and who intends the 

examination to be fatal precisely because he believes a lesser 

student deserves a lesser test. He did not want Mann dead so much 

as he wanted Mann to die knowing he had been outthought to the 

last. With men of that kind, murder is merely the lowest form of 

pedagogy. Reuel did not at first discuss the bombs except to 

remind Mann of the time. He wanted something subtler. He wanted 

confession, or humiliation, or perhaps the public performance of 

a moral failure he believed incurable. Mann answered him with a 

calm that would have sounded theatrical in another man, but in 

him was simply the chosen weapon. He spoke of atonement. Reuel 

laughed at the word as if it were a provincial superstition. 

Then the test was unveiled. Doors opened; twelve enhanced 

soldiers entered from the dark and formed a ring around Mann with 

that fluid, almost inhuman economy I had seen before in subjects 

altered by Magda’s perfected formula. Reuel announced, with 

obscene courtesy, that if Mann defeated them London would be 

spared. On the screens in the command van I saw Iris lean forward 

as though bodily intent could alter events. Vane said nothing. I 

remember only the countdown clock and my own conviction, medical 

and intimate, that what we were witnessing was murder elongated 

for the pleasure of its designer. Yet Mann fought. There is no 

other verb. He fought as a man fights who has spent a lifetime 

preparing for the moment when every prior sin and discipline 

might be condensed into one impossible necessity. He yielded 
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ground, took injury, compensated with cunning, struck at nerves, 

joints, throats, eyes. One enhanced soldier fell, then another. 

Still they came. Blood made a dark geometry on the warehouse 

floor. Reuel watched with the attentiveness of an aesthete. 

I had seen Mann move before, in corridors and on a pier and 

once across the deck of a sinking launch, and I had thought I 

understood the economy of it. I had understood nothing. What he 

did on that warehouse floor was not fighting as soldiers fight, 

nor even as the enhanced fought, with their borrowed speed and 

their contempt for pain. It was closer to surgery performed at 

speed upon unwilling patients. He did not meet strength with 

strength; he had none to spare. He met it with knowledge—of where 

a joint will not bend, of which nerve, struck precisely, turns a 

limb to wood, of the half-second of imbalance that follows any 

committed blow. The enhanced soldiers had been built for force 

and trained for slaughter. Mann had spent a lifetime studying the 

exact architecture of the human body in order to take it apart, 

and now, cornered and bleeding, decades older than any man in 

that ring, he spent the whole of that obscene education at once. 

It was horrible to watch and impossible to look away from. A 

doctor learns to read injury the way a sailor reads weather, and 

I read it accumulating on him minute by minute: the favored side, 

the shortened breath, the left arm that began to answer his 

intentions a fraction late. He was dying by degrees even as he 

killed, and he knew it, and he had clearly calculated that he 

could spend exactly this much of himself and no more before the 

hidden card in his sleeve would have to be played. I have never 
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seen courage and cold arithmetic so perfectly married. It did not 

make me admire him. It made me understand, for the first time, 

precisely what the world had been spared when this man turned, 

however late and however partially, away from it. 

Outside, our own clock narrowed toward catastrophe. Graves 

counted the sites still uncleared; Claire named landmarks that 

might yet vanish before the next minute was out; I demanded twice 

that we breach and twice Vane refused, because to move too soon 

was to wager London on our impatience. At the last, when Mann had 

reduced the twelve to six and looked scarcely capable of 

remaining upright, he produced the answer he alone had carried. A 

vial shattered on the concrete. Gas spread low and fast. The 

remaining enhanced soldiers faltered, stumbled, and collapsed, 

their strength turned against itself by a neutralizing compound 

he had prepared in secret against just such a need. It was the 

most characteristic thing he had ever done: to risk everything, 

and still to reserve one hidden calculation. Reuel, startled but 

not yet beaten, fulfilled his first promise by disarming the 

bombs across London. Claire confirmed it almost immediately. 

Devices went dead. The city survived. For one heartbeat all of us 

in the van breathed again. Then Reuel pressed a second control, 

and the floor beneath Mann exploded. 

I have noticed that relief, in such moments, arrives a half-

second before suspicion, and that the half-second is the most 

dangerous interval there is. We breathed; we let the held breath 

go; and in the loosening, every one of us forgot, for that single 

beat, that we were dealing with a man who built his triumphs out 
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of precisely such loosenings. Reuel had given us the relief 

deliberately, the way a chess player offers an exchange that 

looks like generosity. The breath we drew was the breath he had 

budgeted for. I record this not to claim foresight—I had none; I 

breathed with the rest—but because it taught me, at a cost I 

would rather not have paid, that with an enemy of that order even 

one’s gratitude is a resource he has already learned to spend. 

The trap had been prepared with almost biblical malice. Mann 

vanished into a shaft some thirty feet deep; steel doors sealed 

above him; and Reuel, having arranged both rescue and torment 

upon independent schedules, escaped while our teams stormed the 

building. We found the enhanced soldiers unconscious, the 

detonations neutralized, and Mann alive somewhere below, injured 

but lucid enough to answer when I shouted into the narrow cut 

that had begun to open beneath the torches. The metal was far 

thicker than anyone had hoped. We worked at it while he bled in 

darkness. Then Reuel’s final jest announced itself over a 

concealed speaker: the pit was flooding. Water entered from 

hidden pipes and rose steadily. What followed remains one of the 

worst ten-minute intervals of my life. Iris abandoned all 

pretense of composure. I do not blame her. I heard my own voice 

become that of a stranger, hoarse with useless instructions and 

encouragement. Mann, astonishingly, spent part of his remaining 

breath telephoning Vane to warn him that the bomb plot had been 

no more than a demonstration, that some larger architecture of 

coercion existed behind it, and that if he died Magda might be 

our only key to it. 
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By the time we burned through a sufficient opening, the pit 

was nearly full. I went down on a rope with a lamp and found him 

floating face down in black water. His pulse was there, but only 

as a rumor. We hauled him out and I worked on him where he lay, 

under warehouse lights and falling sparks, with Iris kneeling 

beside us and medics waiting for permission to hope. There are 

minutes in which one ceases to think of history or politics or 

the enormity of names and is occupied only by the crude mechanics 

of living tissue. I compressed his chest, forced air into ruined 

lungs, and knew, with the peculiar clarity of exhaustion, that if 

he died then some account between us would remain intolerably 

unfinished. At last he convulsed, expelled water, and drew 

breath. Iris made a sound then that I had never heard from her 

before or since: not a cry, not a word, but the violent relief of 

a daughter restored from the edge of orphanhood. 

I should set down what those minutes were, because they are 

among the truest things I know about the man and about myself. To 

resuscitate a body is not a noble act; it is a violent and 

undignified one, a matter of cracked cartilage and the brutal 

insistence of one set of hands upon a heart that has decided to 

stop. I knelt in two inches of filthy water with sparks falling 

around us and did to Mann the same crude, merciless thing I had 

done to soldiers and strangers and once, in another country, to a 

child I could not save. I did not do it because he deserved it. 

He did not deserve it; few of his victims had been granted a 

tenth of the effort I spent on him. I did it because he was a 

stopped heart in front of me, and because a physician who begins 
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to ration his hands by the worth of the patient has ceased to be 

a physician and become something I have spent my life refusing to 

be. When he coughed the river out of his lungs and his pulse 

climbed back from rumor into fact, I felt no triumph, only the 

old exhaustion, and beneath it, unwelcome and undeniable, a 

thread of something perilously close to tenderness for a man I 

had every reason to wish dead. I have never fully forgiven myself 

for that thread. I have also never been able to regret it. Mann, 

once breathing, had strength enough to murmur that Reuel had 

already won something larger than the evening’s survival. Then 

the medics carried him away. 

At the hospital the immediate battle became surgical and 

private. Mann went under knives and tubes while Vane and Graves 

turned to Magda. Her debrief, conducted under guard and with the 

cold patience of men who know time is now the enemy’s ally, 

yielded the first serious glimpse of Reuel’s larger design. He 

had built redundancies upon redundancies. Should he die or be 

captured, cells scattered across the world would activate 

something called Phase Five. What that thing was she could not 

say; but she did give us a place-name, spoken by Reuel when he 

believed her too sedated to understand him: Silvertown, the old 

dockland, the place where the Heptarchy had first nested in 

London’s dark architecture half a century earlier. There had been 

tunnels there once, underground passages and river-linked spaces 

long since condemned or, more accurately, permitted to appear 

condemned. Vane seized on the clue at once. Magda, to my 

surprise, offered to lead the team herself if granted temporary 
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release under restraint. Whatever crimes stood between us and 

trust, her hatred of Reuel had become sincere. 

Mann woke before the move on Silvertown commenced and 

attempted, in the same breath, to complain, thank Iris, and 

discharge himself against medical advice. The attending physician 

listed broken ribs, a collapsed lung, bruising severe enough to 

sober a brute, and enough residual hypothermia to justify 

chaining any rational patient to the bed. Mann listened with 

courtesy and declined the entire concept of convalescence. When 

Iris told him Vane had already gone to Silvertown with Graves and 

Magda, alarm replaced fatigue in his face. He said at once that 

the Silvertown lead was too convenient, that Reuel would never 

have left so naked a thread unless it drew pursuit away from some 

more vulnerable point. We left the hospital ourselves as soon as 

he could stand, or rather as soon as he could insist on standing. 

I had become engaged and married in part on a promise that I 

would one day prefer domestic life to catastrophe, yet there I 

was again helping an injured mastermind into a car while my wife 

endured the consequences of loving me. That knowledge does not 

flatter me. It merely belongs to the truth. 

The Silvertown district we entered that night bore the 

melancholy of places history has first exploited and then 

sentimentalized. Behind boarded fronts and narrow yards, Magda 

brought Vane’s team to a basement door disguised by rot and 

neglect. The rust upon it, she said, had been applied, not 

accrued. She was right. The hinges moved too easily. Below lay 

Victorian brickwork interlaced with modern cable and light: not 
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ruins, but a maintained underworld, oppressive in proportion and 

entirely alive in its utility. We reached a chamber large enough 

to have housed both a ritual and a server farm. Reuel had made a 

museum of continuity there, combining old symbols with new 

machinery in a manner I suspect he would have called historical 

proof. But he was gone. The room showed every sign of recent 

evacuation. Then a screen awakened and gave us his explanation. 

While Vane hunted through ancestral tunnels, Reuel informed us in 

a recorded message that he was elsewhere, finishing what he had 

begun. Mann, still in the hospital when the trap was laid, was to 

die that night. Even before the message ended, Vane had the teams 

running back through the tunnels toward the surface. 

I have thought, since, about that underground room and what 

it revealed of the man who built it. Reuel could have run his 

affairs from anywhere—a serviced office, a numbered account, a 

phone. Instead he had made a shrine of his own persistence, 

married the old symbols of the Heptarchy’s beginnings to the 

newest machinery of its present, and arranged the whole as if for 

an audience that would, he was confident, eventually arrive. It 

was vanity, of a kind, but a colder and more patient vanity than 

Mann’s. Mann wished to be admired in his lifetime. Reuel wished 

to be understood after it—to leave, for whoever finally cornered 

him, a tableau that said: I was here before you were born, I am 

the river of which these others were only the visible eddies, and 

I have outlasted, by design, every man who imagined he had ended 

me. I left that room more frightened than any firefight had made 

me, because firefights end. 
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We reached the hospital in time only for the second ambush. 

Mann, attempting to dress in defiance of medicine, had admitted a 

nurse carrying a syringe. She proved to be enhanced and lethal. 

Mann checked her first thrust on instinct and experience, but 

injury had already exacted its due. Iris went at the woman with 

desperate speed and was thrown aside. I came into the room at the 

instant the operative raised the syringe over Mann’s throat and 

fired without allowing myself the luxury of deliberation. She 

fell dead. It was, so far as I know, the first life I had taken 

directly. I remember the recoil in my hands more distinctly than 

the shot itself. There was no time to be sick with conscience. 

Other enhanced operatives were already in the corridors, striking 

at staff and security, turning the hospital into another of 

Reuel’s demonstrations. Tactical units burst in not long after; 

Vane and Graves drove the remaining attackers down; and when the 

immediate violence ended, Magda stood among the bodies made by 

her own formula and looked, for the first time, not merely 

remorseful but bereaved by the uses of her intelligence. 

I have been asked, since, whether it was strange to fight a 

battle in a hospital—to see corridors I associate with healing 

turned into ground contested by armed men. It was worse than 

strange. A hospital is built upon a single tacit promise: that 

within these walls the vulnerable are safe, that the sick and the 

injured have been carried out of the world’s violence into a 

place exempt from it. Reuel had chosen the setting precisely to 

break that promise, to demonstrate that there was no sanctuary 

his reach could not enter and profane. I think that, more than 
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the deaths themselves, was the lesson he intended—that safety is 

a fiction maintained by consent, and that a sufficiently patient 

cruelty can revoke the consent of anyone, anywhere, at the hour 

of its choosing. I have never since walked into a hospital 

without some ghost of that night walking in beside me. 

I had killed before, in the indirect arithmetic of war—

called for fire, failed to save, made the choices that send some 

men forward and leave others where they fall. But I had never, 

until that hospital room, raised my own hand and ended a specific 

human being who would otherwise have drawn another breath. The 

doctors among my readers will understand the particular violence 

the act does to a man trained, at great cost and over many years, 

in the opposite reflex. My entire professional self was an 

instrument built to keep hearts beating. In a fraction of a 

second, on a corridor floor, I had used it to stop one, and the 

recoil I felt afterward was not only in my hands. I have made my 

peace with it, insofar as one does; she would have killed Mann 

and then, almost certainly, me. But I record it plainly because I 

think the day a man stops being marked by such an act is the day 

he has lost the thing that made the act forgivable. 

I have thought a great deal, since, about that look on 

Magda’s face among the hospital dead. It was not the remorse of a 

woman who has done wrong and been caught; she had worn that 

expression before, and worn it like a costume. This was different 

and worse. She had built a thing—the formula, the perfected 

alteration of the human animal—and had imagined, as inventors do, 

that she would remain its author and its master. Now she stood 
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among bodies broken by her own work in hands she had never 

chosen, used by a man she despised toward an end she had not 

sanctioned, and she understood at last the oldest and least 

bearable truth of her trade: that a weapon, once made, no longer 

belongs to the maker. It belongs to whoever will pick it up. Her 

father had learned it. Mann had learned it. She was learning it 

now, in a corridor that smelled of blood and antiseptic, and I 

almost—almost—pitied her. 

Mann, who had scarcely the color of a living man, 

nevertheless said that Reuel would be near. Pride would not let 

him delegate the witnessing of a rival’s death. Vane therefore 

ordered a search of every building within a mile that could 

command a view of the hospital. Hours passed. Dawn thinned the 

sky and exhausted the teams. Nothing. We gathered in a command 

post and Mann, stubborn as fever, reviewed the map until his 

finger settled upon a condemned office block that had already 

been searched once and dismissed. Searched, he said, like a 

building; not searched like a hiding place. This second pass 

found the concealed observation room at the top: monitors still 

warm, coffee hotter than it ought to have been if left long, and 

live feeds of the hospital on every screen. Reuel had indeed been 

there, and had left only moments before. Tactical officers caught 

sight of him entering the Underground. For a brief interval it 

seemed as though all London had narrowed to one elderly man on a 

platform and one departing train. He slipped aboard just before 

the doors closed, then vanished again by abandoning the train in 
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a tunnel and disappearing into the maintenance dark like a legend 

with practical training. 

Mann insisted he could still think along Reuel’s lines, and 

on the strength of that terrible intimacy he directed us toward 

an old pumping station on the Thames, decommissioned decades 

before and therefore perfect for use by anyone who understood the 

city not as a civic organism but as an archive of forgotten 

exits. We arrived at daybreak. The station stood over the river 

like the remnant of an age which had believed iron and steam 

would solve the moral inconveniences of mankind. Inside, amid 

flood-stained walls and dead machinery, we found Reuel once more 

at a control panel, entirely calm, as if he had merely stepped 

aside to wait for us in the last chamber. He announced then what 

Magda’s hints had prepared us to fear: Phase Five had been armed. 

Fifty bombs were distributed across London. He alone held the 

abort code. If we seized him, the city died. If we allowed him to 

depart by boat from the river, he would call the devices off. 

Vane called it a bluff. Reuel answered by illuminating a screen 

crowded with locations and countdown clocks. There are scenes in 

which one feels history leaning over the shoulder. This was such 

a scene. Mann, after one glance at the data, told Vane to lower 

the weapons. Iris protested. Magda asked in a voice scarcely 

above a whisper whether we were truly to let the old devil walk 

away. Mann watched Reuel moving toward the door and said only one 

word: no. 
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Chapter Twelve 

“The Garden” 

 

By the time Dr. Mann returned from the edge of drowning, 

London had resumed its usual hypocrisy with astonishing speed. 

Dawn moved over the city in diluted pearl and smoke, and vans 

made deliveries, nurses changed shifts, traders opened screens, 

and bakers stacked warm loaves in shop windows, as though one 

more night of threatened annihilation were no more than an 

atmospheric inconvenience. Yet those of us who had stood over the 

flooded pit in Docklands, or heard the ragged labor with which 

Mann dragged his first breath back into the world, knew that 

something had altered. Reuel had not merely attempted murder. He 

had issued a lesson. He wished us to understand that survival 

itself could be made into humiliation, and that one might rescue 

a man only in order to discover the larger trap had been laid 

elsewhere. 

I have always distrusted the consoling power of mornings, 

and I distrusted it most that morning. There is a cruelty in the 

way the world resumes itself after a night of horror—the 

indifferent loveliness of an ordinary dawn over a city that came 

within a code-string of catastrophe and will never know it. The 

light did not care. The bakers did not care. It is the great 

scandal of survival, and also, I have come to think, its quiet 

mercy: that the world is built to forget, that ordinary life 

closes over the worst of our nights like water over a stone, and 

that this forgetting, which feels at first like an insult to the 
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dead, is the very ground on which the living are permitted to 

begin again. 

I have treated, in my time, men who were tortured by 

professionals, and I had thought I understood the grammar of 

deliberate cruelty. Reuel taught me a refinement of it I had not 

imagined. He did not wish merely to kill Mann, nor even merely to 

make him suffer; suffering is the ambition of small sadists. He 

wished to demonstrate a thesis—that his pupil’s every apparent 

triumph could be revealed, at the chosen moment, as a stage he 

himself had built—and he was prepared to spend a city’s safety, a 

hospital ward, and his own decades of patience to prove it. There 

is a kind of evil that wants things, and can therefore be 

bargained with or starved. And there is a rarer kind that wants 

only to be proved right. I had not, until Reuel, fully believed 

the second kind existed outside of sermons. I believe it now. It 

is the most patient appetite in the world, and the least 

survivable. 

I sat with Iris outside the surgical theatre while men in 

green gowns and leaded calmness worked upon the body of the man 

who had once terrorized half the globe. The daughter kept her 

composure better than anyone had a right to expect; only the 

whiteness around her mouth betrayed the strain. Lena arrived in 

haste, wrapped in a coat thrown over nightclothes, and went first 

to me, touching my face and shoulders with both hands, as if 

taking stock by touch of what remained unbroken. Beyond the 

observation glass, Mann lay under a cone of hard light, chest 

opened to intervention, tubes and instruments making an 
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impersonal forest around him. It seemed impossible that so much 

history, so much cruelty, cunning, invention, and recently 

purchased grace, could be reduced to the frailty of a pulse on a 

monitor. 

I had spent the night unable to decide what I wished for as 

I watched the line of his heartbeat hold and falter and hold. It 

is a question every physician confronts eventually, though we do 

not speak of it: what one truly hopes, standing over a patient 

one has cause to hate. I had treated men I despised before and 

had always found that the despising fell away the moment the body 

became my responsibility, replaced by the flat professional will 

that wants only for the thing in front of it to live. But Mann 

was not an anonymous patient, and I was no longer only his 

doctor. I wanted him to live. I am still not entirely sure why—

whether for Iris’s sake, or Lena’s, or because his death by 

Reuel’s hand would have felt like a defeat dressed as 

deliverance, or because some part of me had simply, against all 

sense, grown unwilling to live in a world that no longer 

contained him. None of these reasons satisfies me. All of them, I 

suspect, were true at once. 

While the surgeons fought for Mann's life, Vane and Graves 

resumed the more thankless labor of extracting order from 

catastrophe. Magda was brought under guard to an interrogation 

room, and for the first time since I had known her she answered 

not as an ideologue or a strategist but as a woman exhausted by 

the uses to which stronger wills had put her. Reuel, she said, 

had arranged the world like a set of collapsing arches: strike 
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one support and another would fall by design. He had prepared 

cells in reserve, instructions sealed for release, contingencies 

upon contingencies, until even his capture threatened to become 

another weapon. If he were killed, other operatives might act in 

his name. If he were taken alive, others might act for his 

rescue. Such was his genius: he made obedience continue even in 

his absence. 

Listening to Magda describe the architecture of her captor’s 

mind, I understood at last why Mann had looked, on first hearing 

the old man’s name, like a man who has seen a grave open. Reuel 

had built not an organization but a machine for outliving 

himself, a structure in which his death would function as a 

trigger rather than a defeat. Every threat we removed advanced 

his design; every victory we won was a move he had anticipated 

and priced. To fight such a man was to discover that the board 

itself belonged to him, that one’s cleverest stroke had been the 

very thing he required, and that even his killing would not end 

the game but merely begin its final, automated phase. I have 

faced enemies who were stronger than I, and enemies who were 

crueler. Reuel was the first who had arranged matters so that his 

opponents could never be certain they had not, by winning, 

completed his work. 

There was, however, one detail she had overheard while he 

believed her sedated—a reference to the place where it had all 

begun, to the old channels beneath Silvertown, to those forgotten 

warrens under the East End docks where the first Heptarchy 

meetings in London had been held in rooms lit by oil and secrecy. 
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Graves, who mistrusted all romance and most memories, protested 

that those tunnels had been sealed for decades. Magda replied 

with the bitter exactness of one who had seen too much deception 

to be fooled by official certainties. Rust could be painted on. 

Doors could be made to appear abandoned. Empires themselves, she 

observed, often survived by pretending what remained useful had 

long ago been demolished. 

Mann woke before dawn with the expression of a man 

interrupted in a distasteful but necessary calculation. Iris told 

him what the doctors had told us: fractured ribs, a damaged lung, 

severe bruising, a body in want of stillness. He listened, 

absorbed it, and dismissed it in the same instant. When she 

informed him that Vane had gone to Silvertown with Magda and a 

tactical team, alarm sharpened his face more effectively than any 

stimulant could have done. Reuel, he said, would never leave so 

crude a path without another one concealed beneath it. He dressed 

against medical instruction, signed whatever forms were placed 

before him, and departed in a state that should have confined a 

lesser man to bed. I do not say this in admiration. It is simply 

the truth that he possessed a discipline toward pain that was 

nearly pathological. 

The entrance in Silvertown was found precisely where Magda 

said it would be, behind shelving in a cellar that smelled of 

damp plaster, rat droppings, and a century of neglect. The door 

opened too easily; that in itself was warning enough. Vane led 

the descent into the tunnels under a wash of portable light. The 

brickwork, though old, had been maintained. Electrical cables 
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followed the walls. The air held that faint metallic cleanliness 

peculiar to places where machinery has recently stood. They 

advanced to a subterranean chamber where ancient theatricality 

and modern logistics had been merged without shame: servers 

beside carved panels, communications gear near shrines stripped 

of worship and left only with the posture of it. The place was 

empty. Reuel, having foreseen both Magda's usefulness and Vane's 

necessity, had already withdrawn. 

Then came the message on the screen, recorded in advance, 

and with it the hard realization that the Silvertown chambers had 

been only bait. While Vane ran one way, Reuel had turned another. 

He intended not merely to kill Mann but to do so under 

observation of his own choosing, to complete the lesson begun at 

the warehouse and prove that the student could not survive the 

teacher's final examination. Vane and his men raced back through 

the tunnels, but distance—physical, moral, and strategic—had 

already been placed between cause and answer. 

In Mann's hospital room the assassin came dressed as a 

nurse, which was apt; in those days every instrument of care 

seemed liable to produce its opposite. She entered smiling, 

carrying a syringe and the manner of routine. Mann recognized the 

threat at the instant before it struck, but he was still a 

battered man rising from the edge of surgery, and the woman Reuel 

had sent had been enhanced with Magda's formula. Iris flung 

herself at the assailant and was cast aside with brutal ease. The 

operative forced Mann back against the equipment, raising the 

syringe with the mechanical certainty of one who has been taught 
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that mission is superior to life. I arrived in the doorway at 

that hideous second and fired and killed her. 

The shot saved Mann; it also stripped something from me. I 

had been in war and had treated the worst of its arithmetic, but 

this was the first time I had knowingly sent a life out of the 

world with my own hand. I stared at the fallen woman with a 

physician's horror and a soldier's comprehension crossing in my 

face like weather fronts. There was no time for reflection. More 

enhanced operatives were in the corridors, moving through the 

hospital with animal speed and inhuman force, turning wards into 

battlegrounds and terrorizing staff and patients already near the 

limits of fear. Mann, who should scarcely have been standing, 

fought because not to fight would have been to invite butchery. 

He used angles and joints, nerves and leverage, old knowledge 

against new corruption. Vane's teams at last arrived and turned 

disorder into something survivable. 

When the violence had been stamped down, Magda stood amid 

the wreckage as if in a chapel built for guilt. These dead and 

wounded, she said, were the consequence of her research. Mann 

refused her self-condemnation with more gentleness than I had 

ever heard from him. Formulas, he told her, were no more moral 

than knives. It was Reuel who had chosen the hand, the target, 

and the purpose. Yet if he sought to console her, he did not deny 

the more terrible truth: inventions once made do not return 

docilely to nonexistence. They go on living in others' 

intentions. 
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Mann insisted then that Reuel had not fled far. Vanity, in 

his former teacher, operated with the force of instinct. Reuel 

would have needed to watch; he would have required confirmation 

of triumph. Vane ordered a radius search around the hospital, and 

the city was combed through the remaining night. Seventy 

buildings yielded nothing. At dawn Mann, refusing fatigue the way 

misers refuse generosity, studied maps and sight lines until he 

selected a condemned office building that commanded the hospital 

while appearing too derelict to matter. A second search uncovered 

the hidden observation room—monitors still active, coffee warm, 

retreat only just completed. Reuel had gone to ground among the 

commuters before the first search had learned how to see him. 

The pursuit that followed carried them through a Tube 

station as London began its morning business. Reuel, disguised 

only by age, passed through the crowd with the confidence of a 

man who understood that cities protect the calm more effectively 

than they protect the terrified. Tactical officers chased him 

onto a train and lost him when he dropped from it into the 

tunnels. It was Mann, again thinking along the old logic, who 

traced the likely route from Underground works to river culverts 

and from culverts to a decommissioned pumping station on the 

Thames. There, in a control room still humming with illicit 

power, Reuel waited beside the mechanism of his next extortion. 

He had armed fifty devices across London and gave them 

thirty minutes in which to choose between justice and mercy. 

Capture him and the city would bleed; let him go and he would 

transmit the abort code from a boat once safely beyond their 



 GAEL / The Cinnabar Mark / 249 

reach. Even Vane, whose contempt for bargaining with monsters was 

among his finer qualities, could not deny the mathematics. Bomb-

disposal teams could not reach fifty points in half an hour. 

Iris, Graves, and I understood at once that there existed no 

heroic alternative, no hidden corridor toward a painless 

solution. Reuel had at last produced the condition in which 

restraint itself looked like surrender. 

Mann told Vane to lower the guns. He said it quietly, but 

every person present heard in that calm not submission but 

decision. When Reuel passed him at the door, teacher and student 

near enough to breathe the same air, there occurred the smallest 

of gestures. Only after Reuel had gone did Mann reveal it. He had 

attached a tracking beacon to the old man's clothing with a trick 

learned decades earlier from the very man now using blackmail as 

doctrine. It was a petty triumph in one sense; Reuel would likely 

discover and remove it before long. Yet it altered the balance 

just enough. The bombs might be aborted; the hunt need not end in 

that room. 

I have wondered, in the years since, whether Mann let Reuel 

walk free that morning out of strategy or out of something nearer 

to filial reluctance—whether the beacon was a tactician’s reflex 

or a son’s refusal to watch a father die a second time by his own 

hand. I never asked him. There are questions one withholds not 

from delicacy but from a suspicion that the answer would be true 

in several incompatible directions at once, which was the usual 

condition of anything important about Mann. What I knew was this: 

he had stood within arm’s reach of the one man on earth he had 
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reason both to fear and to hate, with a city’s survival in the 

balance, and he had chosen to lose the man in order to keep the 

city—and then, being who he was, had arranged in the same breath 

not quite to lose him after all. It was the whole of him in a 

single gesture: the conscience and the cunning, 

indistinguishable, working as one organ. 

They waited while the countdown crawled lower and London 

remained suspended between ordinary traffic and possible 

slaughter. Five minutes. Two. Vane was on the verge of ordering 

mass evacuation when the screens changed. One by one, then all 

together, the devices stood down. Breath returned to the room 

like something granted, not owned. Iris looked at her father with 

a kind of stunned faith. Mann, worn to the edge of collapse, said 

only that Reuel was honorable in the deformed fashion peculiar to 

men who mistake consistency for goodness. 

Afterward, with daylight widening over the river, Mann 

declared himself finished. He had fought that particular war for 

decades, he said, and would not permit it to consume what 

remained of him. Vane believed him only partially; I perhaps even 

less. But both recognized in him a fatigue deeper than bodily 

injury. It was not mere weariness. It was the exhaustion of a man 

who had at last seen the full perimeter of his own legacy and 

found no glory in it. Iris took his arm and led him out of the 

pumping station. They went together like survivors of some 

private shipwreck, father and daughter not reconciled to the past 

so much as committed, for once, to the possibility of a future. 
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I should like to be able to report that I felt, in that grey 

dawn by the river, the clean elation of victory. I did not. We 

had saved London twice over in a single night, and the saving had 

cost a hospital ward of the dead, a young woman shot by my own 

hand, and some final increment of whatever innocence I had 

carried out of Helmand and imagined I had already spent. Reuel 

was loose in the world. The Heptarchy, decapitated again, would 

grow another head as it always had. And I had learned, past any 

further pretending, that there is no last battle—that the men who 

tell themselves otherwise are the ones who get other people 

killed reaching for an ending the world does not stock. What I 

felt, standing there, was not triumph but the particular 

tiredness that comes of understanding one’s own limits and 

choosing, despite them, to go home. It is a smaller feeling than 

victory. I have come to think it is also a more honest one, and 

very nearly the only kind a sane man is entitled to. 

Three months later I went down to the countryside and found 

Mann in a garden. There are transformations the world can easily 

sentimentalize, and I mistrust most of them; yet the sight of 

that bald green-eyed old schemer setting flowers into black earth 

with a trowel in hand would have tested a colder man than I. Iris 

had arranged for him a cottage whose quiet was nearly insolent 

after the noise in which he had long flourished. She had, 

meanwhile, been accepted at Cambridge and spoke of doctoral work 

with an energy that had lost its appetite for conspiracy. Mann 

read our letters over tea. Lena's photograph—one hand 

unconsciously resting over the life within her—made him smile in 
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a manner so unguarded that it would have startled anyone who had 

known only Dr. Mann and not the old man learning, somewhat late, 

to be merely Mann. 

We had arrived, he and I, at a truce neither of us would 

have predicted and neither quite knew how to name. I did not 

trust him; I would have been a fool to, and he would have been 

the first to say so. Yet I had knelt in filthy water and dragged 

his heart back into beating, and he had stood between a syringe 

and my throat more than once, and such things accumulate into a 

relation that has no proper word in the language of decent men. 

He was not my friend. He was something stranger and more 

difficult: a man whose worst crimes I could recite from memory 

and whose company I had, against every principle I held, come not 

entirely to dread. When he asked after Lena, the question was 

real. When he asked after the child, it was real. I had stopped 

trying to reconcile the man who once set engineered death loose 

upon cities with the old gardener who wanted to know whether my 

wife was eating properly. I had decided, instead, simply to let 

both of them exist, which is perhaps the nearest thing to 

forgiveness available to a man who is unwilling, and unentitled, 

to grant the real article. 

Vane, of course, did not retire. He never could. Reuel's 

signal resurfaced in Tangier, and there were teams to assemble, 

authorities to prod, allies to offend, and maps to ruin with 

fresh circles. He chose not to summon Mann back into the hunt, 

though he kept the file near to hand in what I suspect was less 

precaution than habit. Lena and I moved farther into the country 
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and prepared a nursery. There was conflict in me still—the old 

attraction to danger is no more easily cured than vanity or 

grief—but I chose domestic hope over pursuit, and I believe that 

choice cost me more courage than many firefights in harsher 

lands. Magda remained imprisoned, calmer than before, reading 

with the composure of one attempting to build an interior life 

after too many years spent as instrument and cause. 

She wrote to me once, that winter, a single careful page in 

a hand I did not recognize and a tone I almost did not believe. 

She did not ask forgiveness; she had her father’s contempt for 

cheap absolution. She wrote only that she had begun to read 

history rather than to imagine herself its instrument, and that 

the change, while it had brought her no peace, had at least 

returned to her the dignity of doubt. I did not answer. I am not 

certain there was an answer to give. But I kept the page, as Mann 

had kept his daughter’s letters, as Magda had kept her brother’s—

a family, I have come to think, united at the last by nothing 

except the words none of them could quite bring themselves to 

throw away. 

I have those letters still, in a drawer I open seldom. 

Sometimes, on the long grey afternoons when a man takes stock 

against his will, I find myself reading them again—the 

daughter’s, the sister’s, the one Mann wrote to me—and trying to 

assemble from them some final verdict on the family whose orbit 

nearly destroyed my own. I have never managed it. They were 

monsters; they were also, severally and against all probability, 

capable of love, courage, and a late and partial decency that 
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cost them more than wickedness ever had. I have given up the 

attempt to reconcile the two accounts. I have come to suspect 

that the failure to reconcile them is not a deficiency in my 

judgment but the most accurate judgment available—that people of 

that magnitude are not solved but merely survived, and that the 

wisest thing one can do with the memory of them is precisely what 

I do with the letters: keep them, reread them seldom, and decline 

to reach a conclusion the truth will not support. 

As for Mann, he wrote in his journal one evening while the 

light went down over the hedges and the smell of damp soil came 

through the open window. Later he showed me the line only by 

implication, for he was never one to exhibit sincerity nakedly. 

He had been criminal, scientist, father, teacher, enemy, and 

monster, he wrote, and was now at last trying to be only a man. 

It was an ambition both smaller and more difficult than all the 

rest. Whether peace will hold for him I cannot say. Men like 

Reuel do not relinquish grievance, and organizations like the 

Heptarchy do not die merely because their masters age. But for 

that season at least the garden held, London continued, children 

were expected into the world, and the old doctor who had once 

trafficked in engineered death bent over seedlings and learned 

what could still be coaxed to live. 

I have come, in the writing of this, to think that the whole 

long history I have set down reduces finally to that single, 

modest, nearly impossible ambition—not Mann’s alone, but, in 

their fashion, all of ours. To be merely a man. To set down the 

instruments by which one had made oneself exceptional and 
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dangerous, and to take up instead the small unglamorous work of 

an ordinary life lived among people one has decided to love. Mann 

reached for it over a trowel and a bed of black earth. I reached 

for it across a country, toward a woman and a child and a quiet I 

had spent years insisting I was too necessary to deserve. Whether 

either of us truly attained it I cannot say. The ambition does 

not announce its success; it has no monuments. One knows only 

that the days go by without conspiracy, that the soil yields what 

it is coaxed to yield, and that this, which the young mistake for 

the absence of a life, is very nearly the whole of one. 


